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			THE VIEW FROM UP HERE 

			In all the time Mike had been alive, he’d never had much need for home repair. Any issues inside of the house had been fixable with a quick call to the landlord, and the worst he had ever dealt with was a dishwasher that had backed up onto his kitchen floor.

			However, now there was no landlord to call, no problem that could be fixed with the push of a button. It was his house, his problem, and right now, the front of his home was a wreck. The planking had been torn up from the wraparound porch and the railing destroyed when a psychotic witch named Sarah had hurled Abella across the yard and into the decking. The roof above it had begun to sag, though it was quickly shored up by spare wood that Tink had found. Luckily Abella was crazy strong, and Mike had mostly supervised the reinstallation of the support beams, watching the gargoyle lift the roof up high enough while Tink properly replaced the busted wood, standing on a ladder while Mike handed her tools.

			The little goblin was the picture of home improvement efficiency. By the time he had returned from the greenhouse last week, she had already ordered almost everything they needed to fix the front of his damaged home. Each day brought with it a new shipment of supplies, and Tink made the time to show Mike how to help her. 

			The bushes had been pulled up, and the trellis beneath had been removed, the delicate wood having been shattered by Abella’s impact. Tink had found a new trellis online, declaring the Magic Screen the best invention known to man. It was supposed to arrive next week, with instructions to leave it at the bottom of the driveway. Mike was no longer taking any chances with deliveries, especially not after Sarah had ended up nearly killing him disguised as a delivery person.

			Tink was busy taking measurements, making several notes in a small journal Mike had bought for her. She wore a pair of overalls and a white tank top, both purchased in the “little miss” section of a store for tweens in the mall. The goblin was a whiz on the sewing machine—she had taken in the sides and adjusted the legs so that the clothes were a perfect fit. Her hair had been pulled back into a bright-red ponytail, revealing both of her horns and a pencil tucked behind each ear, with yet another in her mouth. Making a note to herself, she set down the pencil she’d been writing with, measured another gap, then pulled the pencil from between her lips to write down her findings. She wore an ankle brace now, her foot still not well enough to be walked on. It had been a struggle to make the little goblin take it easy around the house for a couple of days, but Mike had told her it was human law that a wife needed to let her husband care for her.

			A big stickler for following the law, Tink had acquiesced. It was the same reason they were married, in fact. Shortly after moving in, she had started a territorial dispute with him, and he had married her to keep her from being kicked out of the house as the loser. Consummating the marriage had been far more fun than expected, and Tink didn’t seem to mind the sexual relationships he had with the other women of the house.

			“Excuse me?”

			Mike turned around to see a young man holding a box on the front walk.

			“Mr. Radley?”

			“That’s me.” Mike cautiously approached the man, then signed for the package. The delivery driver waited patiently, taking no notice of the little green woman fixing the porch. Mike even looked back to make sure she was there, marveling at how the magical geas protected his home. Unless invited inside, nobody would see the magical creatures that lived within.

			“Your house is so cool,” the driver remarked, taking the paperwork back. “When I was a kid, my friends and I used to dare each other to ring the bell. We all thought it was haunted, but none of us ever had the guts to actually make it to the door.”

			“Oh yeah? Why’s that?”

			“I dunno. Weird stuff always seemed to happen around here. I know this will sound stupid, you know, kids and all, but one time my friend Jacob said he made it onto the porch. He was going to hit the bell when we heard this woman scream bloody murder at him, so he bolted. I think it was probably a rabbit under the porch or something. I hear they can scream like people.”

			“No, it’s a ghost. She’s a screamer. Does that shit all the time.”

			The delivery driver’s eyes widened, the blood draining from his face. Mike waited several breaths and then winked at him.

			“Oh, shit, you had me. You actually had me. Felt like I was ten all over again. Have a good day, man!” He waved, jogging back to his car and driving away. Mike looked at the porch swing, Cecilia rocking gently back and forth with a smirk on her face. The banshee was sort of like a ghost, but she was definitely a screamer.

			Mike brought the box inside, then carefully unpacked its contents. Satisfied everything was there, he quickly organized the items on the kitchen table. He scooped up the first bundle and walked out the back door of the house into the garden.

			The garden area was built like a courtyard. The exterior wall of the garage was to the left, and the wooden siding transformed at the corner into a stone wall that surrounded the property, save for the wrought iron gate that gave access to the forest behind the house. In the middle of the yard was a large fountain, and standing in it was the nymph, Naia. She had summoned tiny spheres of water that bounced across the surface of the fountain, currently being chased by a pair of determined squirrels. Tossing her greenish-blue hair over one shoulder, Naia winked at him.

			“Hello, lover,” she said, the skirt of her white gown floating on the water’s surface.

			“Naia.” He had discovered the nymph his first night in the house, a sexual encounter in his bathtub that had swapped a small piece of their souls, binding him to the house as its Caretaker.

			“What’s that?” she asked, pointing at the small bundle he was holding.

			“A couple of things.” He handed her a catalog. “First, here are some flowers I thought we could plant by the fountain along with some pots for them to go in. I brought you the catalog so that we could pick them out together.”

			“I love flowers!” Naia hopped up and down, her breasts jiggling pleasantly beneath her gown.

			“I also bought you this.” He held up a small jewelry box. Opening the lid revealed a small pendant on a silver chain. “It isn’t anything special, but it reminded me of you.”

			“For me?” Naia stared at it, eyes wide and mouth agape. 

			“Yeah.” Mike picked up the chain and showed her the pendant. In the sun’s light, it reflected several different colors. “This is abalone jewelry; it’s made from a shell.”

			“It’s beautiful!” Naia turned around, lifting up her hair. Mike fastened the necklace around her neck, then took in her scent while leaning against her.

			She raised the pendant to inspect it. “I love it.”

			“I hoped you would.” Mike kissed her on the neck. The fountain swelled with water, briefly overflowing on every side.

			“Remind me to thank you properly later.” Naia pressed her ass into him. “I’m afraid if I thank you now, Tink will get angry that you are avoiding work.”

			“You’re one-thousand-percent correct,” Mike said, remembering Tink had bitten him yesterday for surfing the internet on his phone instead of bringing her a box of screws from the garage. “I’ll see you tonight.” 

			Naia blew him a kiss, and he walked back through the house to the kitchen, grabbing a couple more items on his way through. On the front deck, he turned right and made his way to the porch swing. Cecilia wore a pretty white dress with simple black shoes, and her sightless white eyes stared out into eternity.

			“You brought me something?” Cecilia asked.

			“I did.” Mike held up the large cushion. “Well, it’s more for me.” Kneeling beside the swing, he detached the old, ratty seat cushion from it. Cecilia vanished when he pulled it away and reappeared on top of the new one once he had it tied in place. “This way, I can sit and visit with you for a little longer. The old one was starting to hurt my back.”

