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      Breaking into the library in the middle of the night was easy. Escaping? Not so much.

      The main library of Leopold-Ottos-Universität was once the abbey of a monastery. Viewing it in the dark, its antiquity was imposing, perhaps even threatening. The towers made dark spear-points stabbing into the night sky.

      This did not daunt Emma. Since accepting the job posted on the message board, she had spent the last few weeks examining the building inside and out. She had a map of the entire floor plan in her head. Knew the routines of the staff and the cleaning schedule. Had located the few security cameras.

      No one would be here at this time of night.

      No one that had an honest purpose.

      Keeping to the shadows of the oak trees, she moved to a garden wall, crouching behind the brick structure. It put her at one of the back doors.

      In the door’s portico, Emma tugged at her earring, and it fell into the palm of her hand where it changed from an ornate antique key shape to a dwarf flying squirrel. Its fur was gray with tips of brown and black, with a white belly, and a tail that wrapped over the top of its body.

      Jumping from her fingers, it extended side skin flaps to glide. It landed on top of the door lock, its tiny claws gripping the wall keypad securely.

      The tsukumogami, a Japanese spirit, had a talent for opening anything — whether that be a locked door or a secret. Within seconds, it had the door latch releasing, the light on the pad going green.

      “Good job.” Emma picked up the dwarf squirrel and gave its head a stroke before gently pocketing it. She slipped inside the building.

      She made her way through a long narrow hall and up a short flight of stairs. Her path took her by the old cells where monks once lived. Now the space was used for staff offices.

      From here, she entered the main library area, once the nave of the original abbey. The library was one of the oldest structures on the Geheimetür campus, and here you could experience the glorious architecture of the 12th century. But Em had no time to admire the vaulted ceilings, columns, and stained glass.

      She had a mission.

      “The security here is pathetic,” the girl said with a chastising shake of her head for such foolishness.

      She brought the flying squirrel out and placed it on her shoulder. The tsukumogami cautioned her, “There may be other defenses. Older ones. More dangerous.”

      “I’m not underestimating the library, but ghosts won’t bother us.”

      Crossing the vast expanse of the nave, the young woman entered another hall, this one dark. She turned on a pencil flashlight and, using its microbeam, continued walking softly through the deserted library.

      It was close to three a.m. She figured the job would take about an hour. Maybe even less. If they were as sloppy about protecting their data files as they were the physical structure, this would be easy.

      It didn’t take long to find the computer she wanted. The research librarian’s desk not only had an electrical outlet but was also the best location to access the library’s network hub.

      As she sat down on the cold stone floor, the flying squirrel scampered down her arm, onto the desk and over to a bookshelf. It rapidly climbed the spines of the books to reach the top of the shelving unit.

      “Keep a lookout,” Em whispered, “but don’t explore too far. This won’t take long, and I’ll need your help soon enough.”

      She pulled her laptop from its sling backpack and powered it up. After examining the research librarian’s computer, Em pulled out the network cable and hooked her machine into the system. Her fingers flashed over the keyboard, and a network authentication immediately popped up.

      “Psstt, I need you,” she hissed. From the top of the bookcase, the squirrel peered down at the girl. Spreading the flaps on the side of its body, it sailed down to land in her open hand, where it transformed into a security stick.

      Em immediately inserted it into the USB port. On her screen, the warning changed to a login prompt. She typed in a password provided by her client.

      “Gotcha,” she murmured. With access to the system, Em started the programs she had written to search the network. She hummed quietly to herself.

      The library was still; Em liked late nights and early mornings for this reason. If the university taught classes at midnight, she would be their star student.

      As she expected, Em found the docs she was looking for without any trouble. There was no guarantee these would be the math tests given this semester, but seeing that the professor was a tenured old fogey who repeated himself every year, it seemed likely.

      While the information transferred, Em started researching other lines of inquiry she thought might be amusing. Until it wasn’t.

      “Shhhh,” she hissed in surprise. In response, the tsukumogami, still plugged into her laptop, opened up a chat window on the computer screen.

      Yes?

      Em typed, Do you see that? Is there a systems update going on?

      Checking. No. Nothing scheduled via the LOTTOS in-house message system.

