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			This is the second book in the paranormal M/M adventure series Uncommon Adventures. Before you start it, I would advise you to read the prequel, Simon Dale and the Pink Hippopotamus (you can find the complete list of purchase links on my website: https://dietermoitzi.com/pink-hippo). 

			However, to refresh everyone’s memory, here is a brief summary of what happened in the first book:

			Twenty-four-year-old Simon Dale, a British political science graduate, has moved to his mother’s native city, Paris. Against all odds, he lands a job with an obscure UN agency called the UNBUA (which stands for “United Nations Bureau of Uncommon Affairs”) and is immediately whisked to Egypt by his new boss, undersecretary Rodelio de Montferrat, who turns out to be incredibly fast, incredibly handsome, incredibly rash, and probably a teensy bit bonkers.

			Simon’s first mission reveals a side of the world he’d never have suspected. First, he gets to meet the Egyptian dictator-president Muammar Al-Sabbar, and then he visits a world-famous old temple. There, he and his boss stumble upon a pink hippopotamus named Mabel and a green-skinned giant who, for whatever reasons, seems to love nothing more than to throw huge boulders at them. De Montferrat and Simon escape by dashing away and stealing a hot-air balloon tethered nearby.

			Once they’re in the air, the UNBUA undersecretary finally reveals a few helpful if barely believable background facts about the current mission as well as the agency and its agents. It would seem, Simon learns, that paranormal humans have existed since the dawn of time: shapeshifters like Mabel, ogres like the giant who attacked them, vampires like… de Montferrat. Additionally, there are dwarves, fairies, merpeople, naiads, and many more. They call themselves “uncommons”—hence the name of the UN agency. For centuries, they were persecuted by witch hunters until, in the early 19th century, when it became obvious their enemies had become uncommons themselves, they all came together and formed an alliance.

			In fact, all these people are like other humans, de Montferrat explains. They simply live very long lives and have developed certain particular powers. Vampires are stronger and faster; they can also persuade people to do their bidding, just as merpeople and naiads can. Dwarves have considerable intellectual capacities and make excellent engineers. When angered, ogres grow very big and fierce. Fairies are capable of bending certain physical laws and have access to portals that allow instant travel from one point of the globe to another. 

			Rodelio patiently exposes how different this hidden world is from what Simon believes to know from movies and TV shows. He also stresses that the UNBUA they’re both working for is some kind of police agency tasked with preventing uncommons from committing crimes or using their powers to exploit their less fortunate fellows, the so-called commons. That’s what brought them to Egypt—Mabel, the pink hippo shapeshifter, has been abducted and forced to attack the Egyptian president, and they must find out by whom and why.

			After they’ve reached Abu Simbel in the desert near the Sudanese border, their quest leads them on to Santorini, to a monastery in Italy, and to Granada. It’s a journey spiced with twists and countless dangerous situations Simon needs all his wits to survive. Finally, with a bunch of riddles to solve, he and his boss end up in the UNBUA headquarters in Paris again, where they have to fight off an attack by uncommon rogues. 

			With the help of Simon’s colleagues Fred (a fairy) and Kriemhild (a brisk dwarf), they succeed. That’s when the outraged secretary general of the UNBUA, Dzintara Dreimanis, shows up. She promptly fires Simon and asks the naiad Mélusine to erase his memory. Yet Mélusine, loyal to Rodelio, refrains from obeying her superior’s order and tells Simon to return to the UK. She promises him he’ll soon be reinstated in his job and work with Rodelio on finding out what is really going on.

			Simon can only hope his colleague will keep her word. Because he realises that in the meantime, he probably has started to fall for his handsome vampire boss…
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			“Your tea must be cold,” a voice said behind me.

			Even though I recognised it, I let out a guinea pig shriek and almost hurled the book I was reading at the intruder. I swirled around in my easy chair. “DAD! For Christ’s sakes, has no one told you to knock before you enter a room? I could have been in the middle of a private thing!”

			My father pressed my shoulders and smirked. “Come on, Simon. I knew you weren’t rubbing one out—”

			“Dad!”

			“—because you don’t fondle your weenie all day long any longer. Now, when you were a teenager, that was another story—”

			“DAD!”

			“What?” He settled on the armrest and winked at me. “You thought I didn’t know what you were doing, back then? Your mother told me, of course. She was doing the laundry, after all, and quite aware of your favourite pastime. One can spill tea only so many times, you know. Not to mention that tea stains aren’t exactly the same colour and texture—”

			“FOR HEAVEN’S SAKE—STOP!” Sticking a finger in each ear, I started singing the first movement of Vivaldi’s Four Seasons. “La-la-la-la, lalla-laa. Lalla-la-la-la, lalla-laa…”

			My father ignored me and continued to speak.

			Curiosity got the better of me. I withdrew my fingers and caught his last words: “—could’ve repopulated the whole shire with your jizz, she said—”

			“DA-AD! She never did! Ew!”

			Zipping it at last, he beamed at me. 

			“What?” I asked.

			“I’m happy.”

			I narrowed my eyes. “About what?”

			“I have obtained the result I came for.”

			“Which is? Embarrassment? Shame? Guilt? My ardent wish to be dead right now?”

			“A reaction.” He patted my hand. “Just a reaction from my son.”

			“Oh.” I squinted at him. “Why would you say that?”

			Dad’s voice was gentle. “Because you’ve been withdrawn since you returned from Paris.”

			“Withdrawn?”

			“Oh, during the first week, you were overexcited and wouldn’t stop asking odd questions. But then—puffffff…” With his hands, he made a movement that looked like a balloon slowly deflating. “You hardly talked to me. Hardly moved from this bleeding armchair. For the last three weeks, you’ve been sitting here reading that sodding book and sulking.”

			“I did talk!”

			“One-liners. About the weather. The tea. The food.”

			“Really?” A wave of guilt washed over me.

			“Really.” Again, he patted my hand. “I don’t blame you, son. It isn’t easy to accept failure. Not at your age, and especially not after a first job experience that turned out to be so brief.”

