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    Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Congratulations,” the lawyer said. “The house is yours.” 
 
    The young man stared at the contract in front of him on the table, his mouth slightly ajar. The lawyer, a genial, balding and portly man in his mid-fifties sitting at the desk across from him, tapped his pen against the side of the mahogany desk like he was trying to signal his client back to the present moment. He coughed. 
 
    “There must be some mistake,” the young man said, shaking his head. “I don’t deserve a house! I didn’t even know my grandfather…” 
 
    The lawyer chuckled. “It’s not about what you deserve, son. You get what you deserve in the next world. Here, you get the law. And the law says this”—here he tapped the contract once more—“is all yours.” 
 
    The young man sitting across from the lawyer wore an ill-fitting black suit—the kind so cheap it shone.  
 
    His name was Caleb Holdstock, and just over an hour ago, he and the lawyer had been shaking hands and meeting each other for the first time at the funeral of his grandfather, Gene Holdstock.  
 
    The lawyer had been Gene’s attorney for almost as many decades as he had fingers on his right hand, and the fine office in which he sat was testament to how well and faithfully he’d assisted his clients. 
 
    The air was redolent with the scents of sandalwood and whiskey. The lawyer never drank, but he had one of the secretaries spray a special perfume into the office once every couple of days. It was the kind of thing his clients expected—especially the young ones. 
 
    And this kid was most certainly young. College aged, if he had to guess, and not close to getting his degree. 
 
    “I understand it’s a lot to take in,” the lawyer said. He leaned forward, projecting an aura of confidence. “Let me put it this way, son. You’re far from the first person to get an unexpected inheritance from a relative. A lot of times, men want to make sure their family members get off on the right foot, even if they didn’t know them very well. You get me?” 
 
    Caleb nodded, barely listening. There were dark bags beneath his eyes, and while he’d combed his hair and put on a decent show for the funeral, the lawyer could tell his client was exhausted. Rough flight, he thought. 
 
    “I know,” Caleb said. He straightened up in his seat with a sigh, some of the weariness dropping from his face. “Believe me, I heard them whispering at Grandad’s funeral. I think you could hear it, too.” 
 
    He had. Gene Holdstock had been a bear of a man, the sort you expected to find standing behind the counter of a greasy diner rather than making deals as the CEO of a major corporation. His grandson, on the other hand, was a beanpole. He had his grandad’s height—if the lawyer had to guess, he was either six foot three or a hair below it—but he couldn’t have weighed more than a hundred and forty pounds. He didn’t look like Gene’s chosen heir, and the other people at the funeral hadn’t been shy about gossiping about it. 
 
     Why’d you do this, Gene? the lawyer wondered. This poor kid has no idea what he’s getting into. 
 
    But then again, neither did he. 
 
    In all the years the lawyer had done Gene Holdstock’s bidding, he’d met the man in any number of unsavory locations. But the one place he’d never been summoned was Gene’s cabin. What he called his ‘mountain mansion’—the very same property he’d tossed over to this barely known, out of the way branch of the family tree. 
 
    Never ever, the lawyer thought. It’s like that fairytale, about the rich guy with the room in his house he never lets his wives see. As long as they don’t go into the room, everything’s fine—but they always do. Eventually. 
 
    Real life wasn’t like the folktales. The lawyer had never felt the slightest temptation to peek into his client’s personal business. Not even now, when said client was in a coffin being lowered six feet into the ground. 
 
    Even under these circumstances, the lawyer wasn’t sure he wanted to risk the wrath of Gene Holdstock. 
 
    “It’s a hell of a value,” the lawyer said, trying to prod young Caleb from his thoughts. This was the final, perfunctory task of a final, perfunctory day, and as soon as he completed it, the lawyer could go home and put his feet up. He was trying to be nice to the boy, for old Mr. Holdstock’s sake, but Caleb wasn’t the only member of the funeral party who was exhausted. 
 
    Suddenly Caleb perked up. The lawyer had known the mention of money would. “Value? You mean if I sold it?” 
 
    The lawyer cleared his throat. He’d anticipated this part as well. “Why, yes, young man. The demand is high right now for out of the way real estate, as you know, with all the fluctuations in the market right now and the general state of unpleasantness in the world. And Wolfe’s Hollow—that’s the little town down the road from your grandfather’s mansion, see—is a town that’s been growing rapidly over the last few years. A savvy investor could make a bundle selling a property like that—”  
 
    Caleb shook his head. Suddenly there was steel in his backbone. “I’m not going to sell it. I’m going to live in it and remodel it.” 
 
    Huh. Maybe Gene knew something he didn’t. 
 
    “House flipping can be very profitable,” the lawyer said, changing his tone. “But it’s definitely a young man’s game. Lots of work involved in things of that nature, Mr. Holdstock.” 
 
    “I’m aware,” Caleb said. He sounded almost excited by the prospect. “It’s what I’m going to school for, actually. It’s actually… it’s actually why I’m so freaked out by this contract, to tell you the truth.” 
 
    Hmm? The lawyer felt his brows furrowing. The scent of sandalwood was starting to get to him; he’d have to ask the secretary to change whatever she sprayed in his office the next time she was in. Maybe a nice cinnamon. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” the lawyer asked, leaning forward. 
 
    Caleb gathered his thoughts before he spoke. “It’s just that I’ve been hoping for something exactly like this,” he said, looking up at the lawyer. “A house like this… it’s exactly the chance I’ve been wanting. For a long while. You understand what I mean?” 
 
    “Then it’s all good,” the lawyer said with a broad smile. 
 
    Caleb didn’t return the smile. “It feels like someone reached into my head, found my wish, and granted it,” he said, hugging himself. 
 
    “Not many young men dream about renovating houses,” the lawyer blurted. 
 
    He hadn’t meant to be rude, but the young man didn’t take it like that at all. Instead, he laughed. More and more, the lawyer was starting to think that this Caleb kid maybe was Gene Holdstock’s heir, after all. 
 
    “You were at the funeral,” Caleb said, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “I’m assuming you saw the woman who came with me?” 
 
    Oh, he most definitely had. Cute little number, though the wheelchair spoiled that a bit. She’d clung to Caleb like the two of them were an item, but from the way the young man talked about her it was clear that they weren’t. She wanted to be, though, and if she didn’t the lawyer would have eaten a whole haberdashery’s worth of hats. He’d seen the way she looked at him when he helped her get her wheelchair up the ramp to the reception hall. 
 
    “I did make the young woman’s acquaintance,” the lawyer said in his most practiced tone. “I believe she said her name was Yui. Friend of yours?” 
 
    “Best friend,” he said. The hint of defensiveness in his tone was so faint, he probably didn’t even hear it in his own ears. “So you know she’s…?” 
 
    “Differently abled,” the lawyer finished for him. He’d learned to be diplomatic in his years on the bench. 
 
