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      We dedicate this book to our long-suffering husbands, who keep waiting for us both to “make it big.” It’s so sweet how they think that.
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        Scott

      

      

      I first met Kim almost a decade ago, when I launched the Queer Sacramento Authors Collective with two local author friends. Kim soon joined—and even though it was a little bit of a stretch to include her then-hometown of Turlock, about 90 miles south of Sacramento, in a Sac area writer’s group, we were thrilled to have her.

      We’ve since become fast friends, with her attending many of our local QSAC events, and sharing with each other the trials and tribulations of being an author.

      We’d discussed writing something together for a couple years when the idea for The Office of the Lost came up. Writing with another author is fraught with danger—if the authors are not compatible and respectful of one another, it can rapidly degenerate into a very unpleasant experience.

      Luckily for us, we worked seamlessly together. We fleshed out the main plot of the book, and the we alternated chapters. I wrote from Crispin’s point of view—a finicky everything-always-has-to-be-perfect fae whose job it is to put everything back in order. Kim wrote Leopold, a wild-bundle-of-chaos human going absolutely nowhere in life.

      And something magical was born.

      I hope you enjoy this frothy, romantic, fantastical combination of our talents. If you do, we’ll be back for more with book two.
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      When two compatible authors work together on a story, something magical happens. It’s like word alchemy, and the result is something far different than either author would have written alone. It’s also a whole lot of fun.

      So when the opportunity arose to write a book with my friend Scott, I leapt at the chance. I’ve long been a fan of his work, and I knew he had the type of whimsical imagination that would help lead us to wonderful places. The process was great, with each of us embracing one of the protagonists but also providing plenty of input on the project as a whole. I wouldn’t claim that we plotted everything out with precision—my muse much prefers if we write by the seat of our pants—but I think our combination of improvisation and planning suits our characters perfectly.

      I’m sort of in love with Leopold and Crispin, and I hope that soon you will love them too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            CRISPIN

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Crispin Eladrin Moss’caladin was a by-the-numbers, check-all-the-boxes kind of fae, the only desk fae in the Office of the Lost with a ten-point-two perfecality score. This made his chest swell with pride whenever he thought of it, since it technically wasn’t possible to rise above a ten-point-oh.

      He hummed happily as he worked his way down the Recovered Assets form, filling out every line with careful precision, dipping his quill in the ink pot with exactly the right angle and timing to collect the perfect amount of ink with nary a drop spilt on desk or parchment.

      He was barely aware of the sounds of the other desk fae around him, sitting at the hundred or so identical white marble desks extending out from his like blocky petals of some strange stone flower.

      Item Recovered? Check.

      Item in Good Shape? Check.

      Description of Item: Slightly used spelled red oak wand, possibly from the Third Dynasty.

      World of Origin? Therrin.

      And on and on, cataloging all the minute details of how he’d acquired the formerly lost object.

      He glanced up at the hands of the enormous clock on the near wall. Five minutes to five. Perfect timing. He’d be home to his tree bole in the Greatwoods on Torevor—and his pet squirrel Minkis—right on time. Punctuality is Perfecality.

      As he was slipping the form and the small box with its recovered contents into his outbox, a shadow darkened his sparkling clean desk, dimming its reflected glow.

      Crispin swallowed hard and looked up into the beady eyes of his supervisor, Bidulla Krönk.

      She was an ogre of a woman. Literally. Her sallow skin was the color of a rotten lemon, two pointed yellow teeth protruded a good three inches past her lips, and paint nearly melted off the walls when she smiled.

      Like she was doing now.

      “Hello, Curator Moscow.” Her voice was like a rake over gravel.

      “That’s Moss’caladin.” He tried not to sweat, rather unsuccessfully.

      She nodded. “Yes, Moscow, just like I said.” She sank down on the corner of his desk, and the far side lifted an inch off the ground. “I’m told you are doing excellent work.”