			All of a sudden, I felt awful. “I’m sorry, Dad. I didn’t mean to be such a drag. You welcomed me back with open arms and didn’t pester me for details—”

			“That’s what dads do.” He stroked my hair. “You know I’m happy to have you here. Always. This is your home. You can come whenever you want. You can stay as long as you need to. I’m sure you’ll tell me more about your job when you’re ready, too. I’m a patient man.”

			Patient? I almost snorted because Master Yoda he was not. Even if he had shown considerable restraint over the last few weeks.

			“Now, what’s the matter with this fricking book that you’re so obsessed with?” He pointed at the slim volume in my lap. “You’re a fast reader. By now you ought to know it by heart.”

			I looked down and tried to see the book with my dad’s eyes. Its cover was plain and grey, the title Iterations of pendulaic movements in semi-solid volatile agglomerates written in capital letters on top, followed by the author’s name, Maxwell Quincy Stickler. At the bottom figured a logo consisting of a mole and the words “Gweltaz Scholar Press.” That institution had triggered a bunch of inquisitive questions I had done my best to ignore.

			Maybe I had been engrossed with this book. It was the only tangible reminder of the four most exciting days of my young life, after all.

			Absentmindedly, I caressed its non-descript cover. “This is supposed to help me get over my—professional failure, as you put it.” I nearly choked on the words.

			Dad pried the book out of my fingers. He leafed through it and made a funny face while scanning the graphs, formulas, and small-print gibberish. “Makes no sense to me, that stuff. It looks like a physics textbook written by a dyslexic baboon.”

			“I guess it does,” I conceded. “In fact, it is a book about modern physics. They deal a lot with statistics, you know. And stats have always been my weak spot.” I cleared my throat because lying to my father was hard for me. “That was the main reason I was laid off, in Paris. So I thought I’d read up on the subject, and this—” I took the book back and shook it for emphasis. “This is the ultimate handbook on the subject.”

			“A manual about pendulaic movements in semi-solid volatile agglomerates?” My father shook his head.

			“About their iterations, Dad. One can learn many statistical truths from them. It’s a dense and complex read, though. That’s why I’m still on it. I need to, er, digest the different theorems and calculations.”

			He still didn’t look convinced. “Right. Sounds like a huge waste of time to me. But you do your thing.” He rose and smiled. “So. Want some fresh tea? I could put the kettle back on and prepare us a nice, hot cuppa.”

			On a whim, I got up, too, stuffing the textbook into the back pocket of my jeans. “Maybe later. You know what? You’re right. I’ve been cooped up in here far too long. It’s sunny for a change, so I think I’ll go for a walk.”

			Dad seemed relieved. “That’s the spirit, son. You do that. We’ll have our tea when you get back. You know where to find me.” He patted my shoulder before shuffling off to his study. The door clicked shut behind him.

			Poor Dad, I thought. You really don’t deserve a crappy son like me.

			+++

			I hadn’t lied about two things. One, it was sunny. And two, that was a change. An outstanding change. Since I had come back to the UK, it had been mizzling, drizzling, raining, or pouring. There had been days I felt like Paddington Bear, trying to remember another of the forty-six ways in which we Brits were supposed to describe rain.

			A chilly draught invaded the entrance hall when I opened the front door. I noticed that the lawn was glistening wet, so I slipped off my trainers and donned my old pair of wellies. I also borrowed Dad’s thick wool cardigan. It hung down to my ankles like a tired rug. Of course, my father was taller than I—it was rather difficult to be smaller except if you were a dwarf. For mysterious reasons, nature had also gifted him with an athletic build. I found it very unfair that genetics hadn’t deemed necessary to pass these admirable traits down to me.

			I stared into the mirror. Crikey, if Karl Lagerfeld saw me, he’d demand I be put straight before a firing squad. But sod it. I wasn’t going for catwalk-ready high fashion, but warmth. 

			I stepped outside and closed the door. 

			Thanks to the past weeks’ incessant rain, Oxfordshire was an explosion of greens and colourful flowers. A few white clouds were chasing each other through the infinite sky like fluffy puppies. I took in the apple trees, in glorious bloom, and our access road, which disappeared in the forest some fifty metres downhill. 

			Pat yourself on the shoulder, I told myself. The first step is completed. You’ve successfully left the house. 

			But where the heck should I go now? 

			One option would be to head down to Dullbrook. I could buy scones at Mrs Callan’s, for instance, or get us a nice piece of lamb at Mr Gordon’s. Dad loved lamb, and I knew just the recipe that would delight him. A subtle way to make amends…

			Ugh, no. I shuddered. The people in our village were known to have a keen interest in their neighbours’ lives. In other words, they were very nosy, which was particularly true for Mrs Callan and Mr Gordon. Dad must also have spilled the beans about my high-end job and its ridiculously short duration. Which meant I’d certainly be badgered to hell and back about the details. Sorry, Dad, but I wasn’t willing to endure that. We had enough food in the freezer. For culinary inspiration, I could always find an online recipe, too, when I got back. That would do for amends.

			Now that an immersion in Dullbrook’s frenzies and follies had been ruled out, what other options did I have? 

			Hmmmm… 

			I could take a long, leisurely stroll through the forest. If I headed in the right direction, I could even treat myself to some quality time. In fact, the only hotel for miles around was situated right down the hill, at the edge of the forest. The owner, Mr Bates, served a nice cream tea. He was also so taciturn he might have been born without a tongue. No risk of being badgered by him. Plus, his establishment was rarely overrun, to put it euphemistically.

			Swell idea. I felt a bit peckish, and one could never have too much tea, could one?

			My mind was made up. Determinedly, I strode towards the forest. 

			Out of the blue, I chuckled. Ah—Mr Bates… Of the quirky local characters, he might be the quirkiest. I’d never forget the day we learned that he had bought the old Dahmer manor in order to transform it into a hotel. Back then tongues in Dullbrook had been wagging for weeks. Why anyone believed such a quaint building would attract paying guests to our backwoods had been a puzzle. Still was. Especially since Mr Bates had named it… Bates Motel. A perfect reflection of how spooky the mansion looked from the outside, but certainly not the wisest business decision.

