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      Mike Radley was taking a nap in his favorite recliner when he felt a faint pulse of danger somewhere in his house. His eyes snapped open, and he leveled his gaze at the window, wondering if the sense had been triggered by an intruder in his home. The odds were essentially impossible that a stranger could somehow bypass the magical wards on his home and then sneak past the centaurs who were constantly maintaining his ever-expanding front yard, but he had learned long ago that the word impossible was largely meaningless in regard to him or his magical home.

      “What’s wrong?” Kisa asked, opening her eyes to look at him. The cat girl had fallen asleep in his lap and was now sitting up, her green eyes scanning the office.

      “Not sure yet.” He rose to stand, and his familiar hopped off him effortlessly, her padded feet hitting the wooden floor without making a sound. The two of them were alone, and the house was unusually quiet. Mike moved to the window to look outside. It was mid-October, and his front yard was a mosaic of red and yellow. What few leaves had already fallen on the ground had been raked into small piles that would be turned into compost and tilled into the soil come spring. “Vague feeling that something bad happened.”

      “Inside or out?” she asked.

      Mike shrugged. “Not sure yet, but I⁠—”

      That tiny pulse hit him again, the one that said he was in danger. Precognition was one of many gifts that had been bequeathed to him upon inheriting the house, which had been further strengthened by swapping souls with a cyclops. Still, it had its limitations. Whatever was happening could potentially harm or even kill him, but usually the danger was extremely obvious.

      “Ooh, I felt that one.” As his familiar, Kisa was linked to Mike in a way that let her feel many of the things he did. She yawned and stretched, then walked toward the door. “Where is everybody?”

      “I don’t know, but⁠—”

      Mike was interrupted by the sound of slamming doors, followed by thudding footsteps. Moments later, his son, Callisto, came galloping into the living room, his hooves scratching up the wooden floors. Upon seeing his father, Callisto’s eyes grew wide, and he slipped, his legs sprawling out beneath him as he slid across the floor and came to a stop at Mike’s feet.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, his voice quiet.

      “For what?” asked Mike. He looked up to see Grace come scrambling into the room as well, only she was on the ceiling. The little arachne dropped down from above and skittered across the floor to her brother.

      “Bad news,” she said, pointing back toward the dining room.

      “Bad how?” Mike looked to his son for answers.

      “Um…” Callisto closed his eyes and winced. “We made a poor decision today.”

      There was a loud bang from the kitchen, followed by the sound of pots and pans being scattered across the floor. Mike and Kisa exchanged uneasy glances, then looked down at the children for answers.

      “What did you do?” asked Mike.

      “We opened the Vault.”

      “Fuck.” Mike stepped over his children and walked toward the dining room. “Kisa, see if Yuki is in her room. I’ll need her help.”

      “On it.” The cat girl raced up the stairs, followed by Grace. Callisto struggled to get his legs beneath him, his hooves further scratching the wooden floor. He had lost the rubber caps he had been wearing earlier, most likely in his mad scramble up the stairs.

      “Why the hell were you two downstairs messing with the Vault?” demanded Mike as he looked into the dining room. It contained the largest table he had ever seen along with a couple dozen wooden chairs. So far, whatever was happening in the kitchen hadn’t spread to the dining room.

      “Um…we were curious.” Callisto fidgeted with his hands.

      “Try again,” asked Mike. “You’ve been warned several times that the Vault is the most dangerous place in the house.”

      “That’s why we were curious.”

      “Gods damn it,” muttered Mike. “How did you even get the door open?”

      “Grace figured it out.” Callisto said something else, but the sudden slamming of cookware in the kitchen drowned him out.

      Mike looked over his shoulder to see that his son had backed into the office.

      The Vault was a magically sealed room that contained dangerous supernatural artifacts. Over the last couple of years, Ratu the naga had taken it upon herself to destroy or dismantle several of them. Strangely enough, no matter how many objects they pulled from the room, it always seemed like more appeared. Every time the Vault was opened, something tried to escape, and today was apparently no exception.

      “Go back to the centaur village,” Mike said. “Tell your mom that you opened the Vault and to punish you appropriately.”

      Callisto’s face went white, and he coughed into his hand. “Well, I mean, this is a house matter, and my mother probably doesn’t⁠—”

      Something in the kitchen let out a shriek reminiscent of a low-flying fighter jet. By the time the sound had passed, Callisto had yanked open the front door and was already halfway across the lawn to the portal.

      “Damn kids,” Mike muttered, then went to close the door. As he did, the spectral figure of a woman in white poked her head through the wooden door, a large smile on her face as she phased through it.

      “Ghrá mo chroí,” Cecilia said by way of greeting. “Do you need my help?”

      “I do.” Mike stepped aside so the banshee could enter the house properly. “You don’t happen to see what’s in there, do you?”

      The banshee nodded. Her eyes were white, as if they had frosted over with ice long ago. Even though she was blind to the world as others saw it, the one thing she could see was souls of any kind, which included malevolent spirits. She tilted her head to one side, then bit her lip in frustration.

      “And?” Mike asked.

      “It’s not good,” she replied, floating toward the dining room. “I can’t tell if I’m looking at one thing or many. It’s disjointed.”

      “Great, I was hoping to—” Mike grabbed his ears as the shrieking noise resonated throughout the whole house. Upstairs, he heard shouting, followed by stomping feet. “Sounds like the cavalry is coming.”

      The footsteps took an inordinately long amount of time before their owners appeared. Grace and Kisa appeared on the landing first, the cat girl with a chagrined look on her face.

      “Don’t tell me,” said Mike just as Tink waddled into view. The little goblin was huffing and puffing as she descended the stairs, one hand on her belly and the other clutching a ball-peen hammer. When she spotted Mike from the landing, she gave him a sweet smile.

      “You’re supposed to be in bed,” he declared. “Doctor’s orders.” Naia, Zel, and Ratu had all declared that Tink’s pregnancy was high risk and that she needed to be on bed rest for the last few weeks. Naturally, the goblin had blown them all off.

      “Fuck doctors,” Tink said, then held up the hammer. “Baby legs say big monster need squish!”

      “You couldn’t find anybody else?” Mike asked Kisa.

      She shook her head. “Nobody else is home, and Grace went right to her.”

      “Where is everybody?”

      “Dana and Lily are off hunting down mercenaries with Jenny. Yuki is apparently at the store buying paint. Eulalie is in the Library, and…” Kisa scrunched up her face. “You know what? You’ve got access to the family calendar on your phone. I’m not about to list off everyone who lives here and what they’re doing.”

      “That’s fair.” Mike sighed at the goblin. “I don’t suppose I could ask you to go outside and get Abella for me?”

      Tink blew a raspberry at him. He turned to Cecilia, who nodded and floated up through the ceiling. At least someone here would listen to him. Typically, Tink did whatever he asked her to, which wasn’t very much. However, when it came to the children, she would drop everything if it meant making them happy or protecting them. He still wasn’t entirely certain how Tink had conned Amymone the dryad into allowing the goblin to build a treehouse in her tree.