      He wanted to cover his ears to block out the avalanche of sound, but decided that wouldn’t be at all proper. He should have been thrilled that his perfecality score was at last being noticed, but instead he wanted to shrink under his desk and hide until she left. He’d spent his entire career—well, if you could call five years a career—under the desk, figuratively, and he couldn’t imagine for the life of him how his cover had been blown. “Thank you, ma… Supervisor Krönk. I was just heading out⁠—”

      “I’m afraid that won’t be possible.” And when she said afraid, it felt more like rumbly angry. But that might have been just her voice. Which, to be fair, was comparatively lovely for an ogre. Still, ogres weren’t known for a subtle expression of emotion.

      “Why is that?” He found himself blinking and instead tried to stare at her politely, which somehow felt worse. She also had a strong… personal aroma, which was making his eyes water.

      “Something urgent has come up, a task that we feel is more wisely left to one of our best curators.”

      We? There was now a we who were aware of him? His heart dropped. “The best would be Curator Deepmountain, ma’am.” Theodor ur Deepmountain was a dwarf, and one of the most experienced members on the team. And by experienced, Crispin meant ancient; his long, wispy white beard was probably older than Crispin. Surely she’d see the wisdom in his suggestion.

      She growled—or was it a purr?—and his entire desk shook. “We think this particular task needs more… finesse than Curator Deepmountain possesses. The Oracle specifically asked for you.”

      Me? He suppressed a squeak, but there was the damnable blinking again. Crispin forced himself to stop.

      Then he blinked again. She was complimenting him, in a heavy-handed, very ogre sort of way. The proper thing to do with compliments was to acknowledge them. Right? “Um, thank you?”

      She nodded as if finally he’d done something right. “Here are the details. If you need anything, staff will provide it.” She handed over a dark blue folder with the Office of the Lost “OotL” logo embossed in gold. Some people called Crispin and his co-workers “oodles” as a result of the rather unfortunate acronym, but he stuck steadfastly to “curators.”

      He peered over her shoulder. Three sylvan fae hovered behind her with clipboards and magical quills that never needed dipping.

      Crispin sighed heavily. It was clear that there was no way out of this one, so he might as well acquiesce gracefully. “I see. Well then, I’ll go home and get a good night’s rest so I’m fresh for this most important task in the morning, and….”

      Bidulla shook her head. “This matter is top priority.” She pointed at the proffered paperwork, and sure enough, it was stamped “Top Priority.” The red ink seemed to sizzle as he stared at it.

      “You’ll leave tonight. With your… skills”—she said it as if there was still some doubt as to whether he possessed any—“you should be able to convince the subject to return with you forthwith.”

      If the Oracle wanted him and the job was stamped top priority, it must really be important. I should feel honored. “All right. I’ll go forthwith and… wait, what?” The final word ascended into an upper pitch that only canines could usually hear.

      She stared at him as if he’d gone daft.

      His mind raced. She wanted him to leave tonight, without a proper bath, without saying goodbye to Minkis, and to collect a someone? Not a something? This is all going too quickly. “May I ask what is so urgent about this particular recovery?”

      She sighed, which would have blown his carefully completed paperwork out of his outbox if it hadn’t already sparked and vanished into the archival vaults. “I’m not at liberty to tell you that. Suffice it to say that this mission is of the utmost importance. Make this happen and you have a very bright career ahead of you, Curator Moss’caladin.” She said it right that time, leading him to believe she’d known it all along. Ogres did love their games.

      Left unsaid was what would likely happen to him if he failed. It would be back to the forest for him, hunting deer and learning sword-craft with his know-it-all older brother. He shuddered. “I’ll do my best, ma’am.” There, that was better. He’d managed to get an entire sentence out without his voice cracking.

      He signed the paperwork, and with a ding, a copy appeared inside Thea, his portable transport device that had somehow survived the ogre assault on his desk.

      “See that you do.” She got up, and the far end of his desk settled back to the ground with a small crash. “I expect great things from you, Moscow.” With that, she turned and made her way, with far more agility than he would have expected, across the crowded room, her staff trailing behind her like a cloud of gypsy moths.

      “But you said if I needed anything….” But she and her attendants were gone.

      “Very well then.” He’d never heard of a recovery mission for a being. Once he brought them back to OotL, would they be stuffed into the vault next to the collected diamonds and wands and other important bric-a-brac? Or would Her Ogreness come to collect them personally, leading them off somewhere without an explanation?