			Predictably, that announcement had triggered even more whispers in the village. Mr Bates had earned a solid if unflattering reputation as a nutcase. 

			For my part, I had been intrigued. My parents, too. In an open show of solidarity, we had trekked down to the hotel on opening day, had taken the tour of the surprisingly cosy interior—Mr Bates muttering no more than four or five words—and sat down for our first cream tea. 

			After we had been served, I recalled my mother praising the cakes before tactfully pointing out that maybe the peculiar name of the place ought to be reconsidered. Mr Bates had blinked at her as if he didn’t understand what she was talking about. Then he had shuffled off to parts unknown. “I’m sure he’s taking care of his late mother’s stuffed corpse,” my dad had joked. He had found that very funny. Not Mum, however, who had promptly told him the walls might have ears and why didn’t he keep his trap shut.

			I chuckled again while winding in and out of trees and bushes. Stray droplets fell on my hair, which desperately needed a cut. Some landed on my bare neck and made chills run down my spine. I inhaled the earthy, wet fragrances. God, I should have come here much sooner! Even in the harshest weather conditions, the forest had always saved me from self-pity and despair.

			Dale, you’re an idiot! I scolded myself. Why did you dwell on things you can’t alter when you should have enjoyed the present? You could also have prepared the future instead of moping. Maybe a future that doesn’t involve hunky vampires…

			A bird twittered shrilly. 

			I looked up at the intertwined branches.

			Nothing. 

			The hidden bird chirped again, offering me a series of elaborate trills. Probably it was protesting against my trespassing or warning its feathered comrades. Its song sounded familiar. Still, I had no idea which bird that could be. I was no ornithologist, after all.

			You’re becoming an amateur uncommonologist, though, I mused. Snort! Iterations of pendulaic movements in semi-solid volatile agglomerates… My foot!

			Of course, I wasn’t studying that rubbish.

			+++

			Once the forest had swallowed me for good, I progressed rather slowly. In lieu of proper paths, there were only vague animal trails. Dense hedges, bushes, and brambles barred my way more than once. Grass, ferns, and moss covered the uneven ground, creating an enchanted atmosphere.

			My dad had not only inherited our house, but also this forest. Family lore would have it that the first time she laid eyes on it, Mum had decreed that no one would interfere here. We had enjoyed long, leisurely walks, exploring every corner, picking berries and gathering mushrooms, but our interventions never went any further. That’s why the place looked like a fairy tale forest. It had become home to plants and a myriad of animals—deer, rabbits, squirrels, birds. Dad claimed he had encountered a boar once, but both Mum and I never believed him. 

			Anyway, nature was so untamed that I found it impossible to walk in a straight line. There were dead trees to be climbed over, small ponds to be dodged, concealed holes to be avoided. In places, I was forced to jump over the brook that criss-crossed our land in whimsical twists and turns all the way down to Dullbrook. Despite its merry gurgles, it was called the Dull. Hence the name of the village. No one in these parts believed in fancy toponyms, except Mr Bates.

			After half an hour, I reached a familiar clearing. It was oval-shaped, with trees stretching their intertwined branches into the space above. Waist-high ferns grew all over the place. A quaint shed stood at the edge. It had been here for as long as I could remember. Wedged between an elm tree and an oak, it looked as if the slightest breeze could make it crumble. It had neither windows nor doors, which had always fascinated me. As a kid, I had suggested we renovate it so that I could use it as my private playground. But Mum had refused. “Let the forest take care of it,” she had said with an enigmatic smile.

			I stopped and squinted at the sun, which was falling through the canopy in thin, oblique beams. The place felt as magical as ever. A gentle spring breath murmured through the vegetation, making stray drops drizzle down from the leaves in a random rhythm. The sound brought up images of light-footed creatures tiptoeing around.

			When I came closer, I noticed the shed hadn’t budged. It still looked ramshackle, overgrown with moss and lichen, but otherwise untouched. Maybe the forest was taking care of it in some weird way.

			I let my idle gaze roam over the wooden slats.

			And it fell on something uncanny. Something I must have seen a thousand times without realising it was odd. I was facing a side where the boards were assembled in a way that created a certain pattern. And that pattern resembled—

			—a runic inscription!

			I recognised the signs, too. These were the runes I had been asked to draw on my UNBUA contract, a month ago.

			I let out a gasp. 

			What! The! Dickens!

			+++

			Runes! Symbols that proved my short-lived plunge into the world of the uncommons hadn’t been a dream. 

			No wonder I felt a wave of excitement when I saw that these signs had been here all the time! Right under my nose!

			Did that mean there was or had been an uncommon presence in our forest? Could this be—a faerie portal? Or did my deepest desires play tricks on my mind?

			I knew there was only one way to find out.

			I stepped closer and examined the inscription in detail.

			Well, well, well, I’ll be damned! I thought. Unless I’m going bonkers, which I wouldn’t completely exclude, my eyes aren’t deceiving me. These are the same signs indeed. I realised I had never asked what they meant or why the uncommons used runes in the first place. 

			I reached out to run my fingers over the wooden surface.

			And—ZOING! A gnarly branch above me uncoiled. It touched my head, almost as if it were doing it on purpose, like a hand playfully tousling my hair.

			I jumped back and looked up.

			All I saw was a branch. Some spring-green buds. Lush leaves. No hand, though, and no fingers.

			Get a grip on yourself, Dale, I told myself.

			Something rustled behind me. 

			I also heard a barely suppressed snicker.

			I jerked around, but no one was there.

			Another snicker. 

			Several snickers, in fact.

			I stood as stiff as a ramrod, barely daring to breathe.

			A giddy, almost childlike voice cooed, “Goldilocks! Pretty, pretty Goldilocks!” 

			More snickers. 

			A flurry of movement in the dense vegetation.

			I took another step back, and the high ferns swished over my jeans. Again, it felt like little hands stroking my calves and thighs.

			This time, I didn’t have any doubts, though. These were definitely hands. Because one of them plainly fondled my bum. 

			I was about to snap “Cut it out!” when—

			—my precious book was snatched from the back pocket of my jeans.