      “All right, well…Tink, let me go first. You stay back with Kisa and make sure nothing gets by me to Grace, okay?”

      Tink made a sound of disgust. “Fine,” she replied. “But husband miss monster, then Tink smash with hammer.” She turned to Grace. “Baby legs wait here, Tink take care of monster for you.”

      Mike sighed, then turned his attention back to the dining room. The screeching sounds in the kitchen had grown louder. Whatever was in there was either going to come around the corner or break through the window and escape into the backyard. The magical geas around his home would keep his neighbors from hearing, but it wouldn’t stop them from seeing it on the off chance that it scaled the stone walls around his home and left the geas behind. The world was already on edge with magical conspiracy theories after the major event that had been Maui, and he didn’t need any of that attention on his property.

      He moved quietly through the dining room, wary of what he may find. When he got to the door that led him to the kitchen, he took a deep breath and stepped through. Several of the cabinets were now open, and the refrigerator was missing its door. Food had been pulled off the shelves, and a jug of milk was slowly draining its contents onto his floor.

      “Hey there. My name is Mike Radley, and I’m the Caretaker of this house.” He crossed his arms and studied the room. There was a swirl of dark magic clinging to the countertops, and he could sense the presence of a being just on the other side. Something hissed at him, and he let out a dramatic sigh. “One of my children is half-spider. If you want to intimidate me, I’m going to need something far more substantial.”

      “Yeah, that’s just great,” Kisa muttered from behind him. “Why not just ask it to jump out and rip off your face?”

      “Because I like this face.” Mike stroked his chin. “I guess you could say I’m attached to it.”

      Kisa kicked him in the shins. Tink chortled with glee, then held up her hammer.

      “Tink smash?” she asked.

      “Not yet.” Mike scanned the kitchen, hoping to spot the source of the noise. “Seriously, we know you’re down there and you’ve made a mess. At least come out where we can see you.”

      A humanoid head with holes where its eyes should have been appeared just behind the counter. It rose and placed gnarled fingers with elongated nails on the counter, rising to reveal a vaguely feminine form covered in scales.

      “A naga?” asked Kisa.

      “Definitely not,” Mike replied. This creature didn’t have a soul, at least not one he was familiar with. Where most living beings would have some sort of shimmering mass he could see, this one’s essence was more like a cloud of gnats. That usually meant it was some sort of construct, or a summoned being.

      “Ooh, Tink recognize. Nasty statue from back of Vault, in crate with blankets.”

      “That’s clearly not a statue.” Mike looked at the creature just as a thick musk hit his nose. He pinched his nostrils shut and waved the other hand across his nose. “She’s got a funk.”

      The creature unhinged its jaw and opened it. The skin around her chin stretched and distorted as a pair of massive fangs came into view, her face unfolding in a way that reminded Mike of the alien from Predator.

      “Yeah, definitely not a naga,” he said. “But we should avoid killing her until we know her story.”

      “I swear to the gods, if you end up fucking her…,” Kisa muttered from right behind her.

      “I don’t fuck everything I come across,” Mike protested. The monster hissed at them, and he held up a finger to shush it. “Hold on a moment. We’ll be with you in a second.”

      “It’s got tits,” said Kisa. “That’s the deciding factor. Once you see it has tits, your dick ends up inside it.”

      “Where is this even coming from?” Mike felt a river of ice flow through his veins, and he raised his arm and sent a blast of magical lightning at the beast just as it leaped at them. The snake woman flew back across the kitchen and slammed into the cupboards, ripping several of their doors free. “You’re not jealous. I would be able to tell through our bond. Are you just fucking with me?”

      Tink groaned. “Husband and kitty cat pay better attention, snake face get away.”

      Mike turned his attention toward the snake, who was currently halfway out a window she had opened. Sighing, he moved behind her and grabbed her by the tail.

      “I don’t think so,” he said as he pulled. The snake woman thrashed around, making it hard to hold on to her tail, so Tink and Kisa grabbed on too. Mike really didn’t like how close this thing’s tail was to Tink’s belly, but arguing with her would probably result in a goblin bite. The snake woman hissed and fought, then froze when a heavy mass dropped down from above. Abella rose from her crouch with a snarl frozen on her face.

      “A little help?” Mike said.

      Abella grabbed the snake woman by the head and yanked her through the window as Mike and the others let go. The creature snarled and lashed out, but her fangs and claws were useless against the gargoyle’s stone flesh.

      “Contain her,” Mike said, leaning out the window. “She came from somewhere in the Vault.”

      “Understood.” Abella headbutted the snake woman, sending her down into the dirt. She grabbed the tip of the creature’s tail and dragged it toward the massive oak tree sitting next to an intricately designed water fountain which was being used by dozens of birds as a bath. She threw the snake woman at the tree. “The Caretaker wants us to hold her.”

      A dryad hanging from a hammock made of vines dropped down from the boughs, her eyes locked onto the pages of a book. She leaned toward the trunk of the tree and gave it a playful smack. Large roots ripped free of the soil and wrapped themselves around the creature. After marking her place with a leaf, Amymone looked up at what she had just captured.

      “Any ideas what that is?” asked Mike, leaning out the window.

      “A lamia.” Amymone almost looked disappointed. “Or a facsimile of one, anyway. They can be quite nasty.”

      “I thought lamia were supposed to be more…” Mike realized he was about to say sexy but kept it to himself. “Um, friendly?”

      “You watch too much anime.” The dryad was once more engrossed in her novel. “Besides, you don’t have enough time for all the women in your life anyway. Stop finding new ones to bring home.”

      “This one was already in my home,” he protested, then heard the squeak of the basement door. He turned his attention to Tink, who was cautiously stepping into the dark stairwell. “Absolutely not,” he said.

      “Tink not afraid.” The goblin smacked the doorframe with her hammer for emphasis.

      “But I am.” Mike walked over to Tink and held out his hand for the weapon. “I know you’re tough and up for anything, but I won’t be able to concentrate if I think something down there will hurt you or the baby.”

      Tink scowled and handed him the hammer. “Stupid fucking Vault,” she muttered as she waddled toward the door. “Tink go lay down!” she declared loudly. “Bed rest only, ’cause fucking pregnant!”

      Mike and Kisa watched the goblin go. They heard her stomping up the steps, swearing the entire time. Once he knew she was out of earshot, Mike looked at Kisa.

      “Hey, I tried to keep her in the dark, but Grace went straight to her.” Kisa stuck out her tongue. “So do you want to argue about it or do you want to go see what else escaped from the Vault?”

      Mike groaned, then looked back outside. The lamia was hissing and shouting in a language he didn’t recognize, but Amymone apparently did. The dryad scowled at the lamia, then looked at Mike.

      “What’s she saying?” he asked, leaning out the window to better hear the answer.

      “The usual bad guy stuff. She wants to rip your arms from your body and, uh…” Amymone frowned. “Some stuff about the kids, Tink, and the, um, baby.”