      Not my responsibility. Crispin frowned. He liked things neat and tidy, and this case was shaping up to be anything but.

      He opened the folder. Inside was a brief description of the subject—a Leopold Lane, who looked more like a Leo than a Leopold. Good enough looking, if a bit unkempt for Crispin’s tastes, dark hair in contrast to Crispin’s blond.

      Thea whistled. “Handsome, though he’s a bit scruffy for you.”

      “He’s a recovery asset. Not interested.” Then he saw the destination world.

      Earth.

      His heart sank.

      No one liked to go there. It was loud and dirty and filled with inefficiency and redundancy. Very little magic remained, largely because it had been mostly stamped out by the horde of smelly humans who seemed dead set on ruining their world before anyone else could get around to it.

      He’d been there a few times to collect lost things, and every time afterward he’d needed a three-hour soak in his blue ceramic bathtub to clean off the grit and the anxiety that clung to him.

      In and out, quick. That’s how it would be. Then he’d be home to Minkis in time for a midnight meal.

      He headed for the Necessary Room to collect whatever he would need. In half an hour, he was packed and in the Hall of Mirrors, ready to effectuate the mission and keep his perfecality score above ten-point-oh.
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      The dime rolled off the counter, bounced on the tile floor, and rolled under the bakery case.

      Ignoring the glares and aggrieved sighs of the people in line behind him, Leopold fished around in his jacket pockets in search of more coins.

      “You can just tap your phone right here to pay.” The short blonde barista pointed perkily. She was the type who did everything perkily. Leopold was willing to bet she even managed to be perky when she was asleep, which for some reason annoyed him to no end.

      “I’d rather not.” He didn’t find another dime, but eventually he unearthed a nickel and five pennies, along with an expired light-rail ticket, a crumpled but probably unused Kleenex, and a metal screw-looking thing that looked as if it was probably an important part of something but he didn’t know what. He set down the coins and shoved the rest back into his pockets.

      “We have an app,” chirped the barista. “You can download it for free and use it to pay for your orders. And you earn points! Which you can use to get free coffees and stuff.”

      “I don’t have a phone.”

      She blinked at him as if he’d suddenly sprouted a few extra heads.

      And although it wasn’t really any of her business, Leopold shrugged. “It broke.”

      “Oh!” She looked relieved, her world suddenly tilted back onto its proper axis. “Well, when you get a new one then.”

      He nodded curtly before shuffling aside to wait for his order. He shouldn’t have splurged on the fancy coffee; he could have caffeinated himself more cheaply at a fast-food joint. But what the hell—broke was broke, and he might as well enjoy a lot of sugar and whipped cream with his last bit of pocket change.

      The coffee shop was busy. People typed at laptops, chatted with friends, or scrolled on their phones. In one corner, a young woman with dark braids swayed to the music from her headphones while she drew in a sketchbook. A couple of tables over, two men in suits and ties were having a lively discussion about autonomous vehicles.

      The espresso machine and blenders whirred, the sound system played a woman singing in what he thought might be Portuguese, a toddler burbled an incomprehensible monologue to his father. It was a comfortable place. If Leopold chose, he could no doubt park himself in an empty chair and nurse his overpriced frothy concoction as long as he wanted.

      He wouldn’t, though.

      “Leonard!” called another of the baristas, this one a tall young man with a nicely shaped beard and one large silver hoop earring. He set a plastic cup down in the pickup portion of the counter. “Leonard! Order’s up!”

      Nobody came forward. Three more names were called in quick succession, these with prompt responses, and then Leopold realized that all three of those people had been behind him in line. He approached the counter and peered at the remaining cup.

      “Leonard?” asked the barista.

      “Leopold.”

      The barista shrugged. “’S probably yours.”

      It probably was. And Leonard was somewhat of an improvement over the last time he’d treated himself to coffee, when he’d been called Leopard instead. Honestly. Who would call themselves Leopard? At other times he’s been Leslie, Leeann, Leland, Leon, Leofric, and once—memorably—Legolas. Which was, well, yeah, kind of awesome, but clearly a mistake of epic proportions.

      He was fairly certain he’d never once been Leopold. Maybe he’d get there if he could afford fancy coffee more often.