			Again, I spun around, only to see the slim, grey volume float above the ferns, then disappear behind the shed. 

			What the heck? Had the fresh air muddled my brain cells? 

			Something dawned on me. A mere month ago I would have laughed it off as impossible, but four days in the company of a vampire and a few chance encounters with faeries, naiads, shapeshifters, dwarves, ghouls, and the odd hag had eroded my notions of what was or wasn’t impossible.

			It was clear that I had just been robbed by an unknown uncommon!

			+++

			Be that as it might, I had to do something. The book wasn’t mine, for starters. It was a loan! I also needed it! What else was left of my fabulous four days with the hottest man on earth?

			I snapped out of my momentary bedazzlement and snarled, “Oi! OI! Bring that back!” 

			My outburst was greeted by a wave of giggles.

			“Dang it! This is no laughing matter! You’re trespassing on private property! You’ve also stolen my book! Give it back!” I gyrated several times to detect the culprit. Culprits, plural, if the number of gigglers was any indication.

			Light steps dashed through the ferns in a flurry of rustling, whispers, and chortles.

			In front of me, someone stated unexpectedly, “Hey, guys—it’s the Dale boy! Maybe we should tell him—”

			“Hush! He might hear us!” a second voice farther away replied.

			I was getting angrier by the second. Fred would never forgive me if I lost their book! “Of course I hear you, you snots!” I barked. “You aren’t exactly discreet, you know?”

			Carefree cackles ensued until the second voice hissed, “Shush now!”

			“You shush, Linus! Did you hear him? He calls us snots!” a third person hissed back.

			“There once was a clot who said, ‘Snots!’ to our lot,” another voice rimed with unmitigated glee. 

			A new round of giggles. Hands were clapped.

			“Zip it, you idiots!” Linus cut in, his stern voice easily recognisable. He had somehow moved behind me. “I told you to behave! Now look what you’ve done—”

			“Maybe we should really tell him,” I heard to my left.

			“Tell me what?” I asked, sidetracked for a moment.

			Ignoring my question, Linus said, “No, no, no. It’s none of our business…”

			A new voice chimed in, “But Goldilocks has a right to know!”

			“I said be quiet now!” That was Linus again. He spoke with authority, standing before me now, so close I thought I could reach out and touch him. How he and the others moved so quickly was a mystery.

			His pals turned a deaf ear to his order, whispering, “Let’s tell him!”—“Oh, yes, let’s!”—“That might be fun!”

			Linus snarled, “I said no!”

			Someone chirped, “Maybe we should take a vote—”

			“A vote?” Linus scoffed. “Where do you think we are? The House of Commons?”

			That earned him a round of laughter. 

			Gradually, I thought I got a better understanding of the beings I was dealing with. High-pitched voices, giggles, no discipline whatsoever—they behaved and sounded like kids. 

			Even though there were no kids in Dullbrook, for all I knew. 

			On the other hand, what did I know? For the last years, I hadn’t really followed the ups and downs of the village repopulation efforts. These kids were invisible, too, and invisible kids tended to go unnoticed.

			Oh!

			If they were kids, I could probably outsmart them! I wanted my book back, the sooner, the better.

			I pretended to clean my fingernails and said placidly, “All right. Do as you like. I don’t care. Eventually, I’ll catch you, anyway.”

			“No, you won’t, Goldilocks!” several voices sang out.

			“Oh yes, I will.” I flicked some imaginary dirt to the floor. “Just wait and see. When I turn on my heat-detecting vision—”

			“That doesn’t even exist!”

			“Try me!”

			The invisible folk rustled and swished through the ferns once more. “Catch us!”—“Catch us!”—“Catch us!” they chanted from all sides. 

			I saw my book dash out from behind the shed. It bolted through the vegetation, zipped left and right, came tantalizingly close, sped away again.

			You little tease! Just watch out! I thought.

			Standing still, I continued to scrape inexistent dirt from under my fingernails. At the same time, I followed the quick movements of my book from the corner of my eye.

			It approached again.

			One metre…

			A few centimetres…

			NOW!

			I threw myself forwards and onto the unseen mini-creature. “GOTCHA!” 

			Something wiggled under my fingers. I felt no distinct contours but firmly held on to whatever it was.

			A clear-voiced cry pierced my ears. “OUCH! Get off me!”

			“Give back my book, you squirmy little bastard!” I hissed, grabbing for the manual. 

			The squirmy little bastard held it out of reach, however. 

			A short struggle ensued. 

			“Ugh!” I panted.

			“Ugh!” the creature panted, too.

			Finally, I managed to pin the little squirmer to the ground and wheezed, “Give! Me! My! Book! Back!” I raised my voice, “And the rest of you! Show yourselves! If you don’t, I’ll take your little friend home and lock him in a cage!”

			“Oi—I’m a girl, you oaf!” my captive protested.

			“As if I cared! I’m serious, guys! I got this tiny little cage, and that’s where she’ll land if you don’t obey!”

			The girl suddenly went limp. “Oh, all right. You’re no fun.”

			I stretched out my arm, jerked the book out of her hands, tentacles, whatever, and stuffed it back into my jeans pocket. Then I shook her slightly. “Now tell your friends to obey.”

			She sighed. “You win. Sorry, Linus, sorry, guys. I don’t want to end up in a cage.”

			“Do we really have to?” a whiny voice asked.

			“We have no choice,” Linus interrupted. “He has Lin, okay? And he’s big.”

			Silence.

			“Hey! Did you hear me?”

			A reluctant “Yes!” came from all sides.

			“All right. Let’s do it then. On three. One!”

			The others chimed in, “Two! THREEEEEEE!”

			+++

			A good dozen children popped soundlessly into existence. They were standing in a semi-circle around me, all very small, very young, very thin, and very untidy.

			I glanced down on my captive. She had materialised, too, and turned out to be a little girl with straight, black hair and Asian features. Her huge, black eyes looked pleadingly at me. She couldn’t be a day older than six and looked so frail I thought I might snap her in two if I wasn’t careful.