      Files are disappearing fast!

      Noted. Speed is automated. Not human.

      I don’t like this. Someone else is here.

      According to the green bar on her screen, the file download would finish soon.

      “C’mon, Obake, hurry up,” she muttered, leaning forward as if her physical presence could make things go faster.

      Sensitive to noise, Em heard the snap down the hallway. She immediately lowered the laptop screen to reduce the shine of its light. Em placed the machine to one side and silently unfolded her crossed legs. She gave her eyes a moment to adjust to the darkness of the building’s interior before peering around the corner of the desk.

      Holding her breath, she waited to see if the noise would repeat. There! It sounded like someone had placed something on one of the library’s book carts. She heard the squeaking of wheels as it moved.

      Perhaps it was a ghost? Stories of specters in the stacks were prevalent, although she thought they were urban myths told to scare first years.

      Regardless, it was time to go.

      She picked up the computer, noting the download was complete. Obake ejected itself, landing in her hand, where it reverted back to a dwarf squirrel. Em returned the tsukumogami to her shoulder. The small creature grabbed her ear lobe and changed back to the earring in the shape of an antique key.

      She pulled out the cable connecting her to the LOTTOS library, plugging everything back into place. Em slid the laptop back into her bag. Slipping her arms through the sling strap, she rotated her book bag, so it was on her back.

      Peering around the corner of the desk, she didn’t see anything.

      The tsukumogami whispered, “Not human.”

      Well, LOTTOS was the only university in the world that openly admitted the fae to its program, so she shouldn’t be surprised, but it still unsettled her. Doubly so as she was here without permission, and it was dark.

      Whatever it was, she didn’t want to meet anyone in the library at this time of night. Explaining her presence wouldn’t be easy. And if the thing didn’t have permission either, it might want to protect itself.

      Whatever it was, she planned on avoiding it.

      On hands and knees, she scuttled across the aisle before gaining the shelter of the row of bookcases. She’d take a new exit. Running, her old sneakers were quiet on the marble floor.

      But Em must not have been as quiet as she thought for, passing the second hall, she felt a cold shiver on the back of her neck.

      “It follows,” confirmed Obake.

      Crap. She was starting to regret grabbing those test questions. Em had agreed to the request after verifying that LOTTOS was primitive in upgrading their technology. As she expected, breaking in and getting the information was a breeze.

      Yeah, the job paid well, but it was turning out not to be as easy as she thought.

      Especially if this creature was their security.

      Whatever was behind her could now be heard: tap-tap of feet and a sound like fanning of book pages, followed her progress.

      Em didn’t want to risk using her pencil beam flashlight; it would give away their location. But it made crossing the expanse of the room awkward. As it was, her hip struck a chair left in the aisle.

      She paused, waiting to hear if whatever was following noticed. But as Emma halted, something grabbed her ankle. The girl may have been only wearing sneakers, but she stomped down hard and fast with her heel, meeting something fleshy. At her blow, it released her.

      Without a second thought, she ran, turning on the flashlight to guide her way.

      Whatever was behind her was not so quiet now — it shoved the library tables out of the way, making the wood legs screech as they scraped against the floor. She could hear its panting, feel its heaving bulk behind her as it moved, almost like a dog was chasing her.

      She did not pause to look.

      Em swung her sling pack around, so it lay across her stomach. It wouldn’t be able to grab her bag. Thank goodness she had short hair — no long ponytail or braid to catch.

      She ran towards the fire door located around the corner from the vestry. As Em burst through it, the alarms sounded. She didn’t care.

      She raced down the sidewalk of the quad, running flat out, air burning her lungs.

      “We can stop,” said the tsukumogami in her right ear. “It didn’t follow us out of the building.”

      Em took a huge deep breath, trying to put out the fire in her chest. The rush of adrenaline made her hands shake, and her legs felt weak. She leaned against a tree, panting.

      “Did you get a look? What was it?”

      “Didn’t recognize it.” The tsukumogami was from Japan, so it wasn’t surprising it didn’t recognize the unnatural in Bewachterberg, a country south of Germany, near Switzerland.