      Clutching the drink that might or might not have been his, Leopold exited the shop.

      Early February in Sacramento wasn’t really winter, at least not as most people would measure it. In fact, from what he’d heard, the area had been in drought for several years, with the Februaries dry and unseasonably warm. But that was before he’d moved here, and this winter had broken records for the amount of rainfall. By now, people had shifted from thank goodness all the way through well, we really need it and were now settled into I’m so sick of this miserable weather. Leopold didn’t blame them. Gray skies. Flooded homes. High heating bills. And, as he stepped off the curb, a deceptively deep puddle that swallowed his entire left foot.

      He yelped and lost his balance, and although he managed not to fall on his face, the cup went flying. It landed on the hood of a parked BMW, spattering sweet expensive coffee onto the windshield—and onto the nicely dressed woman who had just emerged from the driver’s seat.

      “I am so sorry!” Leopold said. Or started to say, anyway, because before he could get the phrase out, the woman was screeching at him as if he’d attempted to murder her. Yeah, coffee stains were not going to do her cream-colored wool coat any favors, but at least it had been iced coffee, so she wasn’t burned or otherwise injured.

      She was wearing Leopold’s pick-me-up and he couldn’t afford another, and his left foot and lower leg were soaked and thoroughly chilled, and now a guy in a lifted pickup was honking at him, and it had suddenly started to rain again, and dammit, Leopold was just done.

      “I’m sorry!” he yelled at the woman, who didn’t pause her tirade. Then he glanced at the pickup driver, who was now flipping him off, and Leopold hobbled across the street.

      His apartment was only a few blocks away, on the upper floor of a house that had been pretty nice a hundred or so years ago but had long since sagged into despair. His place—a cramped bedroom, a living room with a closet-sized kitchen, and a Lilliputian bathroom—was in a converted attic reachable by two flights of rickety outdoor stairs. The climb had been miserably hot in summer and was now cold and damp, making the ascent both dangerous and uncomfortable. Today he walked up the stairs more slowly than usual because his ankle was sore from the puddle incident, and he somehow managed not to fall to an untimely death on the cracked and weed-infested pavement of the parking lot far below.

      In addition to the rickety exterior stairs, two of the windows were cracked, the floors were uneven, and the electricity went out whenever the people downstairs used their microwave. The house was a firetrap and couldn’t possibly be up to code. God help them all if there was an earthquake.

      But still, Leopold liked it. He found it charming that none of the walls were plumb and none of the corners formed perfect right angles. His landlord had seemingly used the dregs of several paint cans, resulting in walls that had large patches of varied whites and beiges. Leopold liked that too. He loved it when the floors and rafters creaked and when the pipes made noises like dying ancient sea monsters.

      Also, it was cheap.

      As soon as he was inside, he stripped off his jacket and let it fall on the floor, then kicked off his sodden shoes. Next came the socks and wet jeans, and he rummaged around in his pile of clean but unfolded laundry until he found a pair of gray sweatpants and two socks—one white and one navy. He didn’t care that they didn’t match.

      What he should do, he knew, was sit down and calculate his finances. Rent was coming due and he didn’t think he had enough to cover it. He should pick up some extra hours at work. He had been holding two jobs to make ends meet, but after the forklift incident at the warehouse he was down to one employer, a bus company. And if his record held, something dumb would happen there while he was on duty and then he wouldn’t be detailing buses anymore either. So he should also be looking for a new job right now.

      But thinking about numbers made his head swim, and the idea of filling out employment applications and going to interviews made him shudder. The weight of all those shoulds made him just want to fall into bed and sleep for a week, at which point he might awaken to find he’d won the lottery and all those shoulds could go to hell. Except that he didn’t have the money for a lottery ticket, and even if he had, the effort to go out and actually buy one was beyond him at the moment.

      So instead, he curled up on his lumpy couch—of indeterminate original color but now a rather dull and uninspiring chocolate-milk brown—and started channel-surfing.

      He didn’t watch anything in particular; he rarely did. What he enjoyed was viewing a few minutes of a show, trying to guess what was going on, and then flipping to the next and the one after that. Sometimes he made up storylines that tied the fragments together, so that the people bickering in the old sitcom diner became pals with the mechanics fixing up the sports car, and the cartoon girl with the pet monkey taught Spanish to the elderly congressman.