			“Oh. Sorry, love. I hope I didn’t hurt you,” I muttered, releasing her at last.

			She jumped away, pulled her tongue at me, and sauntered over to the other kids.

			I sat up and gave them a slow once-over. They were staring back, neither frightened nor impressed. Curious, rather, as if I were the odd person here.

			Closest to me stood a boy with unruly red hair that framed a freckled face. He was wearing green corduroy dungarees, a stained white T-shirt, and no shoes. 

			The other kids were just as poorly and scantily dressed. No one seemed to possess footwear, either.

			The red-haired kid said, “Nice cardigan. Stole it from a grown-up?” Judging by his voice, he must be Linus.

			“Did no one tell you to respect your elders?” I replied.

			That earned me snorts all around. 

			“We’re way older than you, Goldilocks,” Linus said.

			Petulantly, I corrected, “Simon.”

			“I know that.”

			“And you’re Linus, right?”

			“Yep.” The boy crossed his arms. “Linus Elm.”

			“Linus Elm, uh-huh. What the dickens are you and your friends doing here?”

			The boy shrugged. “We live here.”

			Everyone giggled again, which seemed to be their automatic response to anything.

			“Down in Dullbrook?” I asked.

			He rolled his eyes. “No. Here. In the forest.”

			“Oh. Right. In the forest.” I rubbed my nose. “Does that mean the shed behind me is your home?”

			“Well guessed!”

			“Hm. You must be an uncommon subspecies I haven’t heard of yet.”

			The kid pointed a finger at me. “You aren’t as thick as you look.”

			“And you are quite lippy,” I shot back. “You must be related to the dwarves.”

			Linus chuckled wryly. “The dwarves? Nope.”

			“Then who are you?”

			“Nymphs, of course. Wood nymphs. I think you call us sprites, don’t you?”

			“I guess so. Sprites. Nymphs. Or dryads.” 

			By then most of the kids were slowly starting to fade back into their surroundings. 

			“Whoa—what are your friends doing?” I asked.

			“We don’t like to be visible. It’s tiring,” a little blondie said. When I looked at him, he ducked and hid behind his neighbour.

			“And you’re boring!” little Lin called out.

			I let it slide. “Well, I guess you may disperse. But only if Linus is willing to stay with me for a bit…”

			I had barely finished my sentence when all but Linus vanished from sight. I heard them run and jump and frolic around. Their gleeful ruckus and rustling grew fainter as they moved away. 

			+++

			Finally, I was left alone in the clearing with the red-haired boy.

			He studied me with undisguised interest. After a while, he asked, “Why did you want me to stay?”

			“Because I thought we could chat some more. I’m intrigued, I must say.”

			“Never met another uncommon before, have you?”

			“I have, in fact. Loads even.”

			He raised his eyebrows.

			I made a dismissive gesture. “Long story. But you’re right about one thing—I didn’t know your lot existed. I’ve only reached the letter F, after all.”

			“What?” Linus inclined his head and squinted at me.

			I patted the back pocket of my jeans. “The book your friend stole. Uncommons and What One Needs to Know About Them, by a certain Maxwell Quincy Stickler. I’ve been studying it for the past month but got stuck in the chapter about ‘Faeries.’ Which is a quite long.”

			He made a face. “Yuck. Stickler. Duller than ditchwater. Very fond of fairies, though. No wonder he had a lot of things to say about them.”

			“What about you?”

			The boy shrugged. “That chapter is short. Not much to say about us.”

			“What do you do? What are your powers, your skills, your peculiarities, if I may ask?”

			Again, he shrugged. “We take care of the forest. Tend to it, protect it, try to make it a happy place.” He waved his hand over the ferns, and they eagerly stretched upwards to meet his touch, growing thicker and greener in the process.

			“You can become invisible, too,” I pointed out.

			“Not invisible. We just blend into our surroundings. That’s nothing special.”

			“In my eyes, it is. Very special.”

			“That’s because you’re a common. Amongst the uncommons, we’re an unimportant subspecies, though. Like hags. Or shapeshifters. Or ghouls and ogres.”

			“No one is unimportant!”

			“Stickler begs to differ. He only gives us a score of two in the Stickler scale.”

			“The what, now?”

			“The Stickler scale. He rated each community. Even explained the criteria in his foreword if I remember correctly.”

			“Right! I read it and immediately dismissed it. The whole thing was written in 1926, after all, when people thought the whole universe needed to be measured and classified, humans included. That’s why I didn’t take the scale seriously. Today, we don’t think like that anymore.”

			Linus smiled at me. “You’re naïve if you believe that. But it’s sweet, too. I think I like you.”

			“Thank you,” I said. “You’re a teensy bit impertinent, but I like you, too.”

			He beamed at me. “Really?”

			“Really. And no matter what you think of my naivety, I do believe everyone’s equally important.”

			“That’s because you’re no hunter, vampire, faery, or dwarf. They score a solid ten on the Stickler scale and never miss a chance to let others know it.”

			“That doesn’t change the fact that the whole scale is rubbish.”

			Linus plunged his hands deep into his dungaree pockets. When he held them out, they were filled with half-squashed berries. “Want some? They’re almost fresh. I picked them two days ago.”

			I shook my head. “Thanks. I’m good.”

			“Okay.” Linus stuffed a fistful of berries into his mouth. He chewed noisily, then swallowed. “Oh, by the way—I’m not sure I should tell you, but someone is looking for you.”

			That caught me by surprise. “Looking for me? Who?”

			“A vampire. Oh, sorry. You haven’t reached the letter V yet, so I’ll explain—”

			“Believe me—I know a thing or two about vampires. Who is he? Or is it a woman?”

			“No, a dude. From the UNBUA, I think.”

			My heart missed a beat. “A dude from the UNBUA? What does he look like?”

			“What do they all look like? Quite handsome if you like that style. Faster than a rabbit, strong like an ox. This one is pale as the winter moon, with shoulder-length, black hair. He tried to sweet-talk to us, but didn’t get very far. We weren’t born yesterday, you know. He’s very foul-mouthed, too, by the way. Swore like a sailor when he saw we wouldn’t give in.”