      A twinge of unbridled rage built in Mike’s chest, but he never got a chance to act on it. Abella, who was still nearby, spun around and used her wide tail to crack the lamia in the head. The creature went limp on the ground.

      “Is she dead?” he asked.

      “No,” replied Amymone. “I can feel her breathing through my roots.”

      “What a pity.” Abella stared daggers at the lamia, then looked at Mike. “If you want, I can crush her.”

      “Maybe later,” he said. “Let me figure out what’s going on in the basement first.”

      The gargoyle nodded, then wrapped her wings around her body until they resembled a cloak. She went perfectly still, looking very much like an old statue.

      Mike turned his attention toward the mess in the kitchen, then to the opening across from the cabinets. The basement door had been ripped free of its hinges and was lying on the floor.

      “What are the odds we can keep Tink from spending all afternoon fixing this?” he asked.

      “You can be the one to tell her,” said Kisa. The cat girl went ahead of Mike, the air shimmering around her until she was nearly invisible to him. Their magical link meant he could sense her presence, but for anyone else, it would be virtually impossible to see her. Even if a being possessed the ability to see through the magical aura that kept her hidden from sight, Kisa’s innate magic meant that living creatures simply forgot she was there.

      Stairs are clear, said Kisa through their link. Mike followed her, traipsing carefully down the concrete steps. The basement was easily the smallest floor of the house, if one didn’t take into account the interdimensional Vault that was attached to it. They had a few freezers for food storage, a side room that had been converted into a small supply space for anything Tink used for repairs, and then a flat space along the wall where the Vault door was. Today, the doorway was bigger than usual, the chalk lines drawn from floor to ceiling. Kisa was crouched near the entrance, her ears twitching as she stared into the space beyond.

      “The natives are restless,” she said, then looked up at him. “Unusually so.”

      He felt a cold chill on the back of his neck and turned to see Cecilia. The banshee had drifted down through the ceiling, a whimsical smile on her face.

      “Kisa says we’ve got a lot of activity in there today.” He gestured to the opening. “So keep your wits about you.”

      Cecilia winked and then faded out. He could feel her touch along the back of his neck, the specter caressing his skin. Mike put his hands in his pockets in an attempt to look casual and stepped into the Vault.

      “All right, you all know the drill.” He addressed the items in the room, many of which were no longer on their shelves. On the floor was a broken statue, the one that the lamia had probably been trapped inside. “I’m going to do a quick sweep and put everything back where it needs to be. Fighting me is just going to be a waste of my time, and will move you up my shit list. If I have to toss you into a volcano to make my point, well, I have one of those now.”

      The room exploded with the sound of muttering and cacophonous whispers. With his magical senses active, Mike could see the spirits emerging from their vessels. He was well aware that none of them would comply, their earlier silence an attempt to lure him into a false sense of security.

      Spectral hands reached for him. A magical tempest swirled around his feet, then lifted to nip at the skin of his arms. The eerie sound of children’s laughter echoed across the room, causing Kisa to back out of the Vault, leaving Mike behind to fend for himself.

      Mike’s magic spread through his body, his fingertips tingling with power. The magical wind that tried to tear away his flesh was repulsed by streamers of electricity that leaped from his skin. Golden motes of light formed in the air, flickering like glitter caught in a spotlight.

      “Quiet,” he demanded, his magic spreading away from him like a wave. The room immediately went silent as the spirits fled to the safety of their vessels. Wild magic obeyed, sinking back inside innocuous household objects. Mike shook his head and stepped farther into the room.

      Kisa came in behind him. “Is it safe for me?” she asked.

      “Should be,” he replied.

      “Have I told you how much I love your big daddy voice?”

      “Several times,” he replied. After the fight in Hawaii, Mike had noticed on occasion that he could make a one-word command that the world around him would attempt to obey. Pele had explained to him that he had started on the path of ascension, or apotheosis, depending on what he wanted to believe. In short, Mike possessed enough divinity that he was the modern-day version of a demigod.

      In truth, he wasn’t sure how he felt about that. It certainly wasn’t something he wanted. After much discussion about it with the others, he believed the catalyst for the process had been a threesome he once participated in with Yuki and the goddess Freya. Or perhaps that time his soul had spent eternity in a gangbang involving Titania, the Queen of the Fae. Or perhaps even the fact that he had swapped soul pieces with both a naga and a kitsune, both of whom were already on the path.

      Yeah, actually, there were lots of theories about how he had gotten where he was. Most of them were pretty solid, but they essentially came down to the fact that he had fucked a lot of sexy magical women to get there, which was the American dream, after all.

      Cecilia emerged from her hiding place and helped keep watch as Mike and Kisa spent the next hour restoring the Vault to its previous condition. On at least three occasions, something tried to sneak out, but Cecilia spotted the escapees long before they could get away. Mike picked up an autographed baseball and was immediately assaulted by a demonic presence that tried to wrestle away control of his body. Unfortunately for the demon, it promptly ran into the conglomerate of consciousnesses that lived in his soul. Every woman he had swapped soul pieces with existed there, which meant the demon ran into an ambush and was promptly torn apart. Mike chuckled and tossed the ball in the air as it turned to ash, the surface flaking away.

      “What do you have there?” asked Kisa.

      “Nothing now.” By the time the ball hit the ground, it was little more than dust. “But I did just save a trip to the volcano.”

      “Didn’t Pele tell you she didn’t want you throwing all your trash in there?”

      Mike chuckled. “Specifically, trash is off-limits. Enemies and junk mail are fair game.”

      “Junk mail?” Kisa frowned at him. “That’s oddly specific.”

      “I thought so too. Apparently, if we throw enough in from one sender, she can burn them in their dreams or something.” He shrugged. “It’s not like I get junk mail anyway. The geas keeps us off those mailing lists.”

      “Yet another small blessing.” Kisa reached for a fork that had fallen behind one of the shelves and immediately retracted her hand. “Danger sense activated on this one.”

      “Let me see.” Mike reached for the fork and snatched his hand back when it immediately came to life and tried to stab him. The cutlery made a mad sprint for the door, but Cecilia was waiting to scoop it up. Once it was in her hands, the fork sprang away and tried to stab her in the eye. It passed harmlessly through the banshee and into the basement.

      The cutlery turned around and flexed its tines, ready to leap at the banshee again. Mike made a finger gun and blasted the fork with electrical energy, which sent it skittering across the concrete floor.

      “There’s always one,” muttered Kisa as she ran over to collect it. “I wish Ratu had been able to break these all down.”

      “Yeah, but that would mean releasing their spirits.” Mike held his hand out for the fork and took it from Kisa. While many of the dangerous objects in the Vault had been identified and broken down, the ones possessed by various entities were the exception. Those required far more care and there often wasn’t an easy solution, which meant they remained in the Vault. “We don’t quite have an answer for that yet.”

      “And the ones who are here are too powerful to be forced to move on,” Cecilia added. “Or have nowhere to move on to.”