			“Oh, to be alive,” the banshee said, touching the new cushion with ethereal fingers. “Sit with me tonight?”

			“You can count on it.” The first time Mike had met Cecilia, she had scared the crap out of him. Now he spent his evenings visiting with her in one way or another. Mike sat on the new cushion, then swung the swing a few times. “Oh man, that is so much better.”

			“I’m glad.” Cecilia faded from sight, but the swing kept moving even after Mike got up. Walking into the yard, he looked up at the roof. “Abella?”

			The gargoyle appeared in the sky, circling briefly before touching down. Her wings closed around her body, forming a hooded cloak. “Yes?”

			Mike handed her an iPad. “I got this for you. It has access to Prime Video, Netflix, and Hulu.”

			“Are those magic words?” Abella asked, inspecting the screen in her hands. Mike had purchased a protective case for it, the kind that was meant for little kids. He figured the extra-wide handles would keep Abella from accidentally cracking the screen. She touched one of the app icons on the tablet, her eyes growing wide as the screen flashed when the app opened.

			“No. Let me show you.” Mike instructed her in the usage of the tablet. Abella didn’t need sleep so spent her hours watching TV through the back window of the house. She stared in fascination as Mike explained how to bring up the different shows and movies with the touch of a finger.

			“This little screen is like magic,” the gargoyle declared, holding it up against the sky.

			​“And you can take it anywhere. Just don’t let it get wet, and if that little battery picture in the corner gets empty, I can plug it in for you.” Mike suspected this would happen most nights—the thing only had a battery life of ten hours, and it might be worth it to have Tink build Abella a docking station.

			Back in the kitchen, Mike looked at the rest of the package’s contents. He had ordered a few power tools for Tink—the little goblin was doing most of her work by hand, and he knew that she could work a lot faster with a few extra modern conveniences.

			The last item was in a small jewelry box. As he picked it up, he ran his fingers over the top, wondering if he would even see her. Shaking his head, he stuck the box in a kitchen drawer that contained a bunch of keys, scissors, and tape.

			A thud on the wall brought his attention to the giant collection of vines that had framed the window looking out into the back. Smiling, he walked to the fridge and opened it, pulling out a plate with a five-pound roll of raw beef that had defrosted overnight. He unwrapped it, then tossed the plastic in the trash can beneath the sink.

			After opening the kitchen window, he handed the meat to the hungry vines that waited, then watched them drag away their snack. Ever since the Mandragora had eaten the witch last week, the plant had been very docile with him, acting like a puppy dog that followed him around whenever he was out back. The vines would slither around him like snakes, eagerly awaiting a gentle pat or even a rub. Mike felt ridiculous scratching a leafy vine as thick as his wrist, but the plant seemed to like it.

			Mike grabbed a pair of orange sodas from the fridge and some plated sandwiches he had made earlier. After walking out front, he approached the goblin from behind. She was bent over, trying to get a stubborn board to lie where she wanted it. He gave her butt a playful slap, which caused her to drop the board on the deck with a clatter.

			“Break time,” he announced.

			Tink looked at him, then back at the board, apparently coming to a decision over what was truly important to her. Licking her lips, she followed Mike to the front steps of the house. He handed her some lunch, and she sat next to him with her sandwich clutched in her little hands.

			“This one extra good,” Tink told him, mustard leaking from her sandwich. For whatever reason, she had developed an obsession with trying mustard on all her food: eggs, chicken, toast, it didn’t matter. As she licked mustard off her fingers, Mike couldn’t help but smile at the cute picture before him.

			“Thought you would like it.” Mike bit into his own sandwich, then took a drink of his soda. “Looks like we still have some work to do out here.”

			“Maybe finish tomorrow,” Tink informed him, peeling the crust off her sandwich and using it to scoop up the extra mustard that had covered her plate. “Then figure out goggles.”

			“That’s right. We need to get those back.” While chasing the haunted doll, Jenny, through the house last week, Mike and Tink had run across a Labyrinth and its resident Minotaur. Tink had lost her magical goggles while escaping and reminded Mike on a daily basis that they were super important to her. However, she also saw the wisdom in letting Mike heal from the wounds he had sustained from a fight with a witch and a fire elemental so had taken to repairing the damage that Sarah had done.

			“Stupid cow-fuck,” Tink muttered under her breath. Her vocabulary was the result of a brain injury she had sustained decades past, but she was a genius when it came to repairing the house.

			​Mike gave Tink an affectionate squeeze. “We’ll find a way to make it right, I promise.”

			They already had a basic map of the Labyrinth, though giant sections of it were incomplete. Now he needed to figure out how to convince the Minotaur to give her the goggles back. They finished their meals, and he took Tink inside to survey the collection of tools he had purchased. Tink was fascinated by the cordless drill, her eyes fixated on the spinning metal bit. It hadn’t been plugged in long, so disappointment registered in her face when the spinning slowed to a crawl.

			​“Give it some time,” Mike informed her, handing her the staple gun. “You can use this to reattach the trellis when it arrives. Do you want me to show you how—”

			Tink pushed the stapler into the table, squeezing out several small staples into the old wood.

			​“Tink like this one,” she announced, firing staples through the air. “No more squished fingers.”

			​“You got it.” Mike picked up the spare hammer he had purchased for himself. All Tink’s tools were smaller than normal due to the size of her hands, making it difficult for him to help her without developing a cramp through the back of his hand and wrist.

			​“We go work now!” Tink exclaimed, gathering up in her arms some of the hardware they would need. Mike followed her toward the front door, picking up all the stuff she dropped on the way. Stepping out onto the front porch, Mike nearly ran into Tink, who had come to a stop.

			​“Hello, Mr. Radley.” Wearing a plain dress with her hair twisted in a long braid was Elizabeth from the Historical Preservation Society. The last time Mike had seen her, she had been in the company of her daughter, Sarah. “I was wondering if I may have a word with you.”

			​“You can talk from there,” Mike told her, looking down at Tink, who skulked away down the porch. Elizabeth paid the goblin no attention. Mike hoped his guess was correct and that Elizabeth still couldn’t see her.

			​“It appears that you had some trouble,” Elizabeth said, walking along the yard. She stood next to the collapsed railing. “You do understand that there is a process for approving renovations, yes? To preserve the historical integrity of the house.”

			​“Considering that a member of your society caused this damage, I suggest we stop playing make believe.” Mike crossed his arms. “You and I both know that the value of this house has nothing to do with how old it is.” 

			​“How did you do it?” Elizabeth took a step toward the porch. “An elemental, a succubus, and a witch. Any of those things would present a challenge, but somehow you surpassed them.”

			​“And I will continue to do so.” Mike waved his hand at the house. “I know that you’re not just after the magic in the home but the magical creatures inside. They have power and are tools to be used, right? Well, to me, they’re family. How many times have your people tried to bust in here? How many times have you failed? No matter what you send at me, I will never part with this place. No matter who you send, we will stop them,” he said evenly, hoping she couldn’t hear the nerves in his voice.