			That sounded familiar. “Where is he now?” I asked.

			“At the silent man’s mansion down at the edge of the forest. The motel.”

			I stared at the boy. A male vampire at the Bates Motel? Was it possible that Linus was really talking about—Rodelio? My Rodelio?

			“… he’s a nice one. Not the vampire, but the silent one. Always gives us tea and cakes and—”

			“Never mind Mr Bates. I’m more interested in the tall dude.” A masterpiece of understatement. “Tell me more about him!”

			Linus shrugged. “What’s there to tell? He arrived three weeks ago. Tried to walk up to your house and was very annoyed when he didn’t succeed.”

			“He arrived three weeks ago?” I threw my hands up. “Why didn’t anyone tell me? And why would you say he didn’t succeed?”

			“Because your property is protected. Duh! Didn’t you know that?”
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			Protected? From whom? By whom? How? Why? And why hadn’t I known this?

			These were questions I should ask. But frankly, right now, I had other priorities. “I need to see him at once,” I said, scrambling to my feet. I picked some dry leaves off Dad’s cardigan and patted my hair. “How do I look?”

			“Er—pretty?” Linus sounded uncertain.

			I shot him an irritated look. “Thanks a lot. Well, it was nice meeting you. Hope to see you around. Now, I had better run—”

			“Why are you in such a hurry to see that vampire?”

			“Because if we’re talking about the guy I’m thinking of, he could be leaving as we speak. Patience is not his strong suit.”

			“And?”

			I stared at the boy. “He might be my former boss. As such, he’s my only chance of getting my old job back.”

			Linus seemed baffled. “What? You were working for the UNBUA?”

			“Yep. Very briefly.”

			“You?”

			“No need to sound so surprised! Even though I look insignificant, I have more than one string to my bow.”

			“That’s not it. But—the UNBUA? I don’t think that’s the right place for you.”

			“What? Why?”

			“It’s just… They’re not… You shouldn’t…” Linus saw my uncomprehending face and shrugged. “Never mind.”

			“Okay. We’ll talk about it another time. I should be off.”

			“You know what? We’ll give you a lift.” Just like that, the boy sounded like his old, eager self again.

			“Er—”

			Linus trilled expertly. It sounded like the birdsong from earlier, when I had entered the forest. 

			A mere second later, I heard his invisible friends come rustling back. “What’s the matter?”—“Anything wrong?”—“Did Goldilocks attack you?” they shouted.

			“Nothing is wrong. But Simon needs to get to the silent man’s mansion as fast as possible.” Linus faded into the ferns. “I promised we’d help him.”

			Everyone screamed with delight. “Ooh! Can we have cakes?” I heard. “Can we play tricks on the tall cusser again?”—“Yes, please! I love it when he gets flustered!”—“Me too!”—“I take Goldilocks’s left foot!”—“I’ll grab his right arm!”

			Before I had a chance to protest, zealous hands had already snatched me and flipped me into a horizontal position. Immediately, I was whisked through the forest at an incredible speed, only a few feet above the ground. Would I see the day when the uncommons would offer me a normal means of transportation? 

			Mud and dust were kicked up, splattering the cardigan. Ferns and grass swished over my face. The nymphs were swift but didn’t concern themselves with safety or coordination. I almost didn’t dare look. More than once, I saw a tall tree loom up in front of us and thought half the company would veer left, the other half right, and my future children would be smashed against the trunk.

			Not that I wanted children. But I was quite attached to the place where their eventuality was stored.

			I closed my eyes and hoped for the best.

			+++

			When we shot out of the forest, my unborn babies had miraculously survived the mad dash. And I realised I had never been happier to see the architectural nightmare that was the Bates Motel. It didn’t look like its famous namesake, all right. We weren’t in the USA, after all. Therefore, we had proper houses made of stone, not of cardboard, wood, sweet dreams, and prayers. It was just as creepy, though. A grey, bulky building in a neo-Gothic style reinterpreted by a very deranged mind. Its façade was so ornate you’d be hard put to find a space for add-ons. Among the things jutting out or up, you’d find cornices, balconies, gargoyles, columns, and gables. Each corner was flanked by a slim round turret with a steep roof.

			My invisible friends stopped in front of the back door. I felt little hands dust me off perfunctorily before I was thrust into an upright position again.

			Someone was chopping wood on the other side of the house. I heard the rapid staccato of an axe cleaving logs. Chuck-chuck-chuck! Chuck-chuck-chuck! 

			To my left, Linus’s voice rang out, “Dang! Mr Bates is doing chores! We won’t get our cakes!”

			“Maybe he’s almost done,” another nymph said hopefully.

			“Let’s go and have a look, shall we?” a third voice commented.

			Everyone cheered, and I felt their little hands reach for me again.

			“Thanks, guys,” I said hastily. “I’d rather walk.”

			“Okay, Goldilocks!”—“Suit yourself!”—“Thanks! You’re heavy, man!” the little fellows shouted before stomping off.

			“Heavy!” I muttered. “I’m not heavy!” 

			I looked at the forest, then at the forbidding mansion in front of me. Well, here we were. My heart beat a faster rhythm. What if the vampire I had come to see wasn’t Rodelio? And what if he was? What should I do? What should I say? What should I think or feel? We had gone through stuff, he and I. Heavy stuff. Dangerous stuff. Emotional stuff.

			We had even kissed.

			That is, technically, he had kissed me! There had been no tongue-play involved, but still. It had been a real kiss. On the lips. And it had aroused feelings in me, and hope, and confusion, and…

			I heaved a sigh. Gosh, I had never felt so lost or clueless before. But then I had never met a man like Rodelio before, either.

			Suddenly, the chopping sounds stopped. Cheery shouts rang out, followed by an explosion of expletives. Voice and language left no doubt. It was Rodelio, all right.

			I started to proceed towards the noise like a sleepwalker.

			On the other side of the hotel was a little courtyard fenced in by Mr Bates’s woodshed, his ancient barn, and a long hedge of roses. Behind it lay the apple orchard and a dust road. The village could be seen in the background. 

