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        Plink…

        Plick…

        Plort…

      

      

      The faucet on the stained porcelain vanity dripped, the sound of a demonic metronome. Overhead, the fan whirred. Whirred and rattled. Rattled and whirred.

      On the wobbly commode, or rather in the commode, Andrew Fleming sulked. And grumped. He didn’t swear. His cusser was worn out.

      This was just flippin’ ridiculous. A midnight bathroom break turned into the stuff of a horror story. A silly, stupid, ridiculous horror story.

      Kind of like something he’d write himself.

      The tacky blue and white squares of his granny’s beloved Congowall glared in the harsh light thrown by the flyspecked bare bulb overhead. Who thought putting linoleum on the freakin’ walls was a good idea, for Christ’s sake? And those damn plaster fish all over the place? Proof that his granddad drank way too much and his granny’s eyesight was way too bad.

      Andrew sat there, his ass wedged down in the toilet. Freezing, shitty, pee-filled water chilling his testicles as he composed the apology letter he’d send to every woman out there he’d ever left the seat up on.

      He’d been sitting at his desk, bleary-eyed and desperately slamming his brain against his editor’s deadline and thinking how carpentry was looking better all the time, when the evening’s six-pack and lasagna came calling.

      He’d stumbled up, out into the hall, and into this hellish prison. Unbuckled, just like always. Sat down, just like always.

      Unlike always, he kept going until he was folded nearly in half and unable to get up again.

      He tried, sure. He thrashed and kicked and slid in even more. His lack of exercise and love of food combined to make this toilet the perfect suction cup for his flabby bottom half.

      He really hoped no word of this ever got back to his buddies from the old unit.

      “Semper-fuckin’-fi,” he muttered, miserable in the extreme.

      Andrew wasn’t sure how long he’d been stuck, felt like an hour or more, when the bathroom door swung open.

      “Thank God!” he said, not wondering or caring who was in his house in the middle of the night. Or why anyone would brave a Virginia mountain road rougher than a bar full of Marine MPs. Hell, he’d give a burglar anything he wanted, and take the guy out to buy him even more shit. Once he was out of this fucking john.

      “Ya gotta help—“

      Andrew’s voice faded as a tiny little dude, maybe a yard tall, walked in. The guy was wearing what looked for all the world like a lime-green entertainer’s suit, complete with a collection of gold chains and piping on the lapels. His hair was long and white and well-kept. A huge white beard covered most of his face and draped down his chest. Grizzled eyebrows like albino caterpillars cast shadows over eyes that couldn’t decide between green and blue. His shirt looked like a paint-sniffer had sneezed on it after a weekend bender. High-heeled boots with large, shiny silver buckles completed the outfit.

      “Um,” Andrew said intelligently. “I don’t suppose you could—“

      “Shut up,” said the mini-creep in a squeaky, vaguely accented voice. “You’re in the pot because you’re an asshole.”

      “I…what?” More genius from the wannabe Hugo awardee.

      “You don’t have any idea, do you?” his visitor said. “Figures. You writers never stop to think about the slander and libel you toss about like last year’s potatoes.”

      “Excuse me, I’m not sure what—“

      The mini-creep poked him in the nose with a long, gnarled finger.

      “Be quiet! Or I’ll send you all the way into the septic tank, where you and your bedamned lies belong!”

      “Look, do I know you?” Andrew asked. He could feel his throat tightening, and hoped he wouldn’t blubber. This was turning into one doozy of a night. Had he fallen asleep at his desk or something?

      “Of course you don’t know me!” said the midget, pacing like an angry squirrel, hands punctuating each sentence. “You never wanted to know any of us, did you? Just spewed out the same drivel as the rest of your kind. ‘Och, can ye spy the cute wee fairy-folk, dancin’ and handin’ out favors to all the lads and colleens.’ Bah!”

      “Fairy-folk?” Andrew said in a small voice. One of them was obviously crazy. He was afraid the crazy one had wet balls. “You’re a…what? Brownie?”

      The mini-creep stopped his pacing to glare at Andrew.

      “Brownie?” he said. “I should skin your buttocks for that one, boyo.”

      Andrew racked his brain. White hair, green clothes, that “colleen” thing...

      “Leprechaun?”

      “Well, your pronunciation is terrible, but I’ll let it slide.”

      “Look,” Andrew said, desperate to get out of this unscathed and un-asylumed. “I swear I won’t write about leprechauns anymore. Whaddaya say?” He held out his right hand, hoping to seal the deal.

      “Oh, I think not,” the leprechaun said, turning to face him. His voice had gone greasy, and he had a twinkle in his eye Andrew really didn’t like at all.

      “Methinks you do deserve a deal,” he continued. “You’re obviously surprised to see me, so I don’t think you knew you were stepping on any toes.”

      He began pacing again, hands clasped behind his back, head down.

      “I’ve got it,” he said, rising up and looking Andrew in the eye. “Here’s the very thing. You’ll love it. I’ll release you on the condition that you work off your debt in my employ.”

      “My debt?” Andrew said. “I don’t—”

      “Have you not stopped to think of royalty payments, my boy? You have been using our likenesses and descriptions after all.”

      Royalty payments. God, this asshole sounded like an agent. But, his own asshole was starting to ache. His nuts had stopped, since he couldn’t feel them any more.

      “Okay,” Andrew said. “I guess I don’t have any choice.”

      “Nope, you don’t,” the little man replied. “You can call me Loeghaire.”

      He took Andrew’s hand and his ass came free with a squelchy pop.