      Mike nodded, then put the fork back in a small chest that contained the rest of the silverware set. The demonic entity in the baseball had likely fallen apart, or gone back to Hell if it was from there. Cecilia and her dullahan brother, Sulyvahn, were both psychopomps tasked with ensuring spirits made it to the afterlife. The things in this room were capable of putting up quite a fight, which meant they were in a stalemate. The rest were destined for true oblivion. Mike wasn’t quite ready to be the arbitrator of such a fate.

      However, now that his kids had broken into the Vault and been attacked, the idea suddenly felt more appealing. “So what do we do now?” Mike asked, kneeling to pick up the lamia’s statue. It was only eight inches tall, and looked like a vase with a snake wrapped around the outside. “I don’t suppose we can squeeze her back inside?”

      “Abella would be happy to try,” Kisa offered.

      “Let’s pass for now.” Mike did a quick visual sweep of the Vault. The room was long and narrow today, its features constantly shifting when locked away. There was a good chance that hundreds of objects were still stored away in here but had simply never revealed themselves. Nobody was entirely certain how the Vault itself worked. While part of the house, the room was an addition from somewhere else.

      Once Kisa and Mike were outside the room, he sealed the Vault. The concrete unfolded itself like a massive piece of origami, the wall becoming smooth once more. Mike’s magic formed into a spider made of lightning that crawled around the chalk perimeter, incinerating the fine powder into nothingness. The air was filled with the scent of ozone as they left the basement and the Vault behind.

      Back upstairs, Mike sent Kisa to check on Tink while he went out back. The lamia was awake again, its dark eyes on him as he walked past the decorative topiary to get to the base of Amymone’s tree.

      “It’s about time.” Amymone stuck a leaf in her book and descended from her vine hammock. “This thing has been growling about you all day.”

      “Sorry, the Vault was a bit of a mess.” Mike crossed his arms and stared at the lamia. “What are the odds our new friend here has seen the error of her ways and wants to play nice?”

      The lamia hissed, then spat out a series of words. Amymone scrunched up her forehead, then looked at Mike with wide eyes.

      “She’s making some very interesting suggestions about your anatomy.” Amymone winced when the lamia spoke again. “Specifically your asshole.”

      “Yeah, some people are pretty sensitive about butt stuff.” Mike crouched so that he was nearly eye level with the lamia. “I know a woman who would see your suggestions as a personal challenge.”

      Naia snorted over in her fountain.

      “Even Beth wouldn’t stick her head up her own ass and eat her way through…” Amymone shook her head. “Never mind, it’s not worth saying out loud. I’m afraid this isn’t going to be one of those times where we all become close friends.”

      Mike shrugged. “Yeah, well, no hard feelings.” He held up the statue, which caused the lamia to panic and struggle against her bonds. “She came out of this thing. Any ideas?”

      “I’ve already sent word to Ratu,” said Naia. “Via messenger fairy. If anyone can help you with that thing, it is her.”

      “And she’s not here yet?” Mike frowned. It wasn’t like Ratu to hole up in her Labyrinth like this anymore. In recent weeks, she could be spotted lounging around the house nearly every day. One of her favorite spots was in a sunbeam in the small library next to his office. She and Kisa sometimes fought to be the first one there on a sunny day.

      Naia shook her head, her cerulean curls bouncing across her shoulders. “She isn’t. I sent Carmina first, and when she didn’t come back, I sent Cerulea next. I just sent Olivia, so I’m not certain what they’re doing.”

      The fairy trio were typically reliable, but there was always a chance that they got distracted along the way. They had once disappeared for two days because they had somehow gotten themselves sealed inside a mostly empty peanut butter jar. Nobody knew where the jar had come from, and the fairies refused to talk about why they had gone inside it, but their sister Daisy had informed Mike later that the whole thing had started as a really stupid dare.

      “I’ll give her ten more minutes, then go get her myself.” Mike held up the statue pieces. “Unless you can just go back in here?”

      At the sight of the statue, the lamia trembled, then shouted some more stuff. A vine wrapped around her mouth, silencing the creature.

      “I prefer to wait in polite company,” said Amymone, who promptly took the leaf out of her book and resumed reading. The dryad dangled a hand from her hammock and made lazy circles with her finger. “Besides, I want to finish this book before I have to sleep for the winter.”

      “I’m surprised you aren’t asleep already.” Mike moved next to the tree and placed his hands against the bark. “Is the geas keeping your tree awake?”

      Amymone nodded. “It’s the magical microclimate. At the first sign of snow, I’ll drop the rest of my leaves and take a nap. The centaurs have promised me quite the feast in spring.” She looked away from her book and winked. “You’ll need to set aside a whole day for the first day of spring, by the way.”

      Mike’s cock twitched in his pants. “I’ve already got it on my calendar,” he said.

      “You’d better.” The dryad yawned, then turned the page. “Now if you’ll excuse me, this dragonrider isn’t going to get fucked by herself.”

      “What on earth are you reading?” Mike tilted his head to catch the title of the book but was distracted by the sound of the back door opening. Ratu the naga stepped into the backyard, her raven hair catching the sun’s light and giving it the appearance of freshly knapped obsidian. “Oh, there you are.”

      “Yes. Here I am.” Ratu reached into the sleeves of her robes and pulled out three exhausted fairies. “I caught these little troublemakers in Opal’s tank. They’re lucky they didn’t drown.” She set the fairies on the rim of Naia’s fountain. Mike could see from the looks on their faces that they were exhausted.

      Naia gave the fairies a disapproving look, then blasted them with some water. The pink-and-purple goo clinging to their bodies was washed away in seconds. Cerulea, Carmina, and Olivia protested loudly, clinging to the concrete with tiny fingers.

      “They’re not tired,” Naia said with a twinkle in her eye. “But they are very, very full.”

      Mike laughed. “I’m guessing Opal wore them out.” The slime girl fed off sexual fluids much like the fairies did, but Opal was well known for her ability to extract these fluids directly from the source. It was likely that a feedback loop had been established. The fairies’ sexual fluids would have been little more than a snack for Opal, but she could easily provide them with an entire meal.

      “Useless bugs,” Ratu muttered, but her lip curled into a grin. The smile vanished when she saw the lamia struggling beneath the tree. “And where did you find this abomination?” she asked.

      “I take it you’re not a fan?” Mike asked.

      “Hardly.” Ratu glared at the lamia. “This being is a mockery at best. Lamia are dangerous things, cobbled together with dark magic and the souls of broken women. Their preferred prey is children.”

      “So we kill her, then.” Abella lifted a foot over the lamia’s head.

      “Maybe. Where did she come from?”

      “She was inside this in the Vault.” Mike picked up the broken statue and handed it to Ratu. The naga studied the statue, then put it back together and let her magical aura wash over it. Her face twisted up a few times, then she looked up at the lamia. She handed the statue back to Mike and knelt in front of the creature.

      “Where did you come from?” Ratu lifted the lamia’s chin as the roots withdrew. The lamia snapped at Ratu’s fingers, then cried out when they blazed with fire and burned her mouth.