      Today he watched a few minutes of a reality dating show followed by a snippet of a sport he thought might be rugby and then a bit of an old cop show. Then a nature show involving squirrels—apparently there were squirrels on every continent except Australia, where there were pseudo squirrels, and Antarctica, which in the summer was almost as cold as Sacramento on a rainy winter day. Shivering, he cranked up the thermostat, which responded with a very convincing death-rattle but nevertheless spat out a bit of warmer air. Perhaps its final exhale.

      He’d just clicked over to a sci-fi space battle when the television sizzled loudly and the screen went blank. He thought at first that it was simply Todd and Krys zapping a frozen burrito downstairs, but then he realized the power wasn’t out completely, which meant the problem likely lay in his television. Great. Just what I needed.

      He was still slumped on the couch, trying to decide whether to get up and… do something, when someone knocked on the door.

      Leopold slumped even more and waited for whoever it was to go away. But they knocked again, harder, and he sort of had to give them credit for trudging up two flights of stairs in this cruddy weather. With an aggrieved sigh, he hauled himself upright and plodded to the door.

      A very pretty young man stood on the little landing, looking less than thrilled. He was slender, with straw-colored hair, eyes somewhere between gray and blue, model-esque cheekbones, and a deep frown. People often frowned around Leopold; he tended to have that effect. What was unusual about this guy, however, was that he wore a tweedy three-piece suit like that of a 1950s British schoolmaster. Or so Leopold imagined, anyway.

      “I’m not interested in your God,” Leopold announced.

      The man blinked and cocked his head sideways, a bit like a bird. “I beg your pardon?”

      “If you try to convert me, it won’t go well. Really, dude. Last guy who tried ended up quitting his church.” Leopold tilted his head. “Or maybe that’s not your gig. But if you’re trying to sell me something or get a donation, I’m flat broke. And if you want my vote for something, I’m not registered.”

      He’d actually attempted to register a few times but was never successful. “Irregularities” in his records, he was told. Whatever that meant.

      But now his visitor was shaking his head. He dug into his suit pocket for a moment and, when he pulled out a phone, seemed mildly surprised. “Oh,” he muttered to himself. “Well, yes, I do suppose it will work.”

      It was one of the big phones that had always seemed rather impractical to Leopold. The prim and proper stranger fixed him again with that bright blue-gray stare. “Are you Leo Lane?”

      “Leopold.” Shit. Now he’d admitted who he was. Maybe instead of correcting the guy, Leopold should have simply denied it.

      The visitor nodded firmly. “Yes, excellent. Mr. Lane, we need to⁠—”

      The rain started to fall so suddenly and so heavily that for a moment Leopold thought someone had aimed a firehose at them.

      The man in the suit made a funny little yelp and ducked his head. Water had already plastered his hair to his skull, and… he had really weird-looking ears. Sort of pointy, like Mr. Spock.

      “Mr. Lane, may I come in and speak with you? Please?”

      Well, he seemed a bit odd but not dangerous, and leaving him outside in the downpour would be heartless. So even though Leopold had a thousand and seventeen reasons to say no, he stepped back and gestured for the man to enter, and then closed the door behind him.

      The guy stood just inside the small apartment, dripping onto the floor, surveying the room with an expression of minor horror. “Was there a battle fought here?”

      “Ha ha. Hilarious. Look, I know the place is a mess, but I don’t know you from Adam and you don’t have any right to criticize my housekeeping skills.”

      If anything, the man looked even more appalled. “You mean you allowed your home to get… into this condition?”

      C’mon. It wasn’t that bad. Sure, clothing—both clean and dirty—lay strewn on the floor and furniture. Dishes, glasses, and packages of food covered the kitchen counter. And there were unstable stacks of books and magazines and newspapers, and little collections of rocks and pinecones and dried flowers, and the table held three partially completed jigsaw puzzles, and one of his three kitchen chairs had a busted leg he’d been meaning to fix, and the houseplants on the windowsill had died from neglect but the pots were sprouting mystery weeds, and he had no idea what was in the sagging cardboard box in the corner and couldn’t remember how it got there, and…. Okay. But still.