			I stopped in my tracks.

			Because there he was. 

			Rodelio. Turning this way and that, gyrating his arms, and swearing like a sailor with Tourette’s. He was clad in tight black jeans, a black button-down shirt tucked into his belt. His pale, taut, hairless torso gleamed in the sun. My mouth watered, and a lump wedged itself in my throat.

			He was drop-dead gorgeous. Not that I planned to drop dead anytime soon, but still. My reaction was primal, visceral, a hot mess of emotions.

			And quite a big swell of lust if I was being honest.

			Luckily for me and my mental health, that chaotic stream of realisations lasted a split second only because—

			That’s when the rest of the tableau hit me.

			And it was hilarious!

			The first thing I noticed was the axe at Rodelio’s feet; he must have just dropped it. Its handle was growing branches and leaves as I watched, which struck me as less odd now that I knew what nymphs were capable of. Oh, those scallywags! They did love to light Rodelio’s fuse!

			Because apparently, the axe wasn’t enough. In fact, all around my ex-boss rose a good dozen piles of ready-to-use firewood. Logs were also scattered around him, waiting to be put away. And before my amused eyes, tiny, invisible hands were reassembling all the painstakingly prepared logs back together into whole tree trunks. 

			Rodelio’s angry roars and the nymphs’ mischievous giggles filled the air. A cloud of dirt and sawdust shed an unreal haze on the whole scene.

			Even more unreal was the sight of Mr Bates. He was standing in front of the main door and sipping tea while watching the chaos in motion with a serene expression. With his fluffy, white hair, scraggly beard, and different-coloured eyes he resembled a mad Dr Frankenstein contemplating his latest monster creation.

			I couldn’t help it—I burst out laughing.

			The nymphs stopped what they were doing. Logs fell to the ground, Plong. Plong. Plong.

			Mr Bates looked over, offered me a faint smile, and lifted his teacup in greeting.

			As for Rodelio, he swirled around to shout some more.

			Until he recognised me.

			He stared open-mouthed at me and swept a strand of shoulder-length, black hair from his face.

			Then he put his hands on his hips, raised an eyebrow, and said, “Well, look whom the goblins dragged in! At bloody fucking last, Simon! I thought I’d never get you out of your lair! What the fuck took you so long, boy?”

			+++

			For a moment, I didn’t know what to say. As far as my prolonged reclusiveness was concerned, he was spot-on, of course. At the same time, his vulgarly expressed chiding struck me as unjust.

			Finally, my vocabulary rushed back to my head. I snapped, “Are you fricking kidding me? It has been a month! A whole month, Rodelio! I thought you had forgotten me! Why didn’t you call me? Text me? Shoot me an email?”

			“Because, my dear boy, phone calls, text messages, and emails require that one knows one’s correspondent’s phone number or email address. And guess what? You didn’t give me either,” Rodelio replied with mild irony. He crossed his arms over his chest. “And pray tell—why on earth would I forget you? Did you really believe I’d turn a page and put you aside? After all we’ve been through? Besides, didn’t Fred and Mélusine tell you we’d get you back on board ASAP?”

			I could only nod because he was right on both accounts. Before we parted ways, my colleagues had reassured me I’d be quickly reinstated in the job I had just been fired from. That, and that only, had given me hope after I had returned to the UK. Then the days had passed, and no one had shown up. I had finally convinced myself Fred and Mélusine had simply wanted to avoid me making a fuss, everyone had moved on, and my UNBUA job was definitely a thing of the past.

			Mr Bates interrupted my thoughts. With a Clang! he put his teacup on its saucer, cleared his throat, and grumbled, “Who wants cake?” He shuffled towards the door.

			The invisible nymph tribe screamed with delight, logs hit the ground, Plong. Plong. Plong, and everybody rushed after him.

			Rodelio watched them leave with ostentatious relief. When he turned back to me, a warm smile illuminated his face. He said gently, “Anyway… I’m glad you came at last. That means we can leave without further ado. I can’t pretend I’m not happy about that, too. Another day, and I might have strangled one of those gremlins… You’ve no idea how much racket they make!”

			“Come on, they’re sweet. They can’t have troubled you much, either—as far as I know, they prefer to stay in the forest.”

			“This lot does. The others, not so much.”

			“What others?”

			“Who do you think is staying in this motel?”

			“No one. It’s not exactly a tourist magnet.”

			“For commons perhaps.”

			“What?”

			Rodelio rolled his eyes. He put his shirt back on and buttoned it up. “The Bates Motel is very popular with the nymph community. Has excellent ratings on booking dot uncom.”

			“What?”

			“Good God! It’s high time I get you out of these boondocks. Your ability to make sentences has all but vanished, my boy! Ever heard of wind nymphs, lake nymphs, river nymphs? They love to travel.”

			“That can’t be! I’ve never met any guests here!”

			“You wouldn’t, of course.” Rodelio smiled so indulgently he could as well have added ‘doofus.’ “They’re nymphs. You know they never show themselves, don’t you?”

			“Mine did, in the forest,” I protested.

			“Did they now? That’s interesting.”

			I was trying to come up with a sassy reply, but he made one of his flash movements. Zzing! 

			Suddenly, he stood so close to me that his mixture of peppery spices, cedar, and pine invaded my nostrils. It was almost enough to make me swoon. 

			He pulled me into a warm embrace. I heard him whisper, “Never mind. Words can’t express how happy I am to have you back, Simon. I… fuck, I missed you.”

			A hurricane of emotions engulfed me. Sniffling, I mumbled into his chest, “God knows I missed you, too, Rodelio!”

			+++

			Once in a while, I had indulged in the odd romance novel. That’s why I knew they weren’t stingy with descriptions of passion-fuelled reunions. Those were moments when the characters were described as “melting in each other’s arms.” An expression I had always found tacky. No one ever melted, right?

			Wrong! Oh, so wrong! I realised it while pressed against Rodelio’s body. One could melt into someone else’s arms. That is, I could. It simply had to be the right someone. 