      “What’s wrong?” asked Mike. Ratu ignored him and jabbed a molten finger at the lamia’s head, scorching her flesh.

      “Where?” she demanded. Amymone translated, and the lamia replied. The dryad looked up at the two of them and shook her head.

      “There’s very little there worth translating. Sorry.” Amymone shrugged. The lamia said something else, and the dryad raised an eyebrow. Naia, who sat nearby, covered her mouth in horror.

      “What’s wrong?” asked Mike.

      Amymone looked at Naia and nodded. The lamia was immediately hurled into the fountain. Streams of water snatched the creature in midair and yanked her underwater. The creature twisted and splashed for several minutes as everyone watched in silence. Eventually, the lamia went still.

      Mike looked at the nymph in disbelief. “What did she say?”

      “It’s not worth repeating.” Naia’s eyes were cold as she stared at the lamia. “She had her chance.”

      “It was about their preferred prey.” Amymone’s eyes flicked to Mike. “They don’t care if the child has been born or not.”

      “I see.” He studied the corpse beneath the disturbed waters of the fountain, his own heart now hardening toward it. Mike had been willing to dismiss what the lamia had said earlier as the vented anger of a prisoner, but if the nymph had acted, then the lamia had it coming. “What do we do with the body?”

      “I’ll throw it in the Underworld.” Abella stepped into the fountain and grabbed the corpse by the tail. “The demons can have her corpse as a snack.”

      “And Cerberus can have the demons.” Naia crossed her arms and glared at the dead lamia as it was dragged from her fountain. She didn’t take her eyes away from it until Abella opened the gate of the Underworld and stepped through. When the gargoyle returned, she shut the gate behind her and gave Mike a thumbs-up.

      “Now that this ugly business is taken care of, let’s talk about the statue.” Ratu held up the broken statue. “A containment vessel, capable of storing a living creature.”

      “We’ve seen stuff like that before,” he said.

      “No, you’ve seen stuff that contains spirits before.” Ratu pushed the pieces together. “But something that can seal away a living creature like a lamia? Very uncommon.”

      “I’m not sure what the big deal is.” When Mike saw Ratu’s eyes narrow, he continued. “So explain it to me.”

      “There are two reasons why this bothers me. First and foremost, it takes a spellcaster and enchanter of extraordinary talent to produce an object capable of magically storing away a living creature. The thought that someone out there can do so greatly disturbs me.”

      Mike shrugged. “While I get that, there’s no reason to think that whoever made that is still around.”

      “Which brings me to reason number two.” Ratu tilted the completed statue up, revealing the bottom to Mike. The words for Emily were written on the bottom.

      “Ah,” he said. Emily had been the Caretaker before him, a woman who fell prey to a parasitic shadow that drove her to insanity in its mad bid for power. In her final moments, she had managed to regain control of her body long enough to take her own life and halt the shadow’s plans. “Shit.”

      “Vastly understated.” Ratu hefted the pieces in her hands. “So not only is there a good chance that this person is still around, but they at least knew who Emily was. Why would they bother giving her such a gift? Was it a trap? Or perhaps something more sinister?” The naga slipped the statue pieces into the sleeves of her robes, which contained interdimensional spaces capable of holding much larger items.

      “I have no idea. Naia?” Mike looked at the nymph hopefully.

      Naia shook her head. “I’m afraid that any knowledge about this person is unknown to me,” she replied. “In her later days, Emily was very…private.”

      “Well, okay then.” Mike clapped his hands together. “We’ll go ahead and put this on our list of mysteries. By the way, the Vault is all sealed up, but if anybody sees or hears anything weird, speak up. Would hate for something bad to happen.” He smiled at everybody. “A fork did try to murder me earlier.”

      “I bet it’s been eating at you all day.” Amymone looked over the top of her book with a grin. Naia summoned a torrent of water and blasted the dryad right out of her hammock. The dryad sputtered in indignation until she realized that her book had been spared.

      Mike chuckled and gave them all a wave. “All right, you two. Try to play nice.” He looked at Ratu. “If you’ll excuse me, I have a spider to punish.”

      The naga seemed distracted but waved him off. On his way into the house, he stopped to look back and saw her studying the statue pieces once again. He wasn’t too worried. Once Ratu was ready, she’d come talk to him about it.
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      Sofia stood on the seventeenth floor of stack 402 when a rat ran up to her and squeaked for attention. The cyclops turned her gaze away from the books she had been reshelving and looked down at the magical rodent. The rat gazing up at her was all business as it stood on its back feet to address her. The portal rats were generally around a foot tall, though this one was probably only nine inches.

      “The naga is here,” it stated. Regrettably, only Eulalie seemed able to keep track of the rats’ names. The arachne had the benefit of being able to distinguish them by smell as well as sight. That, and Sofia didn’t spend nearly as much time with them.

      “Ratu?” Sofia cocked her head. The rat nodded, then pointed back toward the lobby. “Let her know I’m on my way.”

      The rat ran off, then slid into a gap between the bookshelves. The Library of Thoth was currently riddled with rat-sized shortcut portals, which enabled the rats to carry out Eulalie’s instructions. While Sofia was still considered the Head Librarian, the arachne herself currently did the bulk of the work. The cyclops occasionally wondered about her own continued purpose, but Eulalie had zero interest in being the public face of the Library should it ever properly open again.

      The cyclops finished shelving the books in her care, then turned away from the stack. The warped stacks around her were confusing, but she had memorized the general layout of the Library centuries ago. The real key to understanding it was the symbols on the columns. To most people, they looked decorative. For a Librarian, the shape of the symbol helped describe the layout of the shelving that the columns contained, patterns that could easily be swapped out or repeated.

      When Sofia reached the exterior of the column, she tapped her staff on the ground and waited for her ride. A plush, masterfully woven carpet had been laid across the magical stone pedestal that hovered nearby, and she stepped onto it. As the carpet flew back toward the lobby, Sofia had it avoid the large beams of light from the skylights up above. They were unusually bright today, and the sudden change in lighting would make her eye water.

      Upon her reaching the lobby, the carpet descended to the checkerboard marble floor below. A large stone Earth rotated behind the information desk with a single point of light roughly where Mike’s home was located. The desk itself was crawling with magical rats. When Eulalie had first moved in with them, Sofia only saw them on occasion. Now there were easily hundreds, scampering everywhere and keeping themselves busy.

      At first, Sofia hated it. However, the rats were actually doing work. Sofia had been trapped alone in the Library for decades, unable to reach anyone from the outside world. The cyclops had wrestled with not only loneliness but the sheer volume of work she needed to accomplish as Head Librarian. Some years ago, she had fallen into a depressive state and simply stopped working so hard. There had even been a two-year stretch where she wrestled every day with the urge to just burn the place down and try to eke out a living among the ashes.