      “Well,” Em said, patting the earring, “if that cheater wants these test questions, he’s going to pay double for hazard pay. That was too scary for me.”
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        * * *

      

      From the circular window in the peak of the building, two ghosts watched Emma walk down the quad until she was out of their sight.

      “Perhaps we should ask for help?” suggested the male. He had died in his thirties and wore more modern garb than his companion, an older woman in a long dress of the previous century.

      “From who?” the woman replied in an exasperated tone. “You saw how that girl ran from it.”

      “But she is only a student,” he reasoned. During his lifetime, he had been a teaching assistant and had not thought much of undergraduates. “Maybe someone from the administration could help? Or the fae?”

      “I’d rather die all over again before asking the fae for help.”

      “Rodger’s gone,” the TA said, referencing one of their comrades. “Hasn’t been seen for weeks since that thing arrived. Are you truly willing to make that sacrifice just because you’re stubborn?”

      The benefit of being a ghost was you could disappear when people irked you.

      Alone, he looked out over the commons again, his expression more mournful than usual.

      They needed help. If she wouldn’t ask, he would. Before the thing downstairs devoured them all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            Back to School

          

        

      

    

    
      On his return to Bewachterberg, Logan promised himself that his second year at Leopold Ottos University would be absolutely drama free. He broke this pledge within an hour of arriving in Geheimetür.

      During the summer, he had subleased his apartment to Celia Rivers, a fae naiad he had met last school year. The arrangement worked for both of them. It fulfilled Logan’s lease terms while he was in the States for the summer, while Celia was able to complete a nursing internship that she needed for graduation.

      His train pulled into the Geheimetür station, and Logan texted Celia. He’d be home soon. She replied with a couple of happy emojis, adding she had already moved her things to her new place.

      Logan smiled at the photo of a cake the house brownie had made in celebration of his return.

      The brownie had been a surprise bonus last school year. Belonging to the fae Sept, the Kindly Ones, she looked after the housekeeping. Her presence was one of the main reasons Logan had agreed with Celia using the apartment. The brownie required a nightly gift, and Logan didn’t want to lose her.
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        * * *

      

      At the station, Logan grabbed an electric-powered cab for the last leg of his journey. Most of Bewachterberg ran on sustainable energy, for no gas-powered transports were allowed in Geheimetür.

      This modern idea was in stark contrast with the city’s centuries-old buildings and narrow, winding streets. It was one of the many paradoxes about Bewachterberg that Logan had learned to accept. Since the country had been magically hidden from 1890 to 1989, it was an old city out-of-step, behind or ahead, with the rest of the world.

      Logan gave the cab driver his bags to load up in the trunk. He kept his violin case, setting it on the seat beside him. The vehicle silently pulled away from the station, and Logan watched the old Gothic buildings pass them by, his thoughts not on the architecture but the events of the last year.

      He had arrived last year as an exchange student at Leopold-Ottos-Universität Geheimetür. In Bewachterberg, the fae walked openly. Logan was fascinated by them, for he had little experience with these strange creatures of lore and legend.

      In his naive ignorance, Logan had fallen in love with a beautiful siren. Only afterward did he realize what a fatal mistake he had made. With the help of some new fae friends, the siren’s enchantment was defeated.

      When he left for the summer, Logan hadn’t been sure he would return. Yet, the months at home dragged. A generous tuition waiver from the university convinced him.
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        * * *

      

      Logan exited the elevator to the sound of a loud argument in progress. Alarmed, he saw Brigit’s father standing outside his open door shouting at Celia Rivers, standing inside.

      Adding to the discordant chorus was a heavy Scot brogue: “Awa’ an bile yer heid! See you? See ma fist? You’re all bum and parsley!”

      The smooth brown dome of King Ladislas’ head showed a throbbing vein at his temple that could be seen from five paces away. Logan quickened his step and stopped in front of him, giving the king a quick bow.

      “Your highness, let me introduce you to Celia Rivers, a bondmate of your daughter’s.”

      King Ladislas crossed his arms at Celia’s gasp. It might have been at the mention of royalty for Brigit’s father was dressed in jeans and a sweatshirt emblazoned with the LOTTOS name. It was nothing like the Elizabethan doublet and hose or the toga Logan had last seen him wearing.