			​Elizabeth smiled. “You certainly are feeling bold, Mr. Radley. Not many men who enjoy living would dare speak to me in that manner.”

			​Mike laughed. “What’s the worst you can do? You tried to eat my soul, burn down my house, and kill me. I’m not sure how you are going to top that, unless you have another daughter who is better than the last one.”

			​“We will find a way, Mr. Radley. One day, we will take something from you, something that you love, and you will give everything to get it back from us.” The corner of her lip twitched.

			​“Until that day comes,” Mike replied, leaning over the railing, “get the fuck away from my house.”

			​Elizabeth stood there in silence, the sun beating down on her face. Mike watched in astonishment as her shadow shifted beneath her, multiple limbs reaching for the home but bending away as if repulsed.

			​“Do your best to enjoy your time on Earth,” Elizabeth said cryptically. “You no longer have much of it.” She spun around and took three steps away from the home, then vanished.

			​“Fuck.” Mike let out a loud breath. His hands shook as adrenaline raced through his body. He’d been afraid she would attack him and had hoped that his confidence would chase her off.

			​“Mean lady gone,” Tink announced, standing up from the bushes with her crossbow. Mike wasn’t sure when she had gotten there, but he was relieved to know that the goblin had his back. “Next time, Tink shoot her in the face.”

			​“Go for it,” Mike told her. “For now, let’s get this porch fixed.”
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			A warm breeze brushed the back of Daryl’s neck followed by the smell of a late summer day. He looked up from the book he had been reading to watch Elizabeth cross the Great Hall and take her seat at the table.

			To the outside world, the Historical Preservation Society appeared to be a local charitable group interested in keeping the past alive through generous donations. In reality, they were a collection of some of the most powerful people on the planet, who were currently using the society to try to take possession of the newly acquired Radley estate and all the magical items within. The monsters that lived there were worth their weight in gold, but the magic the house was rumored to hold was even more valuable.

			Several decades back, the society had encountered a man named Garrett who had told them an amazing tale of a veritable treasure trove of magical artifacts that had been sitting under their noses for over a century. In great detail, he had told them about powerful items lost to the annals of time, casually stored within its walls. Daryl and Sarah had both shared a peculiar interest in his description of a tome with an apple on the front. They had deduced that it must be the grimoire of Morgan le Faye, a book that would grant them access to the forbidden magic of Creation itself. For true witches and warlocks, knowledge was far more valuable than money, and they all wanted a piece of what the house had to offer. It had been decades since such a find had been made, and they had been ready to take it from Emily, the previous Caretaker.

			In exchange for information on the house, they had taught Garrett to use magic, and he had left on a trip around the world, gathering a small collection of his own mythical beings. The magic from these creatures could usually be harnessed in one form or another, and he had rapidly grown in power and earned his seat at the table with the others.

			Then the dumbass had tried to take the house for himself and gotten killed. The magic that protected the house kept anyone out unless they’d been invited inside by the Caretaker. Garrett could have helped them all gain entry with a special wand he had borrowed that had allowed him to control a former lover’s actions, but he had gotten greedy and tried to take everything for himself.

			Daryl hoped his death had been painful.

			Elizabeth sat down in the seat next to him. There were thirteen chairs total, and the chair on the other side of Elizabeth was the only empty one. It belonged to her daughter, Sarah, who had recently gone missing after attempting a similar assault on the Radley estate. She was presumed dead, but nobody knew for sure.

			Including Daryl, only six members of the society were physically present. The other members were represented by shadow figures who sat in their assigned seats. The others were across the planet doing God only knew what. They all had their own projects, after all.

			“Tell me what happened,” demanded the shadow at the head of the table. Unlike the other shadows, his eyes glowed like tiny stars and his voice came from all around them. Though the society didn’t have formal ranks, they often referred to their leader as the high priest.

			It was a well-deserved title, because the man who held it was somehow powerful enough to astrally project without the main component necessary to do so: a soul.

			Elizabeth took a moment to look around the room, making eye contact with everyone before speaking. When she reached Daryl, he winked. She was one of the few members who would even look him in the eyes ever since he had replaced them with the golden pupils of a powerful warlock who had betrayed the society. These eyes were far better than his old ones, able to see things beyond normal human perception.

			“We made contact about ten days ago. This much we all know. The new owner, Mike Radley, is a nobody. Or rather, we thought he was.” Elizabeth appeared calm, but Daryl wondered what was going on inside her head. This meeting was essentially a formal report to explain how exactly she and Sarah had fucked up acquiring the house, and it wouldn’t take much for the others to decide to hold her accountable and punish her. Without her daughter for support, Elizabeth’s position in the society had dramatically weakened, and without allies, she could be kicked out or even killed.

			“They sent a fire elemental in after him,” Daryl added, then leaned on the table and steepled his slender hands together. He had known Elizabeth and Sarah for over a century now and wanted it known that she still had at least one ally at the table. “Mike Radley was able to destroy it, which caused the situation to escalate. We drastically underestimated him.”

			“That is correct,” she said. “We waited until after he refused our cash offer for the house, which was only a couple of days. Like Garrett told us, the house takes time to awaken, but I wonder now if his information was wrong.”

			“I see. And what happened next?” The shadow at the end of the table shifted. Clearly the high priest’s attention was on the real world as well; he appeared to be in the middle of dining, a shadowy goblet raised to his lips.

			“We decided that the best course of action would be to eliminate him discreetly. Despite any power he has already amassed, his mind would be incapable of withstanding a spiritual assault.” Elizabeth shivered visibly. “So we utilized the succubus.”

			Whispers around the table were exchanged and then immediately ceased. The shadow at the other end of the table darkened, and the lights in the room dimmed.

			“Where is my succubus?” he asked.

			Daryl kept his face neutral. If the high priest wanted, he could turn Elizabeth to a pile of ash, and it was well known that the succubus was a cherished possession of the high priest. Used primarily for assassinations, she slumbered inside of a fist-sized ruby known as the Heart of the Succubus.

			Elizabeth shook her head. “I used the heart to send the succubus after Mr. Radley and promptly locked it away. Sarah removed it from the safe for observation while I slept, I assume because she was anxious to know when he was dead. It was her fire elemental that got destroyed, and she was quite angry about it. When I woke up in the morning, I found that Sarah, the heart, and a few other magical implements had gone missing.”

			“I see.” The shadow leaned on the table, frost spreading from his fingertips and across the wood. “And have we located Sarah?”

			“Attempts have been made,” Daryl announced. “I myself have cast several locator spells, both on the missing objects and on Sarah herself.”

			“And?” The voice was impatient, and a couple of those physically present scooted back from the table, making room for the potential outburst to come.