      Shortly after, Mike had found her. Now the Radley family had given her a new purpose, and the rats were catching up on the backlog. They still technically answered to Eulalie, but deferred to Sofia in matters of the Library. When Sofia had asked if the rats weren’t simply just slaves, Eulalie had told her that the rat colony far preferred the safety of the Library to the cold, harsh reality of life on Earth. The rats were always welcome to return to Reggie’s colony if so inclined.

      Down at the desk, Ratu reclined on one of the comfier benches. Her robes draped down onto the floor, and the rats had brought her a charcuterie board to snack on. She was busy eating grapes and cheese when the carpet landed with Sofia.

      “Welcome,” said Sofia, stepping off the carpet. “Did I forget a meeting?” Ratu had been in and out of the Library for various reasons and usually scheduled time with the Librarian in advance. Most recently, both Ratu and Zel had been looking up resources on childbirth and life magic. There were already several concerns about Tink’s current condition, but goblins impregnated by humans with the help of Christmas magic was new territory for everybody involved. The main thing that drew concerns was the fact that the pregnancy was leeching away the magic of the house that kept most of its occupants looking young. Tink was easily in her sixties, and nobody was certain how long goblins could live.

      There was a very real fear that Tink would die of old age the day the baby was born.

      “This is unplanned.” Ratu cut herself some more cheese, then daintily spread it on some crusty bread. “I need your most recent resources on enchantments along with sealing rituals with an emphasis on keeping creatures in stasis.”

      Sofia tapped the butt of her staff on the ground and waited. The magic of the Library danced up and down the enchanted wood as the query was sent. Moments later, several titles populated her mind.

      “They aren’t too far from here,” she said, walking toward the flying carpet.

      “Excellent.” Ratu followed, leaving the board behind. A pair of rats was already waiting to clean up after her. “Oh, and I’m not going to eat any more of that,” said the naga to the rats. “So if you want it, I won’t be offended.”

      The rats’ eyes sparkled as they grabbed the tray and ran off. Sofia watched them go, then chuckled. Snacks were also one of the benefits of the Library. The building kept its occupants fed by taking food from around the world, and she was certain a restaurant or caterer was trying to track down the silver platter right now.

      “Come.” Sofia stepped onto the carpet and put her hand on the control rod. Once Ratu was on board, the carpet floated into the air, then picked up speed as it sailed through the stacks and columns. Ratu pulled a ribbon from her sleeves and tied her hair back to keep it from going everywhere. Pedestal flight was one of the reasons Sofia kept her hair in a braid all the time. The other was that she simply didn’t have time to do anything else with it.

      Almost ten minutes later, they reached the first stack. Sofia and Ratu stepped off the carpet and moved toward their destination. The cyclops sent a pulse of magic through her staff, and the bindings of the books that Ratu wanted glowed.

      “You can take a peek through those,” she said. “I will be around the corner waiting for you.”

      “Thanks.” Ratu moved next to the shelf and pulled the first one down. She opened the cover, apparently saw something promising, and quickly set it aside. By the time Sofia stepped away from the stack, the naga had already pulled four books from the shelf and rejected two of them.

      Sofia walked a couple of aisles down to a spot where an arched window overlooked the Library. Down below, she could see the magical machinations that helped bring in and sort new books into place. Rats had integrated themselves there as well, helping to offset the incoming flow of literature. At this rate, it would only be a couple of decades before they were able to get Sofia caught up to the twenty-first century.

      The Head Librarian had a lot of thoughts about this. The idea that the Library would once again be up to date and usable gave her a sense of satisfaction she hadn’t experienced since…honestly, she couldn’t remember. Her ascendance to the Head Librarian position had been out of necessity. Years ago, when her people became the victims of an Order raid, she had escaped to this place in order to survive. Among the group interred here, there had been a very real fear that neglecting the needs of the Library may disable the magic that provided them food and kept them alive.

      Sofia very much doubted this fact now, but that was only after centuries of servitude. With Eulalie taking over the bulk of the work along with her rats, Sofia’s position was largely ceremonial. Sure, the Head Librarian’s staff granted tremendous magical power while inside this building, but so what?

      Sighing, Sofia watched the hustle and bustle below her. For a few months, the cyclops had stepped up her game in order to justify her position, to prove that she was capable and not just an obsolete figurehead. After she’d worked herself to the bone, a new and frightening thought had occurred to her.

      Was this even what she wanted anymore?

      “I’m done.” Ratu came around the corner, pushing a cart with several thick tomes. “Unless there are any more books like this here?”

      Sofia shook her head. “We’ve got two more stops,” she said. Soon enough, the rats would be able to do this for her, and then her main job would be hunting down anomalies. Already there were rumors among the rats of magical books that had attacked them, or even run away at the sight of movement. Dealing with stray magic was also a Librarian’s duty, but Sofia hadn’t bothered in her solitude.

      The naga said nothing as they got onto the pedestal and went to their next location. She was already digging through the manuscripts, looking for something. By the time they reached the next column, two books were set in the book return pile on the cart.

      “New project?” asked Sofia.

      “Something like that.” The naga said nothing else. Typically, Ratu wasn’t forthcoming with her research, so Sofia didn’t push.

      Half an hour later, they arrived at the last column. They navigated the stacks silently until reaching their destination, which was located in the center of a large reading room. Three books glowed on the shelf, and Ratu immediately snagged them. The two of them walked back to the carpet, which hovered silently.

      The naga sighed as she looked through the new books. “I don’t suppose you have anything more recent?” she asked.

      Sofia shook her head. “If we do, it hasn’t been categorized yet. But I can put some feelers out, see what turns up.”

      “I would appreciate that.” Ratu opened a green-and-red tome and frowned. “This one is almost two hundred years old. I refuse to believe we haven’t seen any advancements since then in enchanting or alchemy.”

      Sofia shrugged. “I’m sure we have, but people don’t journal everything like they used to. So anything that ends up here is in the digital section, which is an absolute mess.”

      “Eulalie is trying to organize that, right?”

      “In between hunting down SoS members and spending time with Grace, yes.” The cyclops scowled. She and Eulalie had used to be pretty close, but ever since Grace was born, the arachne rarely had free time.

      “That’s quite the face.” Ratu closed her book. “Is everything okay?”

      “Of course it is.” The lie was obvious. Centuries of social isolation was responsible for that.

      The naga set her book aside and crossed her arms. “Let’s talk for a moment.”

      “There’s nothing to say.” Sofia stared straight ahead.

      “Well, unless you’re planning on pushing me off this carpet, you’re gonna hear me out anyway.” The naga cleared her throat, then reached into one of her magical sleeves and pulled out a teapot. “Tea?”

      Sofia shrugged. When Ratu handed her a cup, she accepted it. Ratu poured her some tea, then produced her own cup and did the same.

      “I have a theory about what may be bothering you,” she said. “But only because I recognize myself in your position. Some time ago, I realized that the Labyrinth had become something of a prison for me, an emotional one. I had allowed circumstance to lock me away and then chose to remain there, afraid to step out into the light of day where I could be hurt again.”

      “How very dramatic of you.” Sofia sipped the tea. It was a mint blend and really good.

