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        Tending bar couldn’t prepare her for an adventure through the universe.

        Who knew?

      

      

      

      When someone walks through Sophie’s bathroom wall, the hardworking bartender is understandably confused. First, because someone walked through the seemingly solid wall of her bathroom. And second, because that someone is small and green, smells weirdly like peppermint, and says his name is Gerald.

      He also claims she needs to save his world.

      Sophie does not consider herself the world-saving type. In fact, she would argue she is the least qualified world-saving person to ever be offered the opportunity to save a world. But fate has a twisted sense of humor.

      Bravery rises at the strangest times, in the strangest places, though. So maybe a plucky bartender from Las Vegas really can save the world. Or at least not die trying.

      

      Author’s Note: This story is also published in the collection HAUNTS AND HOWLS AND JESTERS BELLS.
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        For my own heroes.

      

      

      

      
        
        And for all those just trying to get by

        And discovering you actually are someone’s hero.
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      To say I was stunned that first time, when Gerald walked through my bathroom wall while I was sitting on the toilet, would be an understatement. Looking back on it now, I’m not sure why I was so surprised. It was just the sort of thing Gerald would do. But at the time, not knowing Gerald like I do now, I think I was justified in my shock.

      “You have to come back with me,” Gerald said as I stared from my perch. “You have to save my world.”

      Seeing as how I was sitting on the toilet with my mouth hanging open and my jeans around my ankles, I wasn’t feeling like the “world-saving” type. The fact that Gerald was only three foot tall, green skinned, with pointed ears and a thin tail with a little flat flag at the end didn’t help my self-confidence.

      Logic said you couldn’t have an LSD flashback if you’d never taken LSD. Staring at Gerald, I wasn’t so sure.

      “Well,” Gerald said, tapping a large webbed foot against my in-need-of-cleaning white tiled floor.

      “Well,” I echoed. Though, I’m not sure my mouth closed when I spoke because what I said sounded more like, “wah.”

      “Well. Would you get a move on, please. We have an entire world to save.”

      “I think you’ve got the wrong person.”

      There in the middle of my white and green bathroom, with too many of my products on the sink counter because I’d run out of room in my medicine cabinet, with the blue towel on the towel rack needing to be tossed into the laundry, with a small pile of clothes in the corner that I’d kicked there after changing after work last night, I did not feel like the sort of person these things happened to.

      I wasn’t particularly brave. Or smart. I had no superpowers. Really, I was just an ordinary woman who worked tending bar and tried her best every day. But not…world saving material.

      This had to be a mistake. I was absolutely sure it was a case of mistaken identity.

      And it was a really weird bit of bad luck that this mistaken identity was taking place in my messy bathroom. While I was sitting on the toilet.

      Suddenly, so fast I blinked, Gerald stepped close and stuck his face up to mine, staring at me with a remarkably normal pair of brown eyes. I frowned at those brown eyes, and the reality of a short, green…something being in my face while I was indisposed, as my grandmother would say.

      Why did Gerald smell like peppermint? I still don’t know. And if he knows, he’s never told me.

      “Nope,” he said after a minute. “You’re the one all right.”

      It took me a while, but I finally gathered my wits enough to noticed I was sitting on the toilet with a strange—man?—a strange he anyway in the bathroom with me. And that I should really change that dynamic.

      “Would you mind turning around please?” My voice broke on “around.”

      He scowled. “Why? You’re not gonna run, are you? We don’t have time for running away.”

      “No. No. I’d just like to stand up now.”

      “Oh!” Bushy eyebrows rose into a mop of black hair, and he turned his back to me.

      While I sorted myself out, trying to ignore my burning cheeks, I asked, “Uhm… What are you?”

      “Gerald.”

      “Nice to meet you, Gerald. I’m Sophie. But…exactly what are you, Gerald?”

      “You ready yet?”

      “Just about. Don’t turn around!” As soon as I had my jeans buttoned, I felt better. Well not better because there was still a short, green…something in my bathroom named Gerald. But at least I no longer had my jeans around my ankles. Progress. After a deep breath that was a little hard because my jeans were tight, I said, “Ready. Are you ignoring my question?”

      “Come on.” He grabbed my hand and the warmth of his skin surprised me. Not sure why I thought he’d be cold. Probably the green tint. The color reminded me of those colorful geckos that live in rainforests.

      Gerald started walking toward the bathroom wall, a blank space in the green and white tiles. Not the bathroom door. The wall.

      I jerked back, pulling us both to a stop. “Wait. What are you doing? I can’t walk through a wall.”

      He took a long, impatient breath, and turned back to me. “You can if you’re holding my hand. As you might have guessed by now, I’m a magical creature. At least as far as your world is concerned. In my world, I’m perfectly normal.”

      The condescending patience in his voice made me bristle. I wasn’t a genius, but I wasn’t stupid either. “You still haven’t told me what you are.” I tugged my hand free and crossed my arms, tapping a foot.

      “We don’t…” He paused, considered me. Shaking his head in disgust, he said, “I should have known. He always picks the stubborn ones.”

      “Who?”

      “The Right Man.” I opened my mouth to ask, but he held up a hand. “You’ll meet him soon enough. As for me, I’m a Heezgnome.”

      “Never heard of them.”

      “That’s because we’re from a different world.” He said each word slowly as if speaking to a very dense child.

      I was starting to feel childish as my legendary stubbornness kicked in. “You might try being a little more polite if I’m supposed to save your world. When will I be back?”

      “Don’t know.”

      “But…”

      “There’s a space-time difference. No one here will notice.”

      “How much time will pass here?”

      “You do realize that if my world moves faster than yours, there’s been enough time for at least twelve catastrophes to take place in the amount of time you’ve stood there stalling. Can we talk about this when we get there?”

      “Listen, this is just weird. I don’t believe you. I should leave a note. Something. My mom rings every Sunday. If I’m not here, she’ll worry. Who will feed my goldfish?”

      I wasn’t too worried about my job. I liked tending bar all right. Lots of people. Lots of stories. Good tips when I wore tight jeans. Not too many assholes because the bouncers at our place were excellent and protective. But if I lost this current job, it wouldn’t be the end of my world. Bartenders are always needed somewhere in Las Vegas.

      “You’ll be back before anyone notices,” Gerald said again, exasperated.

      “What am I supposed to do?”

      “Oh for Sheekna’s sake.”

      He grabbed my hand again, displaying an amazing amount of strength for someone only three feet tall, and jerked me forward.

      We tumbled through the bathroom wall before I could shout, “Hey!”
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      On the other side of my bathroom wall was the most amazing landscape I’d ever seen—because it was perfectly ordinary and could have been my neighbor’s backyard. The browning grass, kept alive by a lake of water sprinkled on it every day, was pretty typical of our neighborhood. The heat pouring down from a bright blue sky and a dry, warm breeze really did make me think of home. Was I just…outside?

      “Where…?”

      “Come on.” Gerald jerked me into motion again. I was too busy trying to pinpoint whose backyard I was in to focus on where we were going. I had a few neighbors that would call the police in a heartbeat if they saw me and a strange little green man on their property. Was I in one of those yards?

      I blinked when Gerald walked us through a brick fence and we immerged into a tropical jungle, thickly scented with flowers and moss. The heady smell made me dizzy. I had a brief moment to murmur, “We could stay here,” before Gerald pulled me into the base of a giant tree.

      We stepped out into desert with gold sand dunes as far as I could see. I didn’t even get a chance to feel the heat before Gerald pulled me into the sand. There was a split second when I couldn’t breathe, and I thought I was dead.

      Then we immerged into the rain.

      “This is a longer trip than I
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