			“The bracelet is gone, its magic spent. There exists no further trace of it on this plane.” Daryl paused to sip water from his chalice. Elizabeth could be reduced to ash in an instant, but he was a necromancer and had plenty of tricks up his sleeve. He had a tremendous amount of respect for the high priest but did not fear him as the others did. “I tracked the other magic items to the grounds of the home but was unable to penetrate the magical barrier of the geas around it. The wand, the dagger, and Sarah never emerged from that place.”

			More mumbling around the table. Each of those things was irreplaceable, but the dagger most so. As far as any of them knew, there wasn’t another like it.

			“And my succubus?” the high priest asked.

			“I fear she is yours no longer. The tracking spell I used came up empty, so I used the Infernal Mirror to try and find her,” Daryl continued. The Infernal Mirror was one of the greatest objects in their possession; long ago, the society had managed to summon and trap a greater demon inside, one capable of answering three yes-or-no questions asked of it once every lunar cycle. “When I discovered the loss of the heart, I asked if Lily’s pact was still intact. The demon told me no.”

			A shadowy hand slammed onto the table, and the earth quaked beneath them. “And your second question?”

			“I asked the mirror if Mike was her new master, and the demon laughed.” Daryl shook his head. Everyone knew that laughter meant that the demon had found a way to avoid answering, a fault in the question itself. This also wasted the question. “Unless Lily has been destroyed, I am at a loss. Something has happened outside of my understanding regarding this matter, and I defer to your guidance.”

			“And your third question?” Activating the mirror meant asking all three questions at once. The other members leaned in with interest.

			“I asked the mirror if Sarah still lived,” Elizabeth said, her gaze steady on the high priest. “The demon laughed until I severed the connection.”

			More mumbling at the table, low whispers that sounded like a bundle of snakes. Daryl watched the high priest, interested to see his reaction.

			“I believe this matter will require more personal attention,” said the high priest. “Something more than simply going to the house and threatening the Caretaker. Kali and Sebastien, I want you to travel to the States and assist Daryl with recovering the dagger and the succubus. Find somebody who has already been in the house, someone who has been invited. They are the key to breaching the barrier of the geas, for only those invited in by the Caretaker can enter it freely.”

			Two of the shadows at the table nodded.

			“What about me?” Elizabeth asked.

			“You are too close to the issue, and until we know your daughter’s fate, I want you nowhere near that house.”

			“And what about Mike Radley?” Daryl asked.

			“If the opportunity comes, kill him. But take no chances.” The high priest faded from view, the lights in the room brightening as he left. His final instructions echoed along the walls, half command, half warning.

			“And find my succubus!”
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			Wiping sweat from his brow, Mike squinted up at the setting sun. He and Tink had made quick work of installing the new decking on the front porch, establishing a rhythm where Tink would lay one plank and set it with a single screw, and then Mike would put in the next three while Tink measured, cut, and set the next board. Luckily the day had been relatively cool, but Mike’s shoulders were sore from working for the last three hours, and he was thirsty.

			He stood and walked inside to refill his water bottle, then sucked greedily at the cool fluid while wondering if he should start making dinner. He had defrosted some burger meat, which would go perfect on the little gas grill he had purchased and put out back near the fountain. Burgers would be quick enough, he decided while strolling out the back to preheat the grill. Tink would hardly even notice his absence—the little goblin was a workhorse and would soldier on without him.

			Naia floated lazily in her fountain, watching tiny birds land in the upper basin to bathe. A stray duck had taken up residence too, swimming quiet circles around the nymph and quacking softly to her. Several small animals made daily pilgrimages to the fountain. Mike’s presence didn’t seem to bother them in the least, and on more than one occasion, he had heard Naia singing to them. She was like a storybook princess, and Mike wondered if someday a prince would come and steal her away from him.

			“How is it going out front?” Naia asked. Unable to go anywhere but the fountain and the enchanted tub in the master bathroom, she relied on Mike for news about the house.

			“Good. Tink will probably finish in the next hour without me.” Mike knelt beneath the grill and turned on the gas. “Once the porch is done, we can get the trellis in and work on replacing those bushes.”

			“Sounds like you’ve been working hard.” The nymph vanished beneath the water and reappeared moments later, the fabric of her dress clinging to her breasts. “Maybe you should take a break?”

			Mike chuckled. “I suppose I might be up for some rest and relaxation. I warn you though, I stink.” He clicked the starter on the grill, and it roared to life.

			Naia laughed, a sound like tiny bells. “Maybe I don’t mind how you smell?”

			“I think you’re about to find out.” Walking toward the fountain, Mike lifted his shirt over his head, temporarily losing sight of where he was going. Without warning, two powerful hands grabbed him around the waist and yanked him straight up in the air. When he cried out in alarm, Naia laughed in response. The flight was brief and tumultuous, and moments later he was gently set down on a hard surface.

			“What the fuck?” After pulling his shirt back down, he realized that he was now on the roof of the house between two turrets. This portion of the roof was very slightly sloped and appeared to be reinforced with metal.

			“I didn’t mean to startle you.” A powerful tail wrapped around his waist, turning him in place.

			He stared into Abella’s dark eyes.

			“Naia was supposed to lure you out into the open for me, but I didn’t expect you to start stripping down already.”

			“Lure me out into the open?” Mike asked. Looking down off the roof, he could see part of the fountain and most of the garden around it. The old iron gate that separated the backyard from the forest was the only part of the wall around the property that wasn’t made of stone. “Why?”

			“I’ve been watching you all day. Seeing you work. Watching you sweat.” The powerful creature before him looked at her hands, her fingers weaving together and apart. “Naia told me I needed to be more forward with you, but it’s been so hard to get you alone since last week.”

			Mike knew exactly what she was talking about. Ever since the incident with Sarah, Cecilia or Tink was always by his side as a precaution. Abella’s body was made of stone, which meant she couldn’t come inside the house without potentially damaging the floor. He glanced across the roof, spotting that Abella’s usual perches had been reinforced with steel beams that had been painted to match the wood.

			“Get me alone for what?” He held back a grin, watching the gargoyle for a response.

			Her stony skin darkened, a color that traveled down her neck and across her upper chest. When her wings were folded in, she appeared to be wearing a soft gray cloak, but recently he could tell that she had adjusted her wings to reveal more of her cleavage.

			“I watch you all the time, from above. And sometimes it makes me think of that time we, you know…,” Abella said shyly, then forced a smile. “And I was hoping we could maybe do that again.”

			“Go to the greenhouse?”

			“No.” Abella shook her head. “I want to have those…feelings again.”

			The first time Mike had met Abella, she had rescued him from the Mandragora plant, which had hungrily dragged him into the greenhouse. The interior of the greenhouse was like a separate world, and the two of them had become stranded on a cliffside with an approaching storm. Her life force had been drained by the Mandragora, and she had suggested a sexual coupling to transfer enough energy to her, allowing her to fly away to safety.