      “I came to recognize that I was part of a family, but only tangentially. In giving me my space, Mike had allowed me to isolate myself. Tell me, when was the last time you came out for anything other than cooking a meal? I see the way you look at those kids. Why don’t you ever stop by and play with them?”

      Sofia handed her cup back to Ratu. “I’m no longer thirsty,” she said. One hand dropped to her stomach. Beneath the thin fabric of her robes was a scar that had rendered her sterile at a young age. If she was the only cyclops left, it would remain so.

      “Ah, I see.” Ratu shook her head. “It’s the kids, isn’t it?” When Sofia didn’t answer, Ratu continued. “I am well aware of your condition, and doubt lightning will strike twice with a Christmas wish. Is it that you’ll never have children of your own? Or rather, is it that you will never have children with Mike?”

      Sofia’s cheeks burned red. “Neither,” she said. “Well, both, but neither. It’s not just about the children, that’s just a part of it.”

      “Feeling left out of the family?” Ratu nodded sagely. “I was in that same boat. It finally occurred to me that I needed to make the effort, to step out of my Labyrinth and make myself included. My issue was loneliness, and I wonder if it’s the same for you. How often do you even get out of this place? Do you just work all the time?”

      Sofia cleared her throat. “We’re landing,” she said, relieved that the lobby was now in sight.

      Ratu sighed. “Well, whatever the issue is, I hope you figure it out.” Once the carpet had touched down, she grabbed the cart and pushed it off. “A word of advice though. Whatever it is you’re hoping to find or figure out, it’s not going to happen here, in the Library. You need to get out more.”

      “Enjoy your books,” muttered Sofia as she commanded the rug to lift off. If her brusqueness bothered Ratu, the naga didn’t show it. The rats escorted the enchantress out as Sofia watched from overhead, her eye brimming with tears.

      “What do I even want?” she asked. The Library, as usual, had no response for her.
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      Mike walked into the pale-blue room and looked around. Jenny’s doll collection had been relocated here from the secret room in the attic, which meant that several dozen dolls stared at him from every corner and shelf. He shook his head and held up the children’s book in his hands.

      “If anyone in here wants to get a bedtime story, they’d better show up right now.”

      A dark mass detached itself from the ceiling, lowering on a single strand of spider silk. Grace made it halfway down before the silk snapped, dropping her face-first on the floor.

      “Go bang,” she muttered at his feet.

      “Yeah, you did.” Mike reached out for the silken strand that still dangled from above. It had streaks of green and blue in it. “Have you been eating crayons again?”

      Grace hissed, then picked herself up off the floor.

      “Hissing at me doesn’t mean you get out of answering.” Mike pointed at the strands. “Crayons are not for eating, Grace. This is a perfect example why.” The arachne’s webs were made up of proteins that she digested. It was perfectly clear that her most prolific intake was of the Crayola variety.

      “Story,” Grace demanded, then tried to climb into Mike’s lap before he could even sit. He managed to waddle over to the recliner in the corner, then groaned with exertion as he sat down on it with his daughter clinging to his stomach.

      “Yes, story,” he said. “Do you want to hold the book this time, or should I?”

      “Cal hold book,” she replied.

      “Cal is grounded,” Mike replied. “For what happened in the Vault.”

      “Grounded bad.” Grace looked up at him and pointed to herself. “Me too?”

      “Yes, you’re grounded too. Your brother is extra grounded because of what happened in the Vault. He knows and understands why you shouldn’t go in there, so his mother decided he has to stay in the village for a couple of days.”

      “Bad!” Grace hissed again.

      “He was bad, and so were you.” Mike gave her a stern look. “And that’s why you lost your markers, remember? Though, it’s clear I should have taken away your crayons too. How many are even left in the box?”

      Grace held up three fingers.

      “I hope you’re kidding, because that was a sixty-four pack.” Mike opened the book. “Now do you want a story, or do you want to talk more about child discipline?”

      “Book,” said Grace as she snuggled her body in between his leg and the recliner. She was able to squeeze herself into the gap so tightly that anyone watching would think that a normal-sized child was sitting in Mike’s lap. So much of her abdomen disappeared in the leather recliner that Mike wondered if his child was more hermit crab than spider. Once she was comfortable, she pointed at the closest shelf where a doll resided. “Jenny?”

      “Jenny is out with her friends right now.” He shuddered to think what Lily, Jenny, and Dana were getting up to. Mike didn’t ask questions when it came to those three, and he was likely better for it. He also didn’t ask much about the weird jerky he had spotted Dana eating on occasion that amplified her strength and dexterity. The less he knew, the better. “Do you want backup Jenny?”

      Grace shook her head and pointed somewhere else. “Pawpaw Cyrus.”

      Mike was just able to reach the stuffed bear that sat in a place of honor on Grace’s nightstand. The stuffed bear wore a trench coat and held a stuffed wand. It had been almost a month since the old man’s spirit had passed on, and Mike still missed him. Knowing that Cyrus had moved on to a better place helped, but it didn’t magically fill the hole he had left behind.

      Of all the people affected, Death had taken his passing the hardest. The grim reaper had immediately lost interest in both tea and maps and now spent much of his time walking. As Death was tireless, this meant that there had been grim reaper sightings all along the Eastern Seaboard, but Mike wasn’t about to tell his friend how to grieve.

      Mike read Grace Good Night Spider, which was just a different version of the infamous classic. Yuki had done all the illustrations inside. Grace had all the words memorized, and often spoke over him, but Mike didn’t mind. He would only have so many years with her as a child, after all, and he needed to make moments like these count.

      Still, he could do with less mischief involving the murder room in his damned basement.

      The moment he finished the book, Grace drooped to one side as if asleep. Mike had to stand and pull her abdomen and legs out of the recliner, the arachne hanging loosely in his arms. When he tucked her into bed, he made sure to tuck Pawpaw Cyrus in with her. Grace wrapped the bear tightly in her arms and rolled over, feigning sleep. Most nights, she would remain in this position until someone got her up, but there had been a couple of restless nights that resulted in the child cramming herself into a corner of the house and falling asleep there.

      Even though Grace was awake, Mike played along and snuck out of her room quietly. He shut the door behind him with a soft click, causing the magical runes on the door to activate. They were enchantments put in place by Ratu herself, but their primary function was to alert him if she got out of bed in the middle of the night. Though he doubted the house would ever come under a proper siege, the rest were dedicated to repelling intruders.

      Grace’s room was down the hall from the stairs that led to his. His master bedroom had once been on the second floor of the home, but as it magically changed, it was now on the fifth. The master suite actually comprised the entirety of a tower in the home, of which there were now four. The home had been expanding recently, and Mike wondered if it was related to Tink’s pregnancy. He had tried asking Hestia herself about it, but the goddess had been oblique with her answers.

      His bedroom was large, but most of it was taken up by the massive bed in the middle. A headboard with handholds had been installed into the wall behind the bed, which seemed a little silly but had come in handy. A lot of nights, he had no idea who would be in his bed, but recently that spot was reserved for Tink. The goblin smiled sweetly at him, propped up by pillows, with a bowl of popcorn on her stomach. She was watching the television she had begrudgingly let Mike install after she had been put on bed rest. Currently, some sort of home-improvement show was being streamed.