    Caleb nodded. “I’m going to school to learn how to make houses for people like her,” he said, the weary look dropping from his face. “And people with other problems, too. People our society doesn’t ever think about.” 
 
    He’d probably make a delightful house with that cute little coed. A nice little love den. 
 
    The lawyer smiled. “That’s very nice. The house comes with a small stipend as well, as I’m sure you’ve learned. It’s not a true trust fund; nothing like that, but it should give you more than enough to live on for a while. Fixing that house up ought to be easy enough…” 
 
    With that, the lawyer motioned to the contract. 
 
    Caleb seemed to snap out of a trance. The young man picked up the pen and quickly put his signature across the bottom, nodding as he finished with a flourish. 
 
    Like a fairy tale, the lawyer thought. What was that guy’s name again? 
 
    “That’s it then,” the young man said, still disbelieving. “It’s done? The house is mine?” 
 
    “Indeed it is,” the lawyer said, withdrawing the contract. He slipped it into a slender manila envelope with such quickness that both paper and envelope appeared to dissolve before Caleb’s eyes. “The property on Saltimbanque Trail is yours, young man. The funds will be transferred to the bank information you already gave my practice, and you should see them show up in your account within the next few days.” He rose from behind his desk and shook Caleb’s hand. “Congratulations. I wish it could be under better circumstances.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Caleb hesitated, as if there was something he wished to say. “About my grandfather…?” 
 
    “Mr. Holdstock?” The lawyer’s brows rose. “If you’re asking whether or not he left special instructions, I’m afraid you’ll have to check his will. It was read at the proper time, and will be filed as part of the public record within the week—” 
 
    “No, not that,” the young man said, shaking his head. “I already have a copy, anyway. It’s just that you knew him, right? Probably a whole hell of a lot better than I did.” 
 
    The lawyer did not think that anyone truly knew Gene Holdstock. Even his wives had been little more than tenants in the timeshare of his mind, as he recalled. But he smiled and nodded, the same way he would to reassure a witness in a practiced cross-examination. 
 
    “My family, they’re just… they’re kind of cagey about him,” Caleb said, shaking his head. “I don’t even really know what kind of business he was in, that left him with all this stuff.” 
 
    “Your grandfather was in the import export business,” the lawyer said. The words had the well-worn feel of a scripted response. “I know you’re probably going through quite a bit right now, Caleb. If you’ll take some advice, I think you ought to slow down a bit. Really think things over before you make any rash decisions. I never knew Gene Holdstock to commit to a plan of action before thinking it over twenty or thirty times—” 
 
    A knock on the door interrupted his musings. Saved by the bell, the lawyer thought. And just in time, too. 
 
    “That would be the woman you brought with you,” the lawyer said, gesturing at the door. “Your friend.” 
 
    When the lawyer opened the door for Caleb, he found a young woman with Asian features sitting in a wheelchair in his waiting room. Her black dress was the picture of modesty, an unrelenting darkness only broken by a stark white flower on her corsage—a lily. 
 
    A symbol of rebirth, as the lawyer remembered from some magazine he’d read. 
 
    Caleb glanced down at the watch on his wrist, giving a start as he read the time. He’ll soon be able to afford a much nicer one, the lawyer thought. 
 
    “Yui! Oh geez, I’m sorry I took so long.” Caleb rubbed the back of his neck. “We’d better get going. You’re going to miss your flight if we don’t head out now.” 
 
    The young woman was already shaking her head. “I don’t care about the flight—not on a day like today,” she said, looking from Caleb to the portly form of the lawyer. “There was a weirdo in here,” she said, sounding alarmed. 
 
    The lawyer’s face betrayed no emotion, but ice filled the pit of his stomach. “What kind of weirdo?” 
 
    “He wanted to talk to Caleb,” the pretty young woman said. Her black expression told the lawyer she’d probably given the intruder a piece of her mind—he was a little surprised he hadn’t heard her yelling from the waiting room. “He wanted to buy your grandfather’s house, dude.” 
 
    Caleb made a face. “That’s insane.” 
 
    “I know, right? I was like, we just left a funeral! You can’t even wait until the body’s in the ground to start chasing dollar signs?” 
 
    “It’s not the most surprising thing in the world,” the lawyer said. “I’m sorry the man upset you, ma’am, but offers like these are hardly uncommon. With Mr. Holdstock’s bequeath a matter of public record, the more shameless members of the real estate trade are likely to be out in force…” 
 
    Unlike his companion, Caleb didn’t seem to be at all rattled by the intrusion. Another point for his being Gene’s true heir, as far as the lawyer was concerned. “That’s alright. I’m not selling it anyway,” he said. “I’m going to do exactly what I told you.” 
 
    “I know,” the young woman whispered. “It was just really, really weird. I’m glad he left before you came out here…” 
 
    The lawyer was glad as well. 
 
    He tensed up, and didn’t stop tensing until Caleb and his companion said their goodbyes and Caleb escorted Yui back down the ramp leading to the lawyer’s office’s parking lot. (Being a good lawyer, and particularly a profitable one, he was very particular about ADA compliance). It was only once he watched Caleb’s car pull out onto the road, a thin trail of exhaust spilling into the chilly afternoon air, that he finally loosened his tie and permitted himself to slump into his chair. 
 
    The stereotype is that we lie as easily as our lips move, the lawyer thought, wishing for the first time in a long time that he had a bottle of something strong in his desk. But the truth is, I hate it. I wish I could get used to it. 
 
    At least there’d only been the one lie. A lie of omission, besides. 
 
    He did have special instructions for Caleb. Or, as the note he’d received from Gene Holdstock’s estate referred to him, the heir. But after reading the note—and carefully rereading it a second, then third time—the lawyer had confined it to the limbo of his bottom desk drawer, never to be thought about again if he could help it. 
 
    He reasoned it was better to not let the young man see it. The instructions made no sense—they were the work of a man at the end of his tether, to be sure. ‘The world beyond the door?’ A warning to stay away from ‘silver serpents’? A whole paragraph about the proper way to pet a cat? 
 
    Madness. Sheer madness. 
 
    Gene Holdstock had a mind like a steel trap, all the way up to the end. But somewhere right before the finish line, it must have started to rust. That was the only explanation the lawyer could think of for the crazy, dashed off missive he received at his practice the day before Gene’s death. Nothing else made sense. 
 
    To expose his next of kin to that would have only traumatized an already tired, grieving individual. And since the document had never been notarized, well…? 
 
    It never really officially existed, did it? 
 
    “He’ll get tired of it soon enough,” the lawyer said out loud. He was already thinking of the steakhouse he’d take his wife to that night, once he got home and got settled. Maybe he’d order it takeout—it had been a long enough day. “Young guys like him are restless, always onto the next new thing. Besides, that house is way out in the woods. Out where nobody could mess with Gene…” 
 
    He hoped for his own sake that the young man came to his senses soon. If even a tenth of what the people of Wolfe’s Hollow whispered about Gene Holdstock were true, then… 
 
    Enough. The lawyer pushed it out of his mind. 
 