			“I see.” Mike reached out to push a strand of jet-black hair across her forehead. It felt stiff like hay but yielded. “It seems like that was forever ago.” Even though it had only been last week, he had been nearly killed on three separate occasions since. Each time, Abella had been there for him, and perhaps he wasn’t spending nearly as much time with her as he should be.

			“Yes,” Abella agreed. “Things have been pretty busy.”

			“Well, this time, we don’t have a storm approaching.” Moving in, he slid a hand around her waist. “So maybe we should take our time.”

			“Okay,” she whispered.

			His lips found hers. He had to take care, for although her skin yielded to his touch, it was still far tougher than his own. She gently kissed him back, her tongue finding his, and he slid one of his hands beneath her wings to caress her breasts. They were like giant stress relief balls, the flesh moving but requiring serious hand strength to do so. Mike squeezed them roughly, causing Abella to moan into his mouth. She didn’t have nipples, so he allowed his fingers to roam, squeezing her breasts from beneath and then sliding across her stony flesh, moving down to squeeze her ass.

			“Mmh!” Abella moaned.

			Mike squeezed the part of her ass attached to her tail, pushing in and massaging the base of it. She leaned into him, the weight of her knocking him unsteady, and it took all his strength to remain upright.

			“Abella…”

			“Go with it.” She shoved him onto his back, then slid across him, her wings extending wide. While fumbling with his belt, she yanked hard enough on the buckle to break it, then tugged his pants down.

			Mike’s cock, freed from its prison, bridged the gap between them. It rubbed along the base of her stomach, and she moved over him, her powerful thighs spreading out. Her mouth found his again, and she stroked him gently with one hand, teasing her own opening with his cock.

			“Two can play at that,” Mike said, rubbing her clit. Instead of two labia, Abella actually had three, forming a triangular opening that parted with a little difficulty due to the stiffness of her flesh. However, she was much softer on the inside, which Mike was reminded of as she shoved herself down on him.

			“Oh fuck!” Her wings extended, flapping hard enough that both of them lifted off the roof by about a foot. Her powerful legs halted their descent, Mike’s body held pinned between them. He could feel her restraint, her desire to ride him without limit, but they both knew if she did, she would crush him.

			“That feels so good,” Mike told her, running his hands up her hips and down her thighs. She sighed softly into the breeze that had picked up along the roof, her voice carried away by the wind.

			“You’re so soft,” Abella moaned, her hands on his chest, squeezing his pecs. “And you feel so smooth.”

			“Maybe I should grow a beard?” Mike suggested with a grin.

			Abella placed a finger at his lips, shushing him. Rocking back and forth, she played with herself, then leaned back to give Mike a phenomenal view of his cock sinking into her. She used her powerful legs to piston herself up and down, and she squeezed her eyes shut, holding her breath as her breasts rose and fell with each sudden shift of her body.

			“Oh…oh…OH!” Abella opened her eyes, staring up at the sky, her hips twitching as her fingers worked frantically at the upper fold of her pussy. Her large ruby clitoris was fully exposed to the air now, glowing with its own inner light. Abella let out a large, final gasp and then sank all the way down on his cock, her body relaxing as she leaned forward, a smile on her face.

			She kissed him, hard enough at first to bruise his upper lip. Softening her body further, she sighed into his mouth, then her tongue explored his. She suddenly broke off the kiss, her obsidian eyes shining lustfully. “I want to taste you.”

			“Be my guest.” He stood and lowered his pants to his knees.

			Abella crouched, her legs easily locking in place so that his cock was at face level. She opened her mouth, then licked him around the head of his dick, getting it nice and wet. Mike shivered, the cool air across the sensitive skin of his glans almost too much. The breeze on the roof came in small gusts that made him tense up.

			Abella leaned forward, sucking him in. Her lips worked their way up and down his thick shaft, and he butted up against the back of her throat. Abella didn’t seem to mind, and Mike immediately wondered if gargoyles even had a gag reflex.

			Abella pulled away. “Do you like that?” 

			“I do.” Mike smiled at her, stroking her jaw. “But I like it a bit rougher than that.”

			“Oh.” Abella frowned. “I’m afraid I’ll hurt you if I go any faster.”

			“I have an idea.” Mike placed his hands on the back of her head. “I want you to relax. Let me know if this is uncomfortable.”

			“Okay.” Mike slid back into her mouth, easing in until he reached the back once more. Abella’s body was suddenly rigid, and she didn’t move an inch as he gently pumped himself into her face. Her tongue danced around the length of his shaft, and he moved harder, thrusting in slightly deeper with each push. The gargoyle seemed unfazed, but her cheeks had darkened, and one of her hands was slowly massaging the outer folds of her pussy, exposing her clitoris as she tugged gently on her lower lips.

			“Oh, yeah, just like that.” Mike moved faster, amazed at the gargoyle’s resilience. She didn’t budge, and he held on to the back of her head, shoving farther and farther. The back of her throat narrowed, and his dick bent slightly to follow its path. She placed a hand on his hip to slow him down, then lowered her head so that her throat was parallel to his shaft.

			“Try it now,” she muttered around the sides of his dick.

			Mike pushed forward, sliding past her tonsils and straight down her throat. He cried out in surprise—her throat was warmer than the front of her mouth by several degrees, and the sudden temperature change made him tremble in delight. Abella hummed, sending vibrations through his entire dick and causing his balls to tighten up against his body.

			“Oh shit!” He face-fucked the gargoyle relentlessly, going up on his tiptoes to sink ever deeper into her face. Every time he bottomed out in her throat, she gargled the large pool of precum and saliva that had gathered in her mouth. One hand furiously working her three-sided slit, she grabbed Mike’s ass with her other, pulling his hips tight against her face.

			“Abella!” Mike cried out, and he came, filling her throat with his cum.

			She cried out, then shrieked, her face and chest turning dark as his cum triggered an orgasm of her own. Clamping down on his ass, she lifted him off the ground to suck him in as deep as possible while leaning back to get better access to her pussy. Mike noticed in astonishment that she was using the tip of her tail to penetrate herself, moaning while she bounced up and down on it.

			“N’glah!” Abella pulled her mouth off his dick. Cum and saliva dripped from her mouth, pooling on the roof between them. After setting Mike down, she let out a single cry and lowered herself onto her own tail, gripping the roof hard enough that she splintered the wood beneath her fingertips. As she cried out to the sky, Abella’s eyes rolled up in her head, and she collapsed on the roof.

			“Holy shit!” Mike tucked his dick back in his pants and knelt to check on her. “Are you okay?”

			“Yes,” she told him breathlessly. “Oh gods, yes. You tasted so good I just couldn’t take it anymore.”