      He looked incongruous in the informal wear as no modern clothes could remove the dignified bearing of a royal fae elf. The king stated in a disdaining, condescending air, “Brigit Cullen is my daughter. Now move aside so I may enter the abode where she resides.”

      While Celia’s cheeks were now bright pink from embarrassment, she did not move aside. She nodded towards Logan. “Your admittance is dependent upon Logan Dannon. He is the householder here. The lease is in his name.”

      Before the king could speak, Logan asked Celia, “I take it Brigit isn’t here?”

      “She and Jib are making their way back through France,” she replied, keeping her eyes trained on Logan’s face. “I’m expecting her back at any moment.”

      One of the things Brigit had drummed into her human roommate last school year was the importance of keeping boundaries when it came to the fae. So while it seemed rude to his standards to keep Brigit’s father standing outside, Logan knew he needed a pledge of good manners before he allowed Brigit’s father admittance.

      Logan gave the king another bow, asking, “If you would like to enter our home, are you willing to abide under the rules of common Guest Law?”

      “Yes,” King Ladislas replied shortly. With a nod from Logan, Celia retreated from the doorway, stepping into the kitchen. Logan followed Ladislas, and the two walked through the short hall, passing Celia, to stand in the common living area.

      The place seemed smaller than it usually did, which had to do with Ladislas. He filled up the room, making the furniture seem fit for only a dollhouse.  He was taller than Logan, with bulky muscle that provided little space between earlobes and shoulders. He was a Henry VIII figure before that English king ran to fat. Right now, thought Logan, he was Othello. The question was if Logan was about to be strangled.

      The king wasn’t wearing a sword, but that didn’t make him feel less threatening.

      Logan calmly set his suitcases and violin down on the couch, and ventured, “Would you like to leave a message for Brigit? Did she know you were coming?”

      Instead of answering Logan, Ladislas addressed his next words to Celia. The woman had hung back like a deer ready to startle.

      “This bard claims you as bondmate of my daughter. What court do you pay loyalty to?”

      “Queen Corallina.”

      “Ah,” his look was considering, measuring everything about her. She was a few years older than Logan, about his height, with an oval face, large sea-green eyes, and wavy chestnut hair.

      “What degree of your connection do you have with my daughter, naiad?”

      “We’ve shared meals.”

      “Yet you don’t know her father?” scoffed Ladislas, adding, “You’ve tied yourself to my court without knowing who would call upon your bond. What would Queen Corallina say to that?”

      “We both understand the Laws of Civility, your highness. However, perhaps you do not credit your daughter with enough sense. I’m not bound to you and yours. Brigit and I have an understanding that our bondmate ties are limited to those we know attending the university.”

      There was a moment of silence before Ladislas admitted with grudging respect, “I ask because my daughter, in her naivete, has extended her protection to a human.”

      Ladislas drawled out the last word as if he was talking about cockroaches and gave Logan a raking glance up and down. With his ears burning, Logan replied abruptly, “Perhaps it’s best you should return later when Brigit is here? Or Jib?”

      Ladislas exploded, denouncing the púca.

      “Jib is nothing but a duplicitous rascal! Like all True Beasts, it is bound to its cat nature and cares only for itself. It was supposed to keep us informed of my daughter’s whereabouts. Except for one note sent some time ago, we’ve heard nothing!”

      Celia and Logan diplomatically remained silent. In the quiet, the naiad’s cell phone gave a loud ding. Affronted at the interruption, King Ladislas turned away and ignored them both.

      “Sorry, excuse me.” Celia dodged back into the kitchen and pulled her phone out of her purse, sitting on the counter. Reading a text, she reluctantly told Logan, “Sorry, I’ve got to go meet a potential roommate. Will you be okay if I go…?”

      She rolled her eyes towards the king’s back.

      “Sure,” Logan said, trying to infuse his voice with confidence. “He’s really here to see Brigit so —.”

      “Okay, if you’re sure —?” The naiad said, slinging the purse strap over her shoulder and edging towards the door. “I appreciate you letting me take the place over for the summer. It all worked out as my roommate wanted my old place for her and her boyfriend.”