			My own melt-down consisted of a definite weakness in my knees and legs. I all but crumbled into Rodelio’s embrace like a boneless chicken. I also turned my hopeful face upwards. In my humble opinion, a kiss would be in order now. One of those lip encounters that prompted faster heartbeats, curling toes, earthquakes, stars falling from the sky, universes imploding, and soulmateships forged for all eternity.

			Alas, the Fates had other plans for me. Instead of awarding me a flaming kiss, they dispatched—

			—Linus.

			Moan! I liked the little rapscallion, but his timing was seriously off. 

			He stomped out the door, interrupting our romantic moment a nanosecond before its logical and satisfying conclusion. Once more, he was perfectly visible. Cupcakes were sticking out of the pockets of his dungarees, and he was holding one in each hand. “Goldilocks!” he shouted. “Hey! Goldilocks! What are you still doing out here with Paleface? Don’t dawdle! There won’t be any cakes left!”

			Rodelio released me with a frustrated sigh. “Bloody meddlers!” he muttered, staring at the nymph as if he had never seen one before. He probably hadn’t, come to think of it. Then he turned to me with a raised eyebrow. “And what did he just call you? Goldilocks?”

			I cleared my throat. “They like my hair, Paleface.”

			He reached out and patted my messy curls. “I do, too.”

			My flustered face grew an even hotter shade of red.

			Linus jerked us back to reality. Stomping his foot, he cried, “HEL-LO? Anyone listening? The cakes, guys! As the saying goes, he who shilly-shallies ends up empty-handed. You both look as if you could do with some cakes. Especially you, Paleface. You’re way too thin. Come on, now. Get inside and eat!”

			Rodelio ignored the quip. “No can do. Simon and I must leave immediately.”

			“Oh. Where are you going?” The nymph eyed him suspiciously before cramming a whole cupcake into his mouth.

			“I’m not authorised to impart that information.”

			Linus quickly shoved the other cupcake into his mouth. He wiped his hands clean, dashed over to us, and hugged me fiercely. That is, he hugged my legs, his head pressed against my stomach. “No! You can’t leave! I don’t want you to leave! Not with Paleface! Stay with us!” His muffled voice sounded as if he were holding back tears.

			“I’ll be back soon. And I’ll visit you. I’ll bring cake and berries, and we’ll have a long, nice chat, okay?” I stroked his red curls. “I’m looking forward to it. There are loads of things you must teach me.”

			The nymph released my legs and sniffled. “Okay. But I’m not happy.” He wiped his eyes, cleared his throat, and instantly found his cheery mood again. “Now, if you don’t mind… bad news always makes me hungry. I need cake.” He looked up at me with a hopeful expression. “May I have yours, Goldilocks?” 

			“Of course.”

			“WHOO-HOO!” He hurried back to the door. Before vanishing from sight, we heard him yell, “Hey, guys! Hands off Goldilocks’s cakes! They’re mine! He said so!”

			Rodelio shook his head. “They’re something. Utterly useless, but I understand why you would find them sweet.”

			“They aren’t useless,” I said sternly. “Now tell me—when do you want us to leave?”

			“Right away.”

			I shook my head. “That’s impossible. There are things I need to do first.”

			“Like what?”

			“Pack my travelling bag, for instance.”

			“We can buy what you need when we reach our destination.”

			“I also need to talk to my dad. Tell him what’s going on and say goodbye.”

			“Oh. Do you really have to?”

			“Yes. I can’t just leave like that. He’d be worried.”

			He sighed. “All right then. You have half an hour.”

			“Make it an hour. I’m not as fast as you, remember? If you want to speed up things, you can always carry me to my house, though.”

			“That sounds—alluring.” He offered me a lop-sided smile. “But I can’t enter your property. Never managed to get closer than the edge of the forest.”

			“Oh. That’s strange.”

			“Yep.”

			“Is it a vampire thing? Do you want me to officially invite you onto our land or something?”

			Rodelio sighed. “Simon, Simon, Simon… when will you forget the nonsense you learned from movies and TV shows? If I can’t step on your property, it’s not because I’m a vampire.”

			“What?”

			“For fuck’s sake—what have they done to my moderately articulate university graduate?”

			“If you clearly spoke your mind for once—”

			“Something protects your property, Simon. From uncommons.”

			“Oh. Linus mentioned it, too. But how do you know it’s not a vampire-related thing and other uncommons are equally affected?”

			“Well, Fred brought me here. They tried to reach you by any means they could think of. Without success. They were not amused. When they went back to Paris, they were in a highly disgruntled mood. Next time you see them, you had better come up with a good explanation.”

			“Oh.”

			“My advice—before you bid your father goodbye, ask him what the heck is going on. But don’t—I can’t stress this enough—don’t mention us uncommons!”

			“How am I supposed to proceed?”

			Rodelio bent down, put a hand on my shoulder, and gave me a quick kiss on the lips. Not the world-changing kiss I had dreamt of, but still. Butterflies started fluttering around in my belly. I also felt a light tingle where his fingers touched me. He murmured, “I trust you’ll figure out something, my dear boy. Welcome back to where you belong. Welcome back to the team.”

			+++

			Taking the road to our house was a bit of a detour. But I knew I’d still be faster than if I zigzagged through the forest again. So I jogged uphill, my feet clomping on the asphalt, and fell into a thoughtful state of mind.

			What the heck was really going on? Our property was protected from uncommons? When did that happen? How did the nymphs get around it? More importantly, who had put it up? How, and why? 

			Argh. I still knew too little about that whole uncommon business. Granted, the day I had left the UNBUA headquarters, I had started reading the book Fred had slipped into my rucksack. Stickler’s famous handbook on

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

		OEBPS/image/chapters1.png
PR @
inwhich | snap out of my moping, go for a walk,

meet a bunch of uncommon kids,
and learn exciting news






OEBPS/image/Couv-Lizard-EN.jpg







OEBPS/image/chapters.png
LYHATHAPPENED

so far





OEBPS/image/chapters2.png
P TER D
inwhich | experience another uncanny means

of transportation, meet my old boss again,
and say goodbye to my dad





OEBPS/image/schmutztitel-EN.jpg