			“Fucking your own tail, huh?” Mike grabbed the tip of her tail and struggled to lift it up. It was coated in her sticky, earthy-smelling fluids.

			“Oh gods, I’m so embarrassed!” Abella covered her face with her hands. “Please don’t tell anybody you saw that.”

			“Why? It makes sense, actually.” Mike lovingly caressed Abella’s thighs, then slid his hand gently across her swollen labia.

			Abella shuddered, her wings flapping briefly behind her. “It’s a huge taboo,” she told him. “I got desperate centuries ago and started doing it in private. Even among other monsters, it’s considered weird to fuck your own tail.”

			“I guess I’d have to have a tail to understand,” he replied, wiping sperm off her lips. 

			“Just please don’t tell.”

			“I won’t,” he promised. “But maybe, if it’s just the two of us, I’d like to watch you do it again sometime.”

			A big smile crossed his face.

			“I thought it was pretty hot, Abella. Just like you.”

			“Mike.” She blushed, standing up before him. “I’m so lucky that you’re my human.”

			“Your human, huh?”

			Abella nodded. “The others never understood me like you do. And none of them were ever interested in me like you are.”

			“You’re beautiful, Abella.” He kissed her. “Anyone who tells you otherwise is an idiot. Now, if you don’t mind, I need to get down there and cook some dinner before Tink eats my arm.”

			Abella laughed and took off into the sky. After swooping back around with her wings spread wide, she grabbed onto his shoulders and carried him back to the garden.
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			The car rumbled to a stop in the driveway. Dana turned it off, then spun the keys once out of habit before tucking them into her pocket. Chewing the same piece of gum she had put in at the beginning of her shift, she climbed the stairs on the side of the garage to the studio apartment up above.

			Two years ago, she had gotten very lucky in finding this place. Her freshman year of college over, she had given up on dorm life, wanting a little extra room. While looking for an apartment, she had stumbled across an older woman whose husband had passed away some years back. Dana paid a small amount in rent and made up for the rest of it in house maintenance, something she had become very good at.

			In return, the woman had given Dana the entire garage to live in. The landlord’s late husband had been into muscle cars and built a beautiful, vaulted garage with a small apartment-style loft up above for catnaps and the occasional shower. Dana had done the work last summer to finish the conversion—she had a small kitchenette with a full bath, and a queen-size bed.

			However, she had left the garage portion below largely untouched. Half the space consisted of a personal gym and some storage for old car parts. The other half was a beautiful tool bench that had been custom fitted against the wall, full of every tool the widow’s husband had ever used. In the middle of the carport was an old motorcycle that Dana was restoring for a road trip in the summer. It had been over a year since she had traveled.

			Since Alex.

			She opened the fridge and pulled out a bottle of Dr. Pepper. After twisting off the cap, she took a sip, savoring the cool, sweet fizzing sensation on her tongue. She pulled all the tips from delivering pizzas out of her jacket pocket, then organized them by denomination. She counted them for the fifth time, then rolled them up and stuck them in her dresser drawer. She opened her bank’s app on her phone and frowned. At the current rate, she would be able to fix her bike but not take the trip itself.

			“Fuck.” Sighing, she set the phone down on her nightstand.

			A small wooden desk overlooked the garage bay, and her mechanical engineering text was open to the same page it had been for the last week. Problem fifty-three, half finished on the paper next to it, begged her to come complete it, to finish the assignment and turn it in for partial credit, something, anything. She stared at the figures on the page, her mathematical analysis of the Carnot cycle blurred through the moisture in her eyes. Wiping away the tear before it could form, Dana sat down at her desk, then lifted her pencil to finish the problem.

			She couldn’t focus. Her eyes relaxed, her gaze moved over the bay and settled on the motorcycle below.

			Leaving her desk behind, Dana was soon in the bay, staring at the old bike. After removing the engine, she had finished repainting the frame, black and red just like it had used to be. The floor was covered in parts; she had disassembled the entire motorcycle, categorizing every piece as salvageable or trash. Unable to afford to purchase new parts, she had spent the better part of the last three months doing most of the rebuild by hand, pounding dents out of the rear fender, sanding the frame before repainting it, and taking more than one trip to the junkyard to scavenge for the parts she couldn’t repair.

			She opened the brown box by the rear wheel of the bike and examined the contents. New pistons and piston rings. Looking up, she wondered how much of the task she could complete before the sun rose—if staying busy would keep her mind off her problems, even for a few hours.

			As a little girl, months of her life had been spent in her father’s garage, working on his car, his bike, and his boat. All things motorized had been his passion, and the long hours of earning her father’s approval had translated to a love of working with her hands and an appreciation for machines. A certain catharsis could be found in dismantling and reassembling a device, removing the cancer that had broken it and making it whole once more.

			Though she kept the bay cool, working made her hot, and sweat soon ran down her sides. Dana stripped away her shirt and worked on the piston assembly in just her bra and jeans and eventually just her bra and panties. Her skin was marked with grease, her hair pulled back into a ponytail to keep it from her eyes. Her eyesight was blurring, a function of being awake for nearly twenty hours. Her next job didn’t start until one in the afternoon, so she couldn’t care less about sleep. She was going to miss her classes tomorrow, but she doubted anybody even noticed at this point.

			As she sat on the cool floor, her legs slowly going numb beneath her, the pistons faded from sight, replaced by the scent of the ocean, grains of sand beneath her feet. Watching dolphins breach the cool Pacific waters, she felt a firm yet feminine hand rub her lower back before moving up toward her shoulders. It caressed her cheek and then pulled, trying to position her to be kissed.

			“Alex,” she whispered, closing her eyes, afraid to see her dead lover again.

			The clattering of her ratchet startled her awake, her forehead against the frame of the bike. She had fallen asleep, if only for a few minutes. Too tired to continue, she stood, leaving her work where it was, knowing it wouldn’t be disturbed. The widow never came in here, and Dana’s friends never dropped by anymore. Climbing the stairs to her loft, sadness sucked Dana down, more powerful than gravity. It was nine steps to the top. She counted them, determined to at least crawl into her own bed.

			“What the fuck?” Suddenly, she was wide awake, staring at the large object taking up the corner of her loft. She recognized it immediately as the grandfather clock she had seen last week in the spooky old house with the new owner, Mike. It stood next to her desk, an envelope taped to the front with her name written on it in cursive. 

			She pinched herself to make sure she wasn’t still asleep. The surge of pain up her arm informed her that she was, indeed, still awake. She opened the envelope and pulled out a small white sheet of paper from inside, torn from a notepad. The words were in cursive, tall letters that made her think of a fountain pen.

			Can you fix me?

			Dana looked at the back of the paper, but nothing else was written. When she peered inside the envelope, her jaw dropped. She pulled out the small stack of twenties, counting them in disbelief. There was just over a thousand dollars there. Looking inside the envelope once more, she found an antique key. The widow must have let Mike drop off the clock while she was out.