      “Great,” said Logan as he opened the door for her. Before he could close it, Celia leaned over and whispered, “Are you sure? He’s powerful magic. Do you want back-up? I could text Granite?”

      Thinking about the good-natured, but rather socially clumsy wrestler, Logan was quick to reassure Celia that he would be fine. After all, he survived a trip to the Perilous Realm; he could do this.

      Logan closed the door and turning saw a dash of movement from the corner of his eye from the kitchen. He murmured to the brownie, “Let me deal with it.”

      “Keep yer heid,” the brownie cautioned him.

      Brigit’s father was walking around the living room, looking out the window, and inspecting the furniture. His tour finally stopped at the couch, where he stared down at Logan’s luggage as if it offended him.

      There was too much silence.

      “Would you like a piece of cake? There’s probably some beer in the fridge. Or coffee?”

      “You did not eat anything from our royal table when you visited us. Why would I accept what meager offerings you might have at your hearth?”

      From Logan’s visit to Brigit’s court, he knew food in the human lands was far better tasting than anything in the fae world.

      “Maybe because it’s delicious human food, baked by a brownie?”

      “Break bread with you?” asked Ladislas sharply. “Do you truly grasp, human, what this Guest Right would demand of me?”

      “Not really,” replied Logan. He knew sharing food had significance according to the fae Laws of Civility. However, his lessons with Brigit lacked details.

      Without waiting for an answer, he left to the small kitchen. Retrieving a knife from a drawer, he cut the cake. He paused a moment, looking at the blade and thinking over the possibility of using it, before setting it down on the counter. It took two trips to bring out saucers of cake with forks, and the two bottles of beer.

      Perhaps it was jet lag starting to set in that made Logan sit down in the presence of fae royalty, but he was beginning to feel drained. Besides, sitting on the sofa made it easier to eat cake and drink beer.

      After finishing a bite, he cleared his throat with his drink. “Was there a special reason for your arrival?”

      The king towered over him, looking down his nose at Logan.

      “Queen Elixia learned college students sent to these learning centers arrive with gifts from their family. We will not have it said that our dear girl was here without the ceremonial trappings due to her status.”

      Ladislas untied a small leather bag from his belt.

      “We went shopping.”

      From the pouch, he started pulling out items that were about the size of game pieces. When he blew across them, they grew to their standard size.

      First, a pair of thick leather boots fell to the floor with a thud.

      “Seven-League Boots. She shouldn’t have to walk such a long distance between these classes.”

      The next item was a fancy woman’s handbag. It had a prominent gold metal clasp, a logo of a couture label Logan recognized from his mom’s love of shopping. He couldn’t imagine Brigit using it.

      The king continued. “Queen Elixia modified this human status symbol. She lined it with a velvet bag, which will always contain inside 30 coins from this realm. She named it ‘mad money’ though it does not look insane to me.”

      Calculating the highest denomination coin of the Bewachterberg currency, Logan figured Brigit would be able to buy a fast-food sandwich at least once a day.

      Next came a trio of what looked like doll dresses until they blossomed to ball gowns. The king held them up one-by-one before carefully laying them aside.

      “A dress as bright as the sun, one as pale as the moon, and, my personal favorite, containing all the colors of the sky.” At Logan’s stupefied expression, the king explained as if addressing a child. “For evening wear. Official functions for nobility.”

      “To be worn with the seven-league boots?” But Ladislas did not respond to Logan’s comment. Instead, he kept filling the room with ridiculous items.

      He held up a white opalescent goblet. It glowed with a dim light.

      “After getting a full report of what happened last year to our dear girl, this is essential — a cup carved from Unicorn horn. Queen Elixia had our silversmith fasten this silver chain. With it, Brigit can attach it to her girdle and have it with her every day. Do not let her sup without it, bard.”

      Considering the events of last year, the cup might not be a bad idea. But Brigit didn’t wear a medieval belt. Maybe she could use the purse to carry it about?

      “A ring which will prick your finger when an enemy is near.” The heavy gold signet he placed on an end table.

      “A silver message hand mirror. Brigit is to talk with her mother each evening. This lack of communication with her daughter frets her.”

      Having met Brigit’s mother, Logan figured this meant there had been several hysterical, dramatic storms already about Brigit’s bid for independence. No wonder the dryad had run away from home! Ladislas and Elixia were helicopter parents.