    That little cutie will probably convince him to sell, he reassured himself as he put on his coat. Way too much money in that for a couple of kids to resist.  
 
    It wasn’t until he was in his car, heading home, that the name of the fairy tale he’d been thinking of earlier rose into his mind. 
 
    Bluebeard, the lawyer remembered suddenly. The man in the fairytale’s name was Bluebeard.
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    Two Weeks Later 
 
      
 
    Caleb Holdstock stood at the top of a hill, a gravel drive stretching between his feet. Next to him stood a small wooden sign with the legend Saltimbanque Trail etched onto it. Before him, at the summit of the small incline, stood the house he’d inherited from his grandfather. His hidden birthright. His one big opportunity. 
 
    The place was a dump. 
 
    In better days, he knew, it must have been a perfect rustic paradise. A little slice of the divine, tucked into the West Virginia mountains where the Appalachian Trail met the Elk River and the tributaries of Sutton Lake. Here the foothills weren’t so unmanageable as to make building a house on them impossible, and the land had a gentle curve to it that was pleasing to the eye. It was almost the shape of an upside down cup—the kind of natural feature that might drive a man to choose to build his home here. A home away from the hustle and bustle of the city—at a remove from the rest of society as a whole. 
 
    Wolfe’s Hollow had changed that, of course, but the property was still a bit out of the way. 
 
    A great deal of love must have gone into the building when his grandfather had had it built. When Caleb squinted, looking up at both floors of its hillbilly majesty, he could almost see the clean, cozy lines of the original structure peeking out through what it had become. 
 
    Clearly, the property’s mythical better days were long since past. Caleb eyed more than a few missing shingles on the roof, and the porch sagged slightly near the front door as if a giant had decided to rest upon it. The wood looked like it had been left to rot in the elements, and the lawn was an overgrown, ragged tangle. Caleb thought that underneath those weeds he might find a good carpet of bluegrass—it grew in places other than Kentucky, he knew, though that state was most famous for it. 
 
    He sighed, feeling a knot of anxiety tighten in his gut. This was a lot more work than he’d expected to find. 
 
    It would be his first time renovating a home physically, but not theoretically. The classes he took at college were part home modeling, part repair, part architecture, and part disability studies, and he took to them with the fervor and intensity that most of his fellow students reserved for drinking, weed, and hookups. While most of his peers were partying, Caleb was out getting ahead—preparing himself for the life he wanted to have. 
 
    Not that he didn’t like those things, of course. He had his fair share of fun every now and then, usually whenever Yui could convince him to chaperone her to a bar or a club for a fun night out on the town.  
 
    She was a good wingwoman, especially with that disarming smile of hers. She usually managed to introduce him to some cute girl he’d wind up taking home later, as if she were thanking him for going to all the trouble. But those relationships rarely lasted. Hell, most of the time they didn’t end up becoming relationships. College girls weren’t really looking for that sort of commitment these days, anyway. 
 
    He’d asked himself many times what made him different from the rest of his peers. What gave him the focus and drive to work so hard when so many college kids were playing hooky. He’d pondered it for a while, and eventually, the answer had come to him in a flash of insight. 
 
    Unlike them, he had a plan. 
 
    Most people his age were just floating through life, taking whatever came their way and not really asking or worrying about tomorrow. Caleb, though—he had a plan. A vision for what he wanted his life to look like. He worked every day to make it a reality. 
 
    Probably why I’m still single, he thought, looking up at the house with a faint smile. Oh well. There’d be time for that later. 
 
    As he approached the crumbling porch, he remembered that his own grandfather had been late to love and marriage. Maybe he was a little bit more like Grandpa Gene than he’d thought. He wished he could have gotten to know the man, but maybe renovating his house would be a fitting tribute. 
 
    Securing a couple weeks off to do it had been easy. Considering his stellar academic record and the tragic circumstances surrounding his grandfather’s death and funeral, the college had only been too happy to extend Caleb a period of bereavement leave. A single email had been all it took to secure it. 
 
    So he was set for a while. His car was packed to the gills with the tools and equipment he needed—or thought he needed, and anything else that might come up he could easily find at a store in Wolfe’s Hollow. He sensed he’d probably be spending some time there one way or another. 
 
    Alright then, he thought with another sigh. No more procrastinating. Time to see if the inside is any better than the out. 
 
    The day would have been a hot one, were it not for the dense canopy of trees that blunted the worst of the sun’s rays. He walked a dappled path of light and shadow to the broken front porch, frowning deeply at the damage on display. That porch would have to be the first thing he fixed. 
 
    The door was locked, but had the key. He’d been given it by the same lawyer who’d helped him through the contract after the funeral. 
 
    Nice guy, Caleb remembered, but there was something off about him. 
 
    Technically the paperwork was still processing, but the place was his. No one would stop him or question his authority to be here. There was nothing to do but go inside and see how bad the damage to the old place was. 
 
    Caleb stepped inside. 
 
    The smell of dust assaulted his nostrils. The place smelled stale. Dimly, he wondered when was the last time his grandfather had ever ventured up into the mountains to stay here—from the looks of things, it had been a great, long while. 
 
    The first thing that hit him was how empty the house was. He hadn’t exactly expected it to come fully furnished, with designer couches and a 4K television set, but the sparseness of the main foyer told him this was a place his grandfather had rarely visited, if ever. Only a few pieces of furniture waited on the first floor, and those were covered in thick sheets of plastic. Looming in the shadows, they looked like ghosts. 
 
    “Good bones,” he said, examining the ceiling and the walls. “Needs a lot of work, though.” 
 
    The place was two stories, and according to the blueprints the lawyer had graciously provided him with, had a basement as well. His hopes for the second floor were a bit higher; his fears for the basement were practically without bottom. Mold, rats, termites—anything could be down there. 
 
    He decided to check out the second floor next, then venture down into the cellar. 
 
    As Caleb wandered the rooms of his grandfather’s ‘mountain mansion’, he kept a little ticker going in his mind. It was almost like something from the stock exchange, going up when he noticed a problem that could be solved or an obvious convenience he could install, and down when he encountered something a potential buyer might consider a deal breaker. The ticker had been going down more than up throughout most of the first floor, but was still at a fairly high number. 
 
    It was Caleb’s estimate of what the property might fetch on the market. 
 
    He stopped at the threshold of the dining room, tugging on the side of the lintel. “Not a load bearing wall,” he muttered, making a little note in his phone. The app was already crowded with text, full of potential things he could do to improve the value of the home and make it more hospitable for potential clients. “I could tear this down—stick the dining room and kitchen together. Open concepts are hot right now…” 
 
    The kitchen and the pantry were every bit as sparse and spartan as the rest of the first floor. A thoroughly modern, gunmetal gray refrigerator looked like the only appliance that had been installed this century—it held a couple twelve-packs of beer, some condiments, and not much else. Grandpa Gene must have brought his own fare with him when he ventured up into the mountains. Or maybe he’d made a habit of driving down to Wolfe’s Hollow for a bite. 
 