			“Okay, beautiful,” she said, stroking the smooth wood of the grandfather clock. Dana had hoped Mike would take her on for some home repairs, extra money to make her dream a reality. “First thing tomorrow night, I’m going to find out what makes you tick.” All thoughts about Alex and the motorcycle vanished, new thoughts of researching gears and pendulums entering her head. She tucked the money and the key into her nightstand before lying on top of the covers to let sleep claim her. She pulled a pillow over from the other side of the bed, inhaling its long-gone fragrance.

			“Goodnight, Alex,” Dana whispered, her voice echoing softly across the loft. As she drifted to sleep, her brain tricked her into thinking she heard the clock ticking.
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			THE LIBRARY 

			Mike held the small sledgehammer in both hands, dubious that he would be able to strike another living being with it, much less a Minotaur. Still, it was better than nothing.

			He’d debated purchasing a gun but knew next to nothing about them other than to point the long, skinny end at stuff he wanted to kill. Lack of education aside, Naia had warned him against such a purchase for the sole reason that she had no idea what other creatures may be lying in wait within the house’s walls, and the last thing they needed was another Jenny-type situation with the addition of a firearm.

			That and Naia had informed him that the odds were good that Tink would take it apart anyway just to see how it worked. 

			“Husband ready?” Tink asked. They were standing in the hallway, and her hand was on the doorknob to the room just down the hall from his. Sighing, Mike nodded. He wasn’t ready. He had absolutely no idea what they were in for. Tink cradled her crossbow in both arms, fierce determination in her eyes that matched the dark black lines she had painted beneath them using some shoe polish she had found. She had coerced Mike into doing the same, and they both looked ridiculous. Tink wore a small backpack containing a few flashlights, the map, and a box of Pop-Tarts.

			Turning the knob to the blue room, Tink pushed open the door, her crossbow at the ready. The room looked like most of the others in the house—sparsely furnished, a place that time had forgotten. The big distinguishing factor was that this room was, in fact, painted blue. For whatever reason, simply being in this space reminded Mike of his long-dead father. He had no proof that his dad had ever stayed here as a child, but Beth, his estate agent, had suggested it on his first night here, and the idea had resonated with him.

			“Coast clear,” Tink whispered, sliding in and pointing her crossbow at the closet door.

			The door to the closet was closed, the simple white door somehow ominous. Last time they had come here, the closet door had been left open, the interior replaced by the opening to a cave system that was far bigger than the house itself.

			“Do you really think the Minotaur left his Labyrinth just to stand behind this door?” Mike asked. 

			“Tink take no chances,” she said, moving sideways to cover him. “Maybe stupid cow-fuck wait to ruin Tink’s day again.”

			Mike didn’t say anything. Tink’s goggles had been an obsession since she had lost them to the Minotaur. They were magical, allowing the wearer to see things that ordinary people couldn’t, and Tink had waited so long only because the house had needed structural repairs to the front deck. This morning, Tink had announced that she had waited long enough and was ready to move forward with Operation Stupid Cow-Fuck (her name, not his).

			“Ready?” Mike asked, his hand hovering over the small, white-painted knob.

			“Tink ready.” She held up the crossbow, her finger hovering over the trigger.

			“Let’s go,” Mike said, yanking open the door. Tink lowered the crossbow, frowning at the closet. Peeking around the corner, Mike saw that the closet was, once again, simply a closet. No sign remained of the cave.

			“Try open different,” Tink said, raising her crossbow again. Shrugging, Mike closed the door, gripping the knob differently so that he could turn it the other way.

			“Okay, here we go!” Mike yanked open the door before stepping back with his hammer held tight.

			“Fuck!” Tink lowered her crossbow. The closet hadn’t changed.

			“How do we get the closet to become the cave again?” Mike asked.

			“Tink could tell you…if TINK HAD FUCKING GOGGLES!” Tink threw her crossbow to the side, the bolt firing into the ceiling. Mike ducked out of reflex, watching the plaster drift gently down over Tink. The goblin slammed the closet shut, turned her back to it, then opened it while facing away. The cave failed to appear.

			“Tink?” Mike asked, but she ignored him. She knocked on the door, kicked it, and even used her mouth to turn the knob, but nothing worked. Whatever ritual had been used to make the cave appear wasn’t a simple one, and Tink’s green face was a mask of fury. She grabbed the closet door hard enough that her claws left marks in the wood.

			“Fuck!” Tink slammed the door, tears appearing in her eyes. “Goggles gone forever!”

			“We’ll figure this out, I promise.” Mike set down his hammer, kneeling by the goblin. Wrapping her in his arms, he pulled her tight against his body, absorbing her sobs with his shirt.

			“Tink miss her goggles. Goggles are Tink’s biggest treasure.” Sniffling, she buried her face in the crook of Mike’s arm. Mike squeezed her as tight as he could. Tink let out a sigh, sinking into him.

			“You know, we do know somebody who knows how to open that door,” Mike said.

			“We do?” Tink rubbed the tears from her eyes.

			“Yeah, but I don’t know how happy she will be to see us.” Mike knew it was a stupid idea, but he couldn’t bear to see her cry any longer. “Let’s head down to the Vault and ask Jenny how to do it.” The doll had led them on a wild chase through the home that had revealed the existence of the Labyrinth in the first place.

			“No!” Tink shook her head, her braids dancing over her shoulders. “Little doll mean big trouble! No ask!”

			“Then how else do we get in?” Mike asked. “Unless someone wrote directions on that map of the Labyrinth you have, I don’t see us…are you listening?” Tink’s eyes had glassed over, her gaze on the wall behind Mike. Mike grabbed her by the wrists, shaking her arms. “Tink? Tink!”

			“Husband have great idea!” Snapping back to reality, Tink grabbed her crossbow and ran out of the room. Mike followed, wondering what the little goblin was up to. Tink dumped her backpack at the foot of the kitchen table and snatched the map from its inner pocket. She climbed onto a chair and spread the map out on the table.

			“Tink, what are you doing?” Shaking his head, he stood behind her while she leaned over the old parchment. Tink had retrieved the map from the Vault but had never said much else about it. It was largely complete, though sections of the Labyrinth were missing from its middle.

			“Aha!” Tink pointed to the corner of the map. “Tink remember! Big remember!”

			“Remember what?” Following her finger, he saw a string of letters and numbers written in the upper corner of the map. “Is that a code for how to get in?”

			“Nope!” Grinning, Tink rolled up the map. “Is numbers for the Library!”

			“The library?” Mike frowned. “You got this map from a library?”

			“The Library, Library in house! Tink see numbers before but still forget. Remember when husband say how to get in? Map come from Library, stuck in Vault after…” Tink’s eyes glazed over again. “Tink no remember that part. But maybe Library know how to open cave!”