      “A necklace last used by Ecesedi Báthory Erzsébet. Put it on the neck of your enemy, and issue the command. It decapitates them. I’ve had  the crusted blood cleaned off; it looks as good as new.”

      King Ladislas held it up for Logan to see, spreading it wide between his hands so the silver chain of rubies, each as large as a pigeon’s egg, sparkled. In a conversational tone, the king added, “It wasn’t true the Baroness bathed in virgin’s blood. She just had a taste for torturing and killing girls.”

      Ladislas tossed the deadly necklace into Logan’s lap and gave a dark chuckle at how he startled. Logan delicately picked it up with his forefinger and thumb and put it next to the ring. Distracted for a moment, he was surprised to see the king now held a large bow in his hands.

      Ladislas was turning it over in his hands, stroking the smooth wood.

      “A longbow made of wych yew. Some see it as inferior to traditional yew, but wych yew makes a flatter, wider bow. Makes a better balance when you draw.”

      Continuing in an instructive voice, he nocked an arrow. It had an obsidian arrow-point and black fletchings.

      “These arrows are exceptional. A unique blend of three Elements: Wind, Wood, and Stone.”

      With an easy, smooth draw, Brigit’s father brought his hand to his pointed ear and aimed the arrow’s tip at Logan. “The enchantment makes each arrow always strike true.”

      “What about Guest Right?” Logan reminded him. Angry, he stood up, moving, so the tip was a hands-breath from his heart.

      “As humans say, better to ask for forgiveness. Your family can come to me for redress.”

      The knuckles of the king’s fingers tightened.
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      “For our next vacation, you should buy me one of those cat backpacks. With the viewing window,” said the cat. “That way, I wouldn’t get wet when I want to see things.”

      Hiding her smile, Brigit looked down at the black cat trotting up the stairs beside her.

      “Don’t you think you’re spoiled enough?”

      She asked the question while unlocking the door to her apartment.

      “A cat be spoiled too much? Is this a serious question?” inquired the púca.

      But Brigit didn’t answer. She was staring at her father, who was aiming an arrow at her roommate in the living room. She didn’t shout, but immediately rushed forward and threw her backpack. It pushed aside her father’s deadly aim.

      “How dare you?” Brigit demanded, her voice low and trembling with rage.

      “Now, pumpkin…” began King Ladislas, speaking in a cajoling tone.

      “How dare you!?” She repeated, putting herself between Logan and her father. When Logan opened his mouth as if to say something, Brigit raised one finger at him, stopping him before he could begin.

      “Don’t. Don’t even try to explain this. There is no explanation except the obvious one. My father is once again trying to interfere with my relationships with my bondmates. He’s meddling. Again.”

      King Ladislas was still holding the bow, but he relaxed his hand, releasing the string’s tension, bringing the weapon to his side.

      “I was merely testing the mettle of your bondmate,” said her father in a placating tone. “You never know how humans will react when under stress. They are unpredictable and most without honor.”

      His words did not calm his daughter. Brigit’s fingers pulled at her kinky curls as if she would rip them from her head in frustration.

      “Will you stop this? Why do you think I left home? Why do you think I had so few bondmates there? No one wanted to have their ‘mettle tested’ as you so quaintly put it!”

      Changing tactics, her father spread out his hands, gesturing to the mound of presents that made the living room look like Christmas day.

      “I brought some things for you. From your mother. It’s traditional.”

      Brigit did not spare a glance at the gowns, ruby necklace, silver mirror, or gold ring.

      “You need to stop doing this,” she hissed. Even though she had a small, wiry build, her fury made her appear capable of taking on her father. “This smothering — it’s why the rest of my sisters left home. Do you want to drive us all away?”

      Jib, who didn’t like it when the royal family argued, started eating the discarded cake. Brigit spared the púca a glance, warning the True Beast, “Don’t eat that. It’ll make you sick.”

      “I eat to soothe my feelings,” explained the púca.

      “Ha! Stop watching daytime television. It’s given you strange ideas,” Brigit scoffed.

      “I find human maladies fascinating,” the cat said. “While
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