    Caleb wasn’t in this for the money. He had no intention of looting his grandfather’s memory or his estate, whatever certain branches of the family might whisper to themselves when they thought he wasn’t listening. But he did wish there’d been a few more trinkets and knick knacks on the first floor. Partially because they gave the house character; but mostly because they would have given him some indication of the sort of man his grandfather was. What kind of decorations he preferred, what he chose to surround himself with. That sort of thing. 
 
    He’d probably have just ended up selling it all, anyway. Most of those things would have had to go: and he already had a buyer lined up for them, though they didn’t know it yet. 
 
    When he first drove up the drive he checked his grandfather’s mailbox out of habit and found a flier waiting for him, advertising something called ‘(K)nights of Chivalry!’ Apparently Wolfe’s Hollow had an annual Renaissance Fair, which according to the cursory Google search he’d done from his car was one of the biggest in the whole state. Strange that he’d never heard of it, or that Yui had never mentioned it. It was the kind of thing she’d been into before the accident. 
 
    Probably after the accident, too, now that he thought of it. 
 
    He put that out of his mind and kept searching. As he walked, the thought of Yui and his other friends from college reminded him to take some pictures, and so he walked from room to room snapping shots with his phone’s camera. Even in its simple lens and flat lighting, he could tell he had something special here. 
 
    Right now, I’d be lucky to get a hundred grand for it, Caleb thought. But fully renovated? A place this nice, with this kind of scenery going for it? 
 
    He didn’t like to kid himself with pie in the sky thinking. But half a million certainly wasn’t outside of the going rate for something with this level of history. 
 
    The stairs to the second floor creaked slightly beneath his sneakers. He stood on the bottom stair and bounced up and down slightly, testing its strength, then did the same with the rest as he made his way up. No problems, which was a good sign. The wall to his left was nice and sturdy, as well—a perfect candidate for a stair lift. 
 
    He’d have to send all the pictures to Yui when he was done. As good as he was at spotting places where a dwelling could be made more handicap accessible, it sometimes took a pair of eyes belonging to someone who actually lived what he studied to see where improvements could be made. 
 
    The second floor had escaped some of the decay of the first. The improvements he’d need to make up here were far less extreme, and more of the variety performed by any young homeowner: painting, drywall replacement, installing carpet perhaps. A bit of mold in the hallway caught his attention and made his heart beat faster, but upon further inspection, the speckled spores had only colonized the wallpaper, not the plaster beneath. 
 
    An easy fix. 
 
    The second floor was full of easy fixes, which sent his mental ticker higher and higher. He was beginning to suspect, in fact, that his grandfather had only really used the second story of this home when he came to visit. It looked cleaner and more modern than the ground floor, and showed signs of more recent habitation. Perhaps he’d been wrong to think it had been abandoned. 
 
    Only one way to find out, Caleb said, swallowing hard. 
 
    In short order he’d explored the entire second floor. All save for the single blue door at the end of the hall with the tiny silver lock. 
 
    A second key jingled in his pocket, which he now realized was specifically for that door. He mentally thanked the lawyer for giving it to him—the man hadn’t realized what it was for, having never been to the property personally. It had been in his uncle’s effects, however, and so it had been entrusted to him. 
 
    The key fit the lock perfectly. It made a tiny little clink when he twisted it. He opened the door and stepped inside. 
 
    A little laugh escaped his throat as he took a look around. Nice! 
 
    In marked contrast to the rest of the house, his grandfather’s study looked as if it had been built yesterday.  
 
    It was a large, stately room, with a big window overlooking the backyard and the woods behind the house. A massive mahogany desk dominated the space, with bookcases on the sides of the room and an unlit fireplace. Caleb could picture his grandfather studying here, reading—doing business of all sorts. There was no computer here, but Gene could have easily brought a laptop and a portable hotspot with him whenever he came into the mountains. Caleb had: both items were in the trunk of his car, waiting to be unpacked and set up. 
 
    With a slight feeling of trepidation, Caleb sat down in his grandfather’s chair. It swallowed him like a massive beast; it had been custom made, and for a man much bigger than him. A 1960’s monster made of leather and chrome—he’d need to replace it eventually. But it was comfortable. 
 
    He spread his hands across the desk and relaxed. That was when his foot bumped something underneath the tabletop. 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    Caleb leaned down, nearly bumping his head on the desk. Sitting on the floor next to his grandfather’s desk drawers was a small, heavy-looking safe. A single red light on its front blinked every ten or twenty seconds, as if verifying to whoever owned it that its locking mechanism was still engaged. 
 
    He most certainly didn’t have a key for that! 
 
    It looked like it didn’t need a key, though. There was a smudged keypad on the front of the safe, just beneath the little glass display window. Caleb pressed his hand against the top of the safe, testing its weight. 
 
    It felt like there was a brick inside. 
 
    He sat up and considered his options. His grandfather’s lawyers must not have known about the safe; if they had, they certainly would have mentioned it in their disclosures. That fact didn’t shock him very much, seeing as it was pretty obvious nobody had been out to the residence in a long, long time. Except maybe Gene himself. Caleb was beginning to realize the old man might not have been too chatty with his solicitors. 
 
    His eyes strayed back to the blinking keypad. He was curious now. What the hell could be in there? The lawyers had all of his grandfather's legal papers and documentation, so that couldn’t be it. Or else it merely contained copies. So what could he be keeping in there? 
 
    Money? Diamonds? It sure as hell felt like there was a brick inside. 
 
    With an effort, he managed to lift the safe from its place on the floor and set it on top of the desk. This close, he could make out a thin film of dust on the keypad. He pressed a few buttons at random, telling himself he was just testing to make sure the thing worked. After four digits, the red light flashed and a shrill beep emerged from the safe. 
 
    Locked, then. Did he want to try some more, or leave it for a locksmith? He wasn’t sure how easily a locksmith could crack it, and if he called someone, then whatever his grandfather had within the safe would become public knowledge. Something told him he didn'’ want to do that. 
 
    He tried a few more obvious numbers—0-4-2-0, of course, which sent up another beep. Grandpa hadn’t been a smoker. The same beep filled the study for 0-4-5-1, which told him his grandfather wasn't much of a gamer, either. 
 
    He wondered how many more tries he’d get before the device locked for a time. Weren’t there supposed to be security checks to keep people from just pushing all the buttons? 
 
    With a shake of his head, he resolved to put the safe back and call somebody. But just before he did, his fingers moved to the keypad and input his own birthday—three days after Christmas. 1-2-2-8. 
 
    The light turned green, and the safe opened. 
 