      “Look, dude. I’m busy. I don’t think you came here to tell me I’m a slob. Spit it out and then you can be on your way.”

      He wasn’t busy. And this guy was very easy on the eyes, even sopping wet. But Leopold wasn’t patient, and also, something about the man made him uneasy although Leopold couldn’t quite put his finger on what.

      The man made a visible effort to pull himself together, taking a deep breath and straightening his back.  Before Leopold could demand to know what the hell he wanted, he cleared his throat. “My name is Crispin Eladrin Moss’caladin. I am a Curator.”

      “Like… from a museum?” The curators at the Crocker Museum always chased him away from the art, as if afraid he might touch and contaminate it.

      “No. Well, in a way…” Crispin tugged at the bottom of his jacket, looking extremely uncomfortable. “I collect certain specific items for the Office of the Lost.”

      Leopold blinked. “Um… so you want a donation? Like I said, I’m literally broke. But I think I have a couple cans of corn somewhere. Or an extra blanket. Or…. What are you collecting, dude?”

      Crispin sighed and held up the phone. It held a perfectly clear picture of Leo’s face, and not in one of his rare photogenic moments.

      His hair in the image was lanky and unkempt—was kempt even a thing?—and his squinting brown eyes were pinholes in a washed-out white face. Too bright a flash.

      Crispin cleared his throat, tugged at his collar, and swallowed hard. “I’m afraid, Leo, that I’m here to collect… you.”
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      None of this was going as planned.

      Crispin was a huge fan of as planned.

      First off, the damnable Hall of Mirrors had dumped him a good half-mile away from his destination, in the midst of the rainstorm from hell, in a park next to a frightening display of men with round hats that all had numbers, every one of them glaring at him in the intermittent flashes of lightning. He’d run off in startled fear, his world-appropriate clothing feeling itchy and growing soggy—and looking stunningly drab, a far cry from his usual flair for color. None of the squirrels in the park seemed friendly, tucked away under the dry canopies of the trees as he ran past, noting his passage with apparent disinterest.

      He had eventually found his way out of the park to the questionable shelter of an awning of an abandoned… he wanted to say restaurant, but it had zero charm and, due to the whole abandoned part, zero food. His stomach had rumbled at that. Before his workday had taken a turn for the worse, he’d planned to have a perfectly respectable meal of nut mush and elven mead with Minkis, if his rather unreliable pet squirrel had decided to come in for the night.

      And now here he was half-soaked, on the simultaneously bland and crazy planet Earth, a world he’d managed to avoid for years. At least this part of it didn’t stink. Much. Though there was an uncollected can of refuse in one corner of the little courtyard that emitted a rather foul odor. No matter. He’d be off-world soon enough and then safely back home once he dropped off his collection at the office.

      The stairs he’d just climbed would have put the rickety ones on the haunted world of Thauria to shame for their sheer ability to seem both insubstantial and very creakingly real, and now he stood in a place that could charitably be called the seventeenth pit of hell, talking to a man who clearly wanted nothing to do with him.

      His target, Leopold Lane, was… rumpled. That was the best and most generous word he could come up with to describe the person before him. He was shirtless and thankfully not too out of shape, not that Crispin would have said anything. That would be rude. He wore baggy gray pants and mismatched socks—maybe that was a thing on Earth these days?—and his chestnut-colored hair was messy, but not in a way that looked adorable. More like the dead cat he’d seen on the side of the road on the way over from the park.

      Still, the man didn’t seem unkind, only confused.

      “Excuse me?” Leopold’s eyebrows shot up. “What, are you with the army or something?”

      Something flickered in the corner of the room. Or, in an angle of the room? None of the corners of this place seemed straight. It was like stepping into one of those weird paintings where everything curved up and around to meet itself in impossibly complex ways. Or like a bathroom on Herschel IV. “No, no army.” Crispin tried a different tack. “Leo, have you ever felt… lost?”