      “Larry?” Andrew said. “Leary?”

      “Leary’s close enough,” the tiny guy said. “Let’s hie on over to my office and sign a few forms.”

      Everything spun, a spiraling mix of blue, white, green.

      Andrew would never see his grandparents’ hideous bathroom again.
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      When the world stopped spinning, Andrew pulled his britches up over his still-sodden tush, face flaming as dozens of strange…people…stared at him. Most were vaguely human, in that the right number of limbs were in the right places, but none looked exactly normal.

      “Welcome to your new home, my boy,” Leary said. “Luchorpán Limited. Purveyor of the finest entertainments.”

      Andrew gawped around. The room looked exactly like his old duty officer’s building back in Camp Lejeune. Industrial tile on the floor, bland white walls, lumpy chairs and couches.

      The occupants, though…

      Tiny girl-shaped things with dragonfly wings buzzed around, most carrying folders or stacks of papers. Taller beings with wizened old faces like shrunken apple heads stood around a water cooler drinking brownish liquid. A strange thing with one leg and one arm came hopping up and gave Leary what looked like a pile of invoices. Along the far wall, a row of offices marched. Through their glass walls, Andrew could see other bearded leprechauns like Leary. Things he couldn’t describe skipped by, the only recognizable bit the red caps that looked like some sort of uniform.

      “What…who…” He gave up and tried again. “Are you people for real?”

      “Real as rain,” Leary said. He marched Andrew to the largest office in the corner, signaling to a huge man-shaped brute with the right number of eyes in the wrong places. One was nearly in the center of the low forehead; the other, larger eye drifted close to a drooping ear. Its mouth hung open, flabby lips almost touching the hairy chest. Teeth filled its mouth.

      Big teeth.

      “Andrew,” Leary said. “Meet—” This followed by a sound like boulders rolling over broken bones. “One of the Fomoire. Which reminds me. Balor’s birthday is next week. Gotta fetch him a giftie.”

      He drew a finger through the air and silver letters in a language Andrew didn’t recognize glowed for a second, before streaking toward the desk in the office.

      “Yeah,” Andrew said. “Um, hi.” He stuck out his hand, but the giant only stared at him. At least he thought it was staring at him. Hard to tell with that weird eyeball setup.

      “You don’t want to do that,” Leary said, knocking Andrew’s hand down. “It’s almost lunchtime.”

      Andrew jerked his hand back, and gave the thing a wide berth as they went into the office. He didn’t like the way its nostrils quivered as he went by.

      Leary motioned him to a rickety old wooden chair that creaked alarmingly as Andrew sat. At least it didn’t grab onto his butt. He wondered how long it would be until his tuckus felt safe—or clean—again.

      Leary sat in a much more comfortable seat, rich brown leather that looked expensive. It was also taller than Andrew’s chair, putting their eyes level.

      A massive dark desk sat between them. Mahogany, maybe? Andrew doubted even the big goon outside could move it without help. Atop it sat a crystal decanter filled with some kind of bourbon or scotch, an ashtray holding a long clay pipe, and a thick folder with Andrew’s name on it. The desk, Leary’s chair, and the decanter were the only upscale objects in the office, which otherwise looked shabby and run-down. Andrew wondered how much profit the place pulled in.

      Later, he’d learn how leprechauns got their skinflint reputation.

      “So what is it I’ll be doing for you?” Andrew asked. He wasn’t sure if he really wanted to know.

      “Oh, this and that,” Leary said, waving one hand nonchalantly. “We’ll find something, I’m sure.”

      “Why me?” Andrew asked. “If y’all are magic fairies, what can I do that you can’t?”

      Leary leaned forward, elbows on the desk and fingertips together. “I’ll explain that once we’ve sealed our bargain. And by the by, don’t be calling us fairies, if you please. Good folk or gentry will do.”

      “Sorry,” Andrew said. When would things start making sense again? “What do I sign?”

      “A simple contract, really,” Leary said as flipped the folder open and pushed a long piece of yellowish paper toward Andrew.

      “What the hell does it say?” Andrew asked, turning it first one way then the other. The paper was covered with tiny, spidery writing in something other than the English he’d grown up with.

      “Oh, we do all our formal communications in Old Erse,” Leary said. “The contract is standard boiler plate, nothing to worry about. It simply states that you agree to be our bondsm…our employee until such time as your wages pay your debt to us.”

      “And how long will that take?”

      “Not long, I’m sure,” the leprechaun said. “Be over before you know it. Of course, you can refuse, and go back to yer privy.”

      “Fine, fine!” Andrew said. “Give me a pen.”

      “No need,” Leary said. His arm shot across the desk like a rattlesnake’s strike, seizing Andrew’s wrist. With his other hand, he pricked Andrew’s index finger with a long silver needle.

      “Now then,” he said, settling back. “Just a small drop of your life-juice on the dotted line, and I’ll be showing you your new quarters and duties. Once we take care of a few small preparations, that is.”

      “I’m going to regret this, aren’t I?” Andrew said, grumbling as he poked the indicated line, leaving a crimson smear.

      “That’s all up to you and your outlook, now isn’t it?” Leary said.

      Andrew really didn’t like the little man’s grin.

      “So what happens now?”

      “First, let’s toast a long and happy relationship.” Leary crooked a crooked finger, and two clay cups that looked older than Methuselah floated from a tall shelf to the desk. He poured from the decanter, sending sharp fumes wafting around the room. He pushed one cup to Andrew, and
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