    Caleb stared in naked shock as the heavy door slid to the side. Inside, he found no notes. No bankrolls flush with cash, or the precious jewels that had filled his mind’s eye only moments ago. In fact, there was nothing in the safe at all, save for a strange tool. 
 
    He stared at the odd device. It felt heavy in his hands—surprisingly so, though in retrospect most of the weight he’d felt when shaking the safe had obviously come from the safe itself. Its handle was made of wood, and was long enough to be held with two hands but possibly would have been just as comfortable wielded one-handed.  
 
    The grip was black leather, and looked to have been well-worn and often used. At the end of the tool, the head was formed of a metal he didn’t recognize. Dark, shiny, definitely not stainless steel. Tungsten maybe, like a man’s wedding ring? Titanium? He couldn’t imagine digging in the dirt or working wood with titanium, but then again, he couldn’t imagine his grandfather doing these things at all. He was the furthest thing from a man of the land. 
 
    The cutting edge was long and flat, with a scoop on the end that seemed perfect for whittling. But this was no simple hand tool; the pommel showed him that. At the end of the grip, just where a person’s knuckles would rest, was a pommel in the shape of a dog’s head. Its eyes were inlaid with tiny, precious gems—rubies, at a guess—which made them look faintly red when he turned the device this way and that. He gave the pommel an experimental twist, but it seemed held fast to the rest of the tool. 
 
    The head was the part that was worth something, he knew. That dog’s head—when he turned it, it looked almost wolfish—was no trifle. It was pure silver. Probably worth a bundle. This tool hadn’t come off some factory floor. It had been made by a master craftsman. Something about it felt positively medieval—like he could picture a blacksmith hammering it into shape while the lord of the manor watched on impassively. 
 
    So there was treasure in his granddad’s safe. Though not in the form he’d expected. And not in the amount he’d expected, either. Caleb knew something about the worth of things, and he suspected that the rubies in the beast’s eyes—as tiny as they were—were still probably worth more than the pound or so of silver that formed the pommel of the strange tool. 
 
    “Still,” he said, setting the device on the desk. “It’s pretty cool.” 
 
    He wished there was some kind of note explaining what the thing was and what it was for. For it to be locked away in such a manner, it must have held some value to his grandfather. Probably sentimental. 
 
    Caleb toyed with the tool a bit longer, then rose and searched the rest of the room. Just as he’d suspected, the desks held little more than stationary and copies of legal documents he’d already read at the lawyer’s office.  
 
    The books were more interesting, and he grabbed a couple to keep him entertained while he was renovating the rest of the house. His grandfather’s tastes had leaned toward military history and nonfiction, mostly, but he’d apparently enjoyed classic science fiction as well. He spotted Jack Vance, Alfred Bester, and Isaac Asimov, to name a few. 
 
    Before he left the room, he took a couple pictures of the bookcases, too. Dune was a bestseller again, thanks to the movie, and that Frank Herbert hardback on the mantle looked like it might be a first-edition.  
 
    He dropped those off in the upstairs bedroom, intending to use it as his base of operations. The decent bed and attached bath made it the obvious choice. There was even running water, though he wasn't sure about the heat or the pressure up here in the mountains. 
 
    That left only one section of the house to check. The basement. 
 
    He made his way downstairs, traveled through the kitchen and found the stairs leading downward. They were wooden and creaky, and the atmosphere down in the cellar was both dingy and dark. For a moment he thought about going back to the car for a flashlight, but then his fingers found the cord of a light bulb and tugged it. The electricity down here still worked.  
 
    The air had the smell of mildew and dust, but there was no visible mold on the concrete walls. A good sign. No underground roots growing through the walls, either. There wasn’t much to the basement—an old washer and dryer set that had probably been installed before he was born, a couple of empty, dusty metal shelves, and some broken furniture. An old workbench sat in one corner of the room, abandoned and covered with dust. 
 
    After exploring the rest of the house, the basement felt like an anticlimax. His mental ticker was only continuing to rise, however.  
 
    With some renovation to the stairs, this space could make one hell of a den, he told himself. Or a man-cave—whatever they’re calling it these days. I wouldn’t have to do all that much to whip it into shape… 
 
    He turned, freezing in his tracks. 
 
    There was a door. 
 
    For a moment he saw it as if it had been bolted to the concrete—a brilliant white door the color of clouds, with a silver knob the same color as the dog’s head on the tool he’d left upstairs. It felt as if anything could have been on the other side. Anything at all. 
 
    Then he blinked, and it was gone. 
 
    He was staring at a chalk outline that had been sketched onto the concrete. It stretched from the floor all the way to the ceiling, stopping an inch or two beneath the bare light bulb. 
 
    “What the hell!?” Caleb gasped. He blinked rapidly, willing his vision to clear. 
 
    Stepping forward, Caleb put his hand on the chalk outline. He’d seen them before, of course—mostly in the movies, where they showed where somebody had been stabbed or shot. This wasn’t like that, and yet it still made him feel uneasy. He ran his fingers over the mark, rubbing it, and was only slightly surprised to see that it didn’t fade. 
 
    It’s not chalk, he thought. It’s gotta be painted on or something. 
 
    He’d have to get rid of it during the renovation. Paint thinner ought to do the trick. He didn’t have any, but could get some from the home improvement store at Wolfe’s Hollow.... 
 
    Caleb blinked. Sitting in the center of the door, near where his head would be if it was an actual portal, was a tiny piece of parchment. It had been stuck to the concrete with a strip of tape, and the words written on it were in his grandfather's neat, sloping hand. 
 
    He took it off and read it. Then read it again. 
 
      
 
    Caleb, 
 
    Remember everything I told you. If you do step through the door, bring the tool in my study with you. You know the password. 
 
    Do not trust the serpents. 
 
    ~G. Holdstock. 
 
      
 
    Caleb let the note fall through his fingers, making no effort to stop it as it slipped to the concrete floor. His heart pounded in his chest, thundering like a storm cloud. His grandfather’s note made no sense. Step through the door? Serpents? 
 
    He looked down at the tool he’d taken from his grandfather’s safe. He’d tucked it into his belt, affixing it with a carabiner. Now he unhooked it, looking from the silver dog’s head to the chalk outline on the concrete wall. 
 
    If you do step through the door… 
 
    With shaking hands, Caleb touched the dog’s head to the concrete wall. The entire world seemed to pause, like the brief respite between two massive, eternal heartbeats. 
 
    He waited a beat. Then another. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    Caleb started to laugh. He tucked the device back in his belt, rubbing the back of his neck as if he’d just made an awkward faux pas in a group of people. The door was chalk. It wasn’t real. There was nothing beyond it. 
 
    Of course there wasn’t. 
 
    “Idiot,” he said, chiding himself as he made his way back to the stairs. Of course there was nothing to it. If he really thought there was some secret passage in his grandfather’s basement, he’d knock the wall down and go looking for it. But there was no such thing. 
 