      “Oh geezus, you’re one of those. And it’s Leopold, not Leo. Or Leopard, or Legolas….” He shuffled over to a big white metal box that looked like it had seen better days fifty years before and was now surprised to be still standing. He cracked it open and pulled out a single clear bottle with a blue label that said Zima. “If we’re gonna talk batshit, may as well have a little of this. I’ve been saving it for a special occasion, and you seem”—he looked over his shoulder and gave Crispin a once-over—“special.”

      There was another flicker at the corner of his eye, this time behind the sagging cold box that had clearly seen better days. Crispin wondered if he was having a stroke.  “Sorry, Leo–pold.” He was proud to have caught his own mistake this time. He rarely used nicknames, but somehow it had initially seemed appropriate. Oh well. He could admit when he was wrong.

      Leopold opened a cabinet and pulled out two glasses—as mismatched as his socks—and after pushing aside a number of strange colored pieces of cardboard or wood, set them on the table. One was a thick glass beer stein that wouldn’t have been out of place in Theodor the dwarf’s kitchen, while the other was a plastic glass in the shape of a thin pink bird. Its long neck acted as the handle, the webbed feet splayed on either side provided support.

      Plastic. Crispin shuddered. Vile stuff. Another Earth specialty.

      “Guest’s choice.”

      Crispin blinked, confused, until he realized that Leopold meant the glasses. “That one, please.”

      “Fair enough.” The man half-filled the stein with the fizzy liquid and handed it over, pouring the rest into the second glass. “Oh, where are my manners?” He chucked the bottle into an overflowing bin and rummaged through a rag pile, emerging victoriously with a black piece of cloth. “Knew I’d washed this one.”

      “That’s… clothing?” His charge was one of the slovenliest people Crispin had ever run across, and Leopold’s charm, bare bones as it was, was dangerously close to expired.

      “Yup. Grabbed this at a con a couple years ago.”

      There was something printed on it: a picture of an old man in a brown robe with a long shiny blue sword. The words had all but faded beyond recognition, except for the first two. “Help me….” It seemed… appropriate. Maybe it was a sign.

      “He kind of looks like you,” Leopold continued, “all prim and proper. Are you a Star Wars fan, Crispy?” He grabbed his drink and sank down on the tattered scum-brown sofa that was crouched against one wall like a feral cat.

      Crispin frowned. There was so much wrong in that question. In this room. In this… person. Maybe he’d be better off returning to the office and telling his boss he’d been unable to complete the recovery. Let her send someone else to do it.

      He discarded the idea as soon as he thought it. She’d been very clear on the importance of this particular collection, and if he failed, he’d lose his stellar perfecality rating. “No. Not a fan of any wars, star or otherwise.” He sipped the concoction. It sizzled unpleasantly in his mouth.

      The lights flickered again.

      “Is there something wrong with your… domicile?” He couldn’t quite bring himself to call it a home.

      “Oh, that.” Leopold rolled his eyes. “It’s an old house. Neighbors are using the microwave. That’s all.”

      Crispin had no idea what little waves had to do with anything, and he didn’t want to know. “We should get going….”

      Leopold’s eyes widened. “You were serious?” He looked up at the sagging ceiling. “What, is the ship here to collect us?” He downed his drink and set the strange bird-glass on a cardboard box next to the sad-looking couch.

      Then everything happened at once.

      The shadows lining the walls moved.

      The room shook.

      Crispin dove for Leopold out of instinct, holding out Thea, his portable transport device and friendly companion—who had decided to be a phone in this gods-forsaken world—and landed in a sprawl across the surprised man.

      Leopold sputtered, scrambling away from him. “What, are you crazy? Get off of me.” Then a look of horror crossed his face.

      Crispin looked over his shoulder at the ceiling. Something dark and foul was growing there, as the shadows bubbled up from behind the cold box that had housed the Zima. He caught a hint of a gaping jaw full of dark sharp teeth and a whiff of something that smelled like the grave, at which point the lights flickered out for good. What in the fells of Hargsmarsh? “We have to go!”

      Leopold made a strangled sound in the dark.

      “Thea, take us back to OotL. Now.”

      The phone’s screen lit up, and for a second Crispin wished it hadn’t. Tentacles with sharp claws on the tips were reaching for them from the small kitchen in the horrid little flat Leopold called home.

      Then the phone’s light expanded, and he and his charge were sucked into it.