			“Tink, that’s awesome! Let’s go right now!” Stepping back, he expected Tink to jump down from the chair. She remained in place, scratching her head.

			“Tink no remember how to get to Library.” Scowling at the table, she closed her eyes. “Tink remember red book. Red book lead to Library. But don’t know where red book is.”

			“Fuck,” Mike whispered, sincerely hoping that the red book hadn’t been out in the garage.

			“Is okay. We just look through house for books.” Tink jumped down, leaving her crossbow on the table. Bending over, she pulled the box of Pop-Tarts from her backpack. “Maybe eat these now too.” She ripped the wrapper with her teeth and shoved the first one in her face, handing Mike the second. “Husband come, much look with Tink.”

			Mike sighed, setting the hammer down on the table, then followed her into the living room, tucking his Pop-Tart into his back pocket.
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			Dana set the small box of tools on her desk at home, moving her textbook to the floor to make room. She had taken the tools from her school, sneaking in to avoid the eyes of classmates she was already struggling to remember. Every step through those long college halls brought up a flood of memories of the person she’d used to be. She was still enrolled at the school, but her constant absence made her a stranger to most of the student body. Other than the occasional curious glance, she had interacted with nobody on her way to the maker space.

			Closing her eyes, she had once again heard the hum of 3D printers, punctuated only by the sound of a Dremel being used by a student who’d been trying to cut through a small aluminum tube.

			She’d deliberately ignored the south side of the room. The memorial for Alex had still been pinned to the wall, directly over the workstation where they had met as freshmen. The pictures had faded already, and she knew that one day, nobody would even know who Alex was and pull the photos down.

			Dana deliberately closed the door on that thought and opened her eyes, focusing instead on the mental list in her head. Now she had what she needed, precision tools that would let her do intricate work inside the clock. It was time to get started.

			Gears from the clock were spread across the table. Upon opening the clock first thing this morning, she had discovered that something had damaged most of the moving parts inside. Teeth were missing from gears, and more than a couple of them had been broken in half. She wasn’t certain how the inside of a grandfather clock could take such damage but was determined to do her best to repair it.

			She had unrolled a piece of butcher paper across her desk, using it to trace pieces, label where they had come from, and even tape them in place. She set up the wire holder she had borrowed, a device with a magnifying glass meant for delicate soldering work. Clipping one of the smaller gears in place, she was able to look at where one of the teeth had broken off.

			“Strange,” she muttered, examining the surface of the gear. Whatever had ripped the tooth off had taken it completely. She removed the gear, put it back inside its outline, and wrote the word score underneath. Using calipers, she made a few quick measurements of one of the surviving teeth, writing next to it. She had access to some metal 3D printer ribbon, the good stuff, and was fully convinced she could print a new tooth for the gear and epoxy it on.

			Her world faded to black, her entire focus on the job before her. She put on a visor with a magnifying glass and a light to get a good peek behind the clockface, checking for more missing parts. The exploded diagram on the butcher paper was clearly missing a few necessary gears for the clock itself to work, and she needed to find them. Poking around with a long pair of tweezers, she was able to find a missing spring. Just then her phone went off in her pocket.

			“Shit,” she muttered, staring at the screen. What had felt like maybe an hour had been nearly five, and she needed to get ready for her delivery job. After stripping in place, she slid into her work outfit, wondering if Mike would order something tonight. She made a mental note to drop by his place anyway and give him an update on the clock if she was on his side of town. Shoving her way out into the cool, open air of the world, she looked back at her apartment.

			The clock appeared in her mind, calling to her. This was the start of an obsession; she could feel it in her bones. Maybe after she finished fixing it, she would keep it for a few days, just to properly enjoy it before giving it back. As she backed down the driveway, the clock was on her mind so much that her eyes tricked her into thinking it was watching her go from her bedroom window. 
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			The search for the missing book began in the front room, and Mike was grateful that everything had been uncovered already in order to repair the damage done by Jenny last week. He checked underneath the furniture and even removed couch cushions just in case, hoping to spot this book that Tink was convinced would lead them to the Library.

			“How big of a book are we talking about, Tink?” Mike asked, picking up an ashtray. It looked like the kind that was purchased for a relative on a trip, then never used. “Textbook, dictionary, diary, maybe?”

			“Husband find red book. What more does husband need know?” Tink had pulled a loose brick from beneath the mantel, revealing an empty depression behind it. “Find red book, tell Tink.”

			“Yeah, yeah.” Mike opened a box next to the couch. It contained several items that had been strewn through the front room after the fight with Jenny. Afraid to toss out any of it, he dug through it, unable to remember what they had even placed inside. A couple of random bookends, a small black statue of a woman made of coral, and an extremely ugly lamp were the only items of interest. The rest was just blankets, duvets, and other assorted cloths people draped over their furniture to protect them from the farts of their visitors.

			A loud scraping sound caught his attention, and he lifted his head in time to see the closet throw up on Tink. Old coats, a few boxes, and even more blankets buried the goblin in an avalanche of junk. Mike ran to her rescue, grabbing her slender wrist from beneath an old fur coat and pulling her free from beneath the mess.

			Tink scowled at the closet, adjusting her dress to cover her bare ass. This confirmed Mike’s suspicion that she wasn’t wearing the underwear he had bought for her.

			“What happened?” Mike asked, moving the box closest to him.

			“Shelf break, closet try to kill Tink.” Tink picked up a big fur coat, eyeing it with curiosity. “Lots of stuff in here.”

			“Yeah, it looks like it was packed full.” The box Mike opened contained picture frames, dozens of them. There were pictures in the frames, but they were all blank, perhaps a result of the protective spell on the house. “It seems like everywhere I turn, there’s more random shit in this house.”

			“Husband right. Too much shit. Sell on magic screen maybe.”

			“Oh no. I’m not going through another Jenny situation.” Upon moving in, he had given Beth a creepy doll that had been watching him from the mantel, not knowing that it was possessed by the angry spirit of Jenny, a woman burned at the stake for witchcraft. She had possessed Beth and returned to the house before using her telekinetic abilities to trash the place and try to kill him.

			As he picked up one of the many coats, something metallic clattered to the ground. It was a key the size of his pinky, ornate in design and with a head shaped like a gear. “What is this for?”

			“Hmm.” Tink took the key. “Don’t know. Too small for door.”

			“I’ll hold on to it.” Sliding the key into his pocket, he suddenly remembered. “Hey, what do you know about the grandfather clock that used to be down here?”

			“Clock?” Tink looked around. “No clock down here.”

			“Well, it isn’t here now, but I know I saw it a couple of times. It was over by the stairs, but I haven’t seen it in a while.”

			“Tink don’t know. Tink never see clock.”

			“Oh.” Well, that was a mystery that was going to have to wait. He patted the key through his pants pocket. On the odd chance the clock reappeared, he wanted to see
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