    As he made his way back to the first floor, Caleb wondered what his grandfather meant. “Remember everything I told you?” He’d never been told anything by his grandfather—he’d never even met the man. 
 
    His grandfather had been estranged from his father, Caleb’s dad, ever since Caleb’s parents divorced. As far as he could remember, Caleb had only met the man once, at a Christmas party. He only vaguely remembered the experience: he’d been young, and his grandfather had been rather cold and distant. The gifts he received had been expensive, as far as he recalled, but purchased without any warmth. Impersonal. 
 
    Almost like this house. 
 
    The part about the password made more sense. He had known the password to the safe upstairs—he couldn’t possibly have forgotten his own birthday, at least. So that bit was alright. He was more than a little surprised his grandfather knew his birthday—the old man must have looked it up. 
 
    Which only left the warning about the serpents. There were no snakes in the basement, that was for sure. Were there venomous snakes in West Virginia? Not rattlesnakes, certainly, but he had some vague notion that there were some reptiles he needed to watch out for out here. Water Moccasins? Cottonmouths? 
 
    It didn’t matter. He sensed his grandfather might have been speaking metaphorically in any case. 
 
    He put the strange note and the door in the basement out of his mind. Tomorrow, once he finished his inventory, he’d grab some paint thinner from the hardware store. The door would disappear, and that would be that. 
 
    As if agreeing with his decision, Caleb’s stomach gave a loud, undignified rumble. He realized just how long it had been since he’d eaten, and decided that he needed some dinner. The thought of going to Wolfe’s Hollow for a bite occurred to him, but he decided to put exploring the town off until tomorrow during his supply run. 
 
    Besides, he had plenty of stuff to eat in his car. He just needed to unpack. 
 
    He whistled to himself as he headed out to the car. It was time to find out if his grandfather’s kitchen was up to the task of whipping up a meal. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Night fell quickly in the mountains. No sooner had Caleb finished unpacking his car than the sky began to darken, the pale blue visible through the trees deepening to a rich, royal purple. By the time he had dinner ready, the stars had begun to shine, and there was a noticeable chill in the air. 
 
    Caleb decided to take his meal on the porch, beneath the stars. They were stunning, so much more visible than he’d ever seen them. Closer to civilization, there was so much light pollution that it was hard to see the stars properly. Out here, they were much more of a show. 
 
    Once he was done with his meal—a simple bowl of macaroni and cheese with some cut up hot dogs mixed in, which Yui always joked was a little kid’s dinner—he moved back inside. It was getting colder, and the furnace groaned like a dying man as the ancient appliance kicked into action. Caleb could tell it wasn’t in great condition and would probably need to be replaced sooner, rather than later. His mental ticker went down a bit, reducing his estimate of what the place was worth. But not much. 
 
    He tossed the dishes in the sink and headed upstairs. The bedroom he’d picked up was already warmer than it had been a few minutes ago, and soon he found himself comfortable enough to strip down to shorts and an undershirt he took from his suitcase. 
 
    Let’s see if this works, Caleb thought, opening his backpack. Cell reception’s terrible out here, so I’m going to have to depend on this… 
 
    He took out a black plastic device the size of a toaster and plugged it into the wall. His hopes rose and fell as a little lighted window on the side lit up, then displayed an error, then cheerfully announced the error had fixed itself. A few moments later, the wi-fi kicked on. 
 
    Caleb grabbed his laptop, connected it to the internet, then opened his browser and did a quick speed check. The bandwidth wasn’t great, but it was more than enough to stay connected. Even to watch a little TV, as long as he didn’t need it to be high definition. 
 
    And he definitely didn’t. 
 
    His laptop had been sitting in his backpack, unused, for days. He’d brought it with him to the funeral, but the idea of doing homework or watching Netflix while his grandfather was being put into the ground just felt... well, wrong. Now he booted it up as he got under the covers, loading up an old episode of Kitchen Nightmares on one side of the screen while doing a little research in his browser on the other. 
 
    He had his work cut out with him where the house was concerned. Some things could probably be fixed quickly, like the moldy wallpaper and the strange chalk door in the basement, but the place wasn’t in great shape overall. He hadn’t expected there to be this much damage, especially with how meticulous his grandfather apparently was in the other aspects of his life. He’d pictured a quick weekend flip, where this was more like a whole week’s worth of renovations. 
 
    Would the school give him that much time off? He sensed he could push his luck a little bit with them—they weren’t likely to come too hard at a student who’d just had a death in the family. Especially one with as stellar of an academic record as him. So maybe he could stay up in the mountains for a longer period. 
 
    A lot of it depended on Wolfe’s Hollow. He didn’t know very much about the little town—from what he understood, he wasn’t even sure if the town had sprung up because of his grandfather or the other way around. It was a tiny mountain hamlet, famous in the area for its Renaissance Fair and some other annual events but not much else. He’d need supplies for the renovation, and possibly a couple sets of hands to help him out. If there wasn’t a decent hardware store in town, that would be one hell of a difficult prospect, indeed. 
 
    A cursory Google search mostly turned up articles about the Nights of Chivalry (forgetting the pun with the K), as well as some historical articles connected to the mines that had dotted the area around the turn of the twentieth century. 
 
    He pulled up Google Maps and started scanning. The town wound around the mountain like a snake, one long road forming the bulk of its commerce while tiny neighborhoods and commercial sections stretched off to the sides. It reminded him of a line of stitching—one that had been hastily done to rend a tear in a garment. 
 
    Or a serpent, he thought, looking at the curve of the highway. His grandfather’s note echoed in his head, and he shivered. 
 
    On a better note, the map showed several hardware stores and an old lumberyard. There’d be plenty of places to pick up supplies. And when he got tired of his own cooking, Google Maps helpfully identified several restaurants in the area, ordered with the highest-rated one first. 
 
    Maybe a week would be enough time to complete the renovations after all. Or at least to get them started, if nothing else. He knew he didn’t need to finish everything all at once, but it was like there was something inside of him that wanted to get it done. That viewed the process of repairing his grandfather’s home as an act of respect, a gesture of goodwill toward the man who’d given him so much. 
 
    Who’d given him a mystery, too. 
 
    As Gordon Ramsay tore through the freezer of a suburban greasy diner, screaming at the owners as he uncovered mold and rotten food, something near Caleb’s thigh began to vibrate. To his surprise, he had a call. 
 
    To his greater one, it was a video call. 
 
    From Yui. 
 
    Her avatar blinked at the top of the screen, provoking in him the same strange mixture of excitement and guilt he’d been feeling since he was a teenager. He’d barely had time to run his hands through his hair before hitting the green button, and his heart skipped a beat when he saw his friend. Yui had her hair tied up in a loose bun, and the light behind her illuminated her profile. She was wearing a t-shirt with the name of her university on it—she was definitely calling from the dorms. 
 