      One of the tentacles had wrapped around his leg—and it was oh, so cold—but then the creature was gone.

      Crispin blinked, looking around anxiously. Something wasn’t right.

      They should be in the Hall of Mirrors, his mission accomplished. Instead he was all alone, still surrounded by the sparkly blackness of the Un-Place, relieved only by a slight glow from the device in his hand.

      He pried a severed tentacle off of his leg and tossed it aside. It sizzled into nothing.

      “Leo?” Remembering his manners, he tried again. “Leopold?”

      Nothing.

      He lifted his mirror. Thea was still shaped like a phone, but her screen was cracked. “Thea?”

      In response, she played a line from The Lost Snork’s Lament. “No one knows where the blind man goes….”

      “Come on, Thea, talk to me… where are we?”

      The screen flashed, sending a kaleidoscope of lights and a drunk-sounding hiccup.

      “Did the dark cloud do something to you?” He looked around. “Did Leo do something? Where has he⁠—?”

      The rest of his words were cut off as he landed face-first in a mound of grass.

      He pushed himself up and scrambled backward spitting out a few purple blades and managing to sit up and look around. He was in a forest, a very purple forest, and something was howling in the distance. Damnable grass will probably stain my….  But his tweedy jacket was gone, replaced by downy fur, and he seemed to have… antlers?

      He was distracted from that revelation by a voice. “What the hell did you do to me, Crispy? And where the hell are we?”

      Crispin turned to find his charge, at least he assumed it was still Leopold, staring at him and looking really annoyed. The human also had brown fur—except for a rather fetching white patch on his chest—a pair of short antlers, humanlike hands, and an elongated snout.

      He looked just like a….

      “Oh crap.”
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      Purple. That was Leopold’s first impression, and it didn’t make any sense. But then again, neither did the sudden attack of vertigo and accompanying nausea, or the weird heavy feeling in his head, or his general sense of… wrong.

      In fact, he was fairly used to disasters springing up around him, so much so that he became suspicious when life seemed to be going too smoothly. But he’d never felt so disoriented, so certain that his existence had just taken the wrong exit off the freeway. Wrong. That word again.

      He staggered around for a few moments, trying desperately not to puke, and wasn’t sure whether to be relieved when he heard a familiar voice. It was that bizarre man, the one who claimed to be collecting him, although Leopold still didn’t understand why. Crispin Something. And when Leopold lurched around a large tree—a large violet tree—there Crispin was, his back to Leopold and his smartphone held high.

      “What the hell, Crispy?”

      Only, when Crispin turned around, he was…. Oh God. “What did you put in my Zima?” Leopold knew his voice was shrill, but being unwittingly drugged was bad. And it was especially bad for him, because he’d long since learned that if he ingested anything more intoxicating than half a bottle of beer, very bad things happened. The sorts of things that involved flashing red-and-blue lights, hyperventilating insurance adjustors, and the need for Leopold to pick up quickly and move far way.

      Maybe he ought to be relieved that the only effects this time—so far, at least—were hallucinations of a purple forest and of Crispin turning into a deer. A deer in tweed trousers.

      “Oh, crap.” Crispin slapped a hand over his mouth.

      Leopold stalked closer. “Oh crap is right. What the hell, dude? You don’t just go around slipping drugs to strangers. What did you give me and when is it gonna wear off?”

      “I did not drug you.” Crispin managed to look simultaneously offended, distressed, and confused. He somehow also managed to still look like Crispin, even with brown fur, a long muzzle, and short velvety antlers. His ears were even longer and pointier than before.

      “Nobody gets this wasted on half a Zima. Not even….” Leopold’s thought trailed away when he realized how odd his mouth felt. His tongue and teeth were all… wrong. Damn that word.

      And then there was the strange tickly feeling on his skin. He glanced down; his t-shirt was gone. His chest, like Crispin’s, was now covered in short fur. Maybe he should be relieved he hadn’t hallucinated away his sweatpants and socks.

      His scalp didn’t feel right either, however. When he put his hand to his forehead, he felt antlers. “This is bad,” he moaned. “I don’t want to be a deer.” Deer in the woods usually got shot. Would the hunters have purple guns?

      “You are not a deer. You have—well
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