      “Husband come to bed soon,” she said, then held up the bowl. “Eat popcorn with Tink.”

      “That sounds great,” Mike replied, pulling off his shirt. He couldn’t help but laugh at the way Tink ogled him. Her bed rest had put a moratorium on sexual activity, but only out of fear that they’d trigger labor early. That meant it had been some time for Tink, and she was absolutely fucking him with her eyes right now. “I’m going to take a bath, first.”

      “Ooh, sister Naia is big lucky.” Tink’s gaze dropped to Mike’s crotch, where the outline of his cock stood up through the fabric. “Maybe Tink eat more than popcorn?”

      Mike laughed. “Absolutely not,” he replied. “We won’t be able to keep our hands off each other if you do.”

      “Mm-hmm. Husband real smart, take good care of Tink.”

      “Always.” Mike leaned onto the bed and kissed her on the forehead. There was a wrinkle there that he had never seen before. He kissed that too. It didn’t matter to him how old she got. Nothing could change the way he felt about the goblin. “Are they flipping houses or remodeling them for others?”

      Tink yawned. “Flipping,” she replied. “But give Tink big ideas for decorations, finish baby room after she comes.”

      “Or he,” Mike corrected.

      “Hah! Tink know, is girl.” She stuck out her tongue. “Goblin girls are best girls.”

      “That was never up for debate.” He kissed her forehead again and stripped the rest of his clothes off on the way to the bathroom. All his clothes went into the hamper, and he now stood in the master bathroom. A large bathtub capable of holding multiple people was already filling up with water, the steam rising to frost the mirror and windows.

      “Didn’t you have a shower this morning?” asked Naia, her voice emanating from a collection of bubbles that popped by the drain.

      “That shower was to get clean,” Mike said. “I’m here to get dirty.”

      The nymph giggled as her body appeared, melting up from below. She was currently clothed, but the fabric was made out of water just like the rest of her. She beckoned him with a finger, then sank back beneath the surface. Magical bubbles formed across the surface, obscuring the inside of the tub.

      “It’s been a while since I’ve had my way with you,” muttered Naia from somewhere in the water.

      “I’ve been a busy man.” Mike slid into the water and let out a sigh. The temperature was perfect, the heat seeping into the sore muscles of his lower back. Cleaning up the Vault had taken far more energy than he expected, and he groaned in delight when Naia’s fingers pressed against the base of his spine.

      “You’re all tight down here,” she said, her breasts forming beneath his back and lifting him from the smooth surface of the tub. “You’re much too young to be having aches and pains like this.”

      “Well, I also helped Yuki with her paint purchase, earlier.”

      “I heard.” Naia smirked. “I’m guessing you didn’t hurt your back carrying her paint.”

      “Technically, what happened after was a thank-you for carrying up her paint.” Mike didn’t bother holding back the stupid grin on his face. Upon his getting Yuki’s paint squared away, the kitsune had bent over her bed and demanded that Mike fuck her. When he came, she had taken some of his semen to mix in with her paints. She claimed it was in order to empower her magical artwork, but he suspected she was just being extra freaky.

      “That reminds me. Abella said that there are some rough patches up on the roof that need a fresh coat.” Naia had lowered her voice so that Tink couldn’t hear. “It wouldn’t be a big deal, but if we get a snowstorm, there could be water damage.”

      “I’ll add painting to my to-do list.”

      “It had better not come before me.” Naia’s hand snaked around his waist to grab the base of his cock. Within moments, he was hard. “I’ve been on that list far too long, lover.”

      “If I could copy myself, I’d never hear the end of it from Lily.” Mike chuckled as the water caressed the muscles in his lower back. “She’d demand all of us bang her at the same time, I’d still never get around to taking care of everybody.”

      “Oh, she’d hardly be the first one to ask for a Caretaker gangbang.” Naia giggled. “So maybe copying yourself wouldn’t be as productive as you think it would.”

      “Most likely…wouldn’t.” Mike groaned. Naia was using hands made of water to jerk him off. There were at least three of them now, slowly merging into a watery vortex that formed over his shaft. “You sure know how to help a guy relax,” he commented.

      “It’s a move straight out of the nymph manual.” The water in the tub pressed in on him, massaging the tension out of his body while Naia’s vortex sucked and slurped on his cock. “The only thing better than a good massage is a blow job with your massage.”

      Mike didn’t bother replying. He groaned and allowed the nymph to do whatever she wanted. Within minutes, it felt like his brain had disconnected from his body. His consciousness hovered, the beginnings of the Dreamscape trying to form around its edges.

      “Hey,” Naia whispered. “You wanna try something kinky?”

      With his eyes still closed, Mike lifted an eyebrow. “What do you have in mind?”

      The water swirled around him, and Naia’s presence disappeared from behind him. As he sank to the bottom of the tub, he opened his eyes to see that most of the water had formed into a massive sphere just above his legs and feet. The liquid gradually formed into Naia’s head and the top of her breasts, which together were about as tall as he was.

      “Um…” Mike was shocked. “I didn’t know you could get this big.”

      “Funny. That’s what I usually say to you.” The nymph smirked and opened her mouth to reveal a massive tongue that slid up and between his legs. “And I’m afraid this is the limit of my abilities. Water is heavy, and very difficult to sculpt into a body once it gets too large.”

      “What a shame,” Mike replied. “But if I’m being up-front, the whole being swallowed thing was Lily being Lily.”

      “Oh, I’m not here to swallow you.” Naia giggled and opened her mouth. Mike’s lower body slid between her lips until they stopped at his chest line and his shoulders lay full on her breasts. Her tongue slid along his body as she gently sucked on his lower half. The sensation was new and different, the nymph focusing quite a bit of her efforts on his cock. More than once, he would feel her

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/radley_castle-divider.jpg





OEBPS/images/heading-swash-ornate-screen.png





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Head and Shoulders
      


      		
        Quality Assurance
      


      		
        Echoes
      


      		
        Twilight Princess
      


      		
        Chiming In
      


      		
        Bug
      


      		
        Fleeting Moments
      


      		
        The Castle of Reflections
      


      		
        Avalon Found
      


      		
        Deceptive Hospitality
      


      		
        The Locals
      


      		
        Deceptive Practices
      


      		
        Show and Tell
      


      		
        Chasing Loopholes
      


      		
        Fangs for the Memories
      


      		
        The Sword in the Stone
      


      		
        Kicking the Nest
      


      		
        The Conqueror’s Fall
      


      		
        The Fae Court
      


      		
        A Caretaker and Conqueror Be
      


      		
        Afterword
      


      		
        About the Author
      


      		
        About the Publisher
      


      		
        Also by Annabelle Hawthorne
      


    


  
  
    
      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


      		Also by Annabelle Hawthorne


    


  



This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