    “Hey,” she said, grinning. “How’s the whole house thing going?” 
 
    Shit! Caleb realized he’d forgotten to send Yui any of the pictures. 
 
    “It’s good,” he said, suddenly aware of how he looked on the tiny part of the screen that showed his face. “Interesting. Hang on—I snapped a bunch of pictures earlier. Let me send them to you…” 
 
    He muted Gordon Ramsey and opened up his photo app. His cellphone and his laptop shared the same operating system, and it was a cinch to gather up the pictures he’d taken today of the house and send them over to Yui in a text message. 
 
    “Cool,” she said, her brows shooting up a fraction as the notification hit her phone. “Let me take a look.” 
 
    She did so, her eyes going unfocused as she scrolled through the phone. He knew she didn’t have the call app up any longer, but the camera was still showing him her face. 
 
    “What’s going on with you?” he asked. 
 
    Yui snorted. “Same old, same old. Classes are a drag. Professor’s an ass. Working on getting my big semester project finished. And then—well, I was looking at my messages and I realized I never heard back from you, so I figured I better check and see if the house was still standing. I thought the roof might have fallen in and crushed you, but these pictures are kinda nice!” 
 
    “Good to hear,” Caleb said. Yui had tried to explain her big project to him on more than one occasion, but the details had always eluded him. He knew it involved artificial intelligence, neural networks, social media, and the intersection where the three disciplines met. But every time Yui got into the nitty-gritty, it just sounded like she was explaining how to create a very sophisticated chatbot. Which was a joke she didn’t particularly like. 
 
    Yui let out a little gasp as she kept scrolling through the photos. “Wow, this place is big!” she said, smiling at him. 
 
    “My grandpa apparently called it his ’redneck mansion’,” Caleb said with a smirk. “Only two floors and a basement, but each floor is pretty large. I wish I’d gotten a good picture of the mountains around here—the view is spectacular.” 
 
    “Maybe you’ll have to show me sometime,” Yui said. “Oh geez, you look like you’ve been working hard!” 
 
    For a moment, Caleb didn’t understand what she meant. Then it hit him. One of the photos he’d sent had him in it—he’d taken it at the table of the expansive kitchen, with his meal for the evening cooking in the background. Did he look tired? 
 
    “Yeah, it’s a lot of work,” he said. “Really rewarding, though. Shouldn’t be hard to put in some accessibility features, either.” 
 
    Talking to Yui reminded him of that. It wasn’t just that the house could fetch a good price on the market if it was spruced up. It could also go to someone who needed extra help navigating their day to day life. Though getting up and downstairs would be a challenge, and he wasn’t sure how he could get a chair lift into the basement… 
 
    As if summoned by his thought, Yui’s brows furrowed together. “What’s with the graffiti?” she asked. 
 
    He didn’t need to ask her what she meant. “I’m not sure,” he said, thinking about that strange outline of a door he’d found in the basement. “I can tell you it’s not chalk—it was drawn on the wall with some kind of paint. Maybe my grandfather was planning on building an expansion down there, and that was where he was going to put the door. 
 
    He knew that wasn’t true. But the explanation felt good to say. 
 
    He saw Yui shiver. “It’s creepy,” she said, giving him a concerned look. “You’re sure the Blair Witch isn’t living down there?” 
 
    “Nah, that’s your neck of the woods,” Caleb shot back. “West Virginia’s all about the Mothman.” 
 
    “Oh right, I forgot.” A smile rose to Yui’s lips. “If you start having any dreams about a bridge collapsing, you let me know, alright?” 
 
    Caleb laughed. “It is kind of creepy out here,” he admitted. “The nearest town is miles away. There’s nothing outside the house but the sound of crickets and owls…” 
 
    “Sounds peaceful,” Yui said, nuzzling into her pillow. “Right now all I hear is the sounds of girls fighting over makeup and Ice Spice.” 
 
    “I’d say I got the better end of the bargain,” Caleb said. 
 
    Yui nodded. “Definitely.” 
 
    He almost told her about the tool then. It lay next to him on the bed, the silver dog’s head peering up at him from a fold in the blankets. Its red ruby eyes glistened in the faint light from the lamp on the bedside table, and it almost seemed to be smiling. 
 
    Nah, he thought. Need to do some research first. 
 
    “So…” Yui trailed off, her lips forming a tight little line. “When are you coming back to Maryland?” 
 
    It was a good question.  
 
    “I’m not really sure,” Caleb said with a shrug. “Tomorrow I’m going to check out Wolfe’s Hollow—that’s the little mountain town a mile or two away—and see what they’ve got in their hardware store and lumberyard. I guess I’ll play things by ear after that. If I can make some repairs this week and get the ball rolling on the house, that’ll be great. If not, I guess I’ll be back in class earlier than I thought.” 
 
    “Cool.” Yui winked. “We all miss you, dude. The weekly D&D group needs its wizard!” 
 
    “You can sub in for me,” Caleb insisted. “You’ve always been better at that than I am, anyway.” He mostly only played because of Yui.  
 
    “Alright, well, you get some sleep,” she said, yawning. “I’m going to conk out and hope these sorority bitches either come home early or stay out all night so I can get some shuteye. And hey, if you see any cute hillbilly girls while you’re there, invite her over to your big new house!” 
 
    Fat chance, Caleb thought, grinning. “Will do. G’night.” 
 
    The line cut out. Caleb glanced back over at the tool sitting on the mattress next to him. Looking at it reminded him that was something he needed to research, as well. 
 
    He switched back to his laptop and got down to business. 
 
    It didn’t take him long to start getting results. The tool he’d found in his grandfather’s safe had a name, albeit a strange one: it was called an adze. He hadn’t been sure of it until he’d started looking at images of them from medieval history: then he’d realized that the metallic scoop-looking part was the same on all of them. Artisans and craftsmen used them for carving and shaping materials—mostly wood. 
 
    The mattock and the pickaxe were both cousins of it, though both were normally larger and carried in both hands, rather than the single hand grip the adze was intended for. This allowed a medieval peasant to do finer, tighter work with the carving edge, almost like an old grandpa whittling something on his back porch. 
 
    Caleb couldn’t imagine Gene Holdstock whittling. He doubted his grandfather had ever used the adze for its intended purpose—the silver dog’s head on the pommel seemed to indicate the tool was decorative, not practical. And yet it was lined and worn, the grip well used and well loved. 
 
    He picked up the adze and tapped the backside of the scoop against the palm of his hand a few times. Yes. Someone had used this before. He knew it. If he took the adze out into the backyard, found a branch and started carving it into something useful, he wouldn’t have been the first man to ever use the tool in such a fashion. 
 
    Feeling more curious, he started typing in various combinations of “adze” with “dog,” ”rubies” and “silver head.” Other than a few articles about costume jewelry, halloween decor and the lyrics to the Beatles song Maxwell’s Silver Hammer, the internet held nothing for him in the way of answers. 
 
    If a local craftsman had made the tool, he undoubtedly would have shown it off on his website. It was a fantastic thing, well made and expensive looking. The fact that he couldn’t find a single thing about it at all online disturbed him a bit. 
 
    It made him think of that door, and his grandfather’s bizarre message. 
 
    Searching for ’serpents West Virginia’ brought up plenty of articles about local snakes—and, even more interestingly, about snake-handling churches. Could that have been what his grandfather was warning him about with his strange message taped to the wall of his basement? Was there a local snake-handling church whose members he needed to watch out for, or was it all just a coincidence? 
 
    Google told him nothing. Soon Caleb began to suspect he was leading himself around by the tail, getting stuck in this or that internet rabbit hole. He felt that way often while browsing these days. The internet just wasn’t as reliable as it used to be, and everything about it seemed angled at getting you to browse even more. To waste more of your time with useless facts, figures, and entertainment. 
 
    To show how little power the internet had over him, Caleb closed the cover of his laptop. Without the light from the screen, the bedroom had a warm, homey glow. Through the bedroom’s only window he could see a starry night, the tops of the trees pushing against the inky black sky. 
 
    He let out a yawn. It really had been a long day. 
 
    Caleb put the laptop on the bedside table, then after a few moments of thought, placed the adze on top of it. He lay back and removed his spectacles, tugging the covers up to his chin and getting warm. From somewhere in the house, the furnace clanked as it fought harder against the chill of the mountain night. 
 
    I should have showed Yui the adze, he thought. She wouldn’t have tried to get me to sell it or anything. She doesn’t care about money, especially not after the accident… 
 
    The longer he thought about it, though, the more he realized that money had nothing to do with his silence. He didn’t show the adze to Yui because then he would have had to explain where he’d found it, and then the whole story would have come tumbling out. The basement, the vision of the strange door, and his grandfather’s nonsensical note. 
 
    Those were all things that could be handled later. In the cold, sober light of day. 
 
    I’ll go to the home improvement store tomorrow, Caleb promised himself as he began to drift off. Get some paint remover and take that drawing of a door off the basement wall. I’ll feel a hell of a lot better once it’s gone—that’s for sure. 
 
    It would be the first thing he’d do. He could grab coffee in Wolfe’s Hollow, and maybe some breakfast too if he could find a diner with decent enough reviews. 
 
    He let out a yawn. It felt good to get his business done. To be making progress… 
 
    Later, Caleb would only be able to remember the dream in brief snatches and still images. The sound of laughter. A flash of a pretty girl running through the woods, the moonlight dancing off her golden hair. 
 
    Then, the sensation of something warm and soft pressing up against him. A sigh in his ear. Multiple sighs. 
 
    He was surrounded by firm, female flesh. Someone giggled, and someone else embraced him. Their lips were hot and soft. He felt a kiss on his forehead, then fingers gently stroking his shoulders. Someone whispered a phrase in a language he couldn’t understand, and someone else let out a knowing chuckle in response. “Mmh hmm,” the speaker purred, her voice filled with promise.  
 
    He thought that the last speaker sounded like Yui. 
 
    His eyes fluttered, even within the dream. He could feel the weight of a woman pressed against him, her body warm and soft. He could smell her, her scent like cinnamon and cloves and the secret, hidden places deep within the heart of the forests and wild places in the world.  
 
    As he pressed his body against hers, the other voices fell away, cooing or sighing or crying out in the depths of hot, feral passion. Desire rose up within him, even as the knowledge spread within him that this was just a dream, and he was alone in his grandfather’s old house.  
 
    Caleb’s eyes opened, and the dream dissolved. 
 
    It was either very late or very early, depending on who you talked to. Moonlight bathed the bedroom, strands of it shining through the room’s single window as the big white moon shone above the treeline. In the baleful, ethereal light, Caleb was able to perceive a shape looming above him. It was this shape his mind had interpreted as a woman straddling him in his dream—the same woman who’d been planting kisses all over his cheek. 
 
    A woman was straddling him. Her face was angular and shocked in the moonlight—shocked to see his eyes open. 
 
    She was holding a knife to his throat. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Caleb’s first confused, half-waking thought was that the ads for the local Renaissance Faire had gotten extremely pushy. 
 
    The woman straddling his lap had silver eyes and long, pointed ears. Her hair streamed down her slender back in a long wave, as pale and silvery as the moonlight streaming through the window. Her body was lean and athletic, and he could feel just from the way her thighs gripped him that she was a woman of considerable strength—especially for her size. 
 
    Her clothing was strange: a mix of leather and brass, like she’d hastily slapped together a costume for a thief in a fantasy movie and tripped into the steampunk trailer while doing so. Part of it glinted in the moonlight, and those flashes of illumination showed lots of skin. If she was a cosplayer, she was one with a lot of male fans—who probably tended toward the erotic end of the spectrum. 
 
    He started to rise, only to feel the edge of the knife against his neck. Shit. 
 
    “Don’t move a fucking muscle,” the woman hissed. Her voice had a strange accent that he couldn’t quite place. Norwegian? Swedish? She sounded like she was from one of those Scandinavian countries. Though Caleb had learned in his research on the area that there’d been a lot of Norse settlers in this area, so maybe she was a local…? 
 
    He blinked. It didn’t matter if she was a local or not. She’d broken into his fucking house! 
 
    She was holding a knife to his throat. 
 
    He had to do something. 
 
    “My laptop’s on the desk,” Caleb said, indicating it with his eyes. The fact that there was no tool sitting on top of the device when there’d been one there when he went to bed failed to register. “That’s the most expensive thing I’ve got on me. Take it and go…” 
 
    The woman’s face twisted. She hardly looked human—if she was some kind of cosplayer, she had a hell of a good sense for makeup. Her elf ears looked practically real, and she had the kind of cheekbones most women would kill for. 
 
    “Money?” the woman asked, frowning. “You think this is about money?” 
 
    Somehow, Caleb found the strength to laugh. “If you came here for anything else, you’re shit out of luck,” he said, swallowing hard. Doing so made the blade nick him, but he managed not to cry out. “There’s nothing in this old house—it’s pretty much been cleared out.” He thought for a beat. “There’s some old science fiction novels down the hall in my grandfather’s study. Pretty sure some of them are first-editions; they might be worth something—” 
 
    The woman reared back. For an instant, the blade left his throat and he felt her weight straddling his thighs. Then she backhanded him with her free hand, placing the knife right back where it had been a moment ago. 
 
    “You think I give a shit about books!?” the woman asked. “I don’t give a goblin’s ass about books, human. Where’s the vorlesen?” 
 
    The… what!? 
 
    “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Caleb grunted. 
 
    The woman leaned in closer. She cocked her head to the side, frowning as if she heard a faraway noise. Her silver eyes narrowed as she looked him up and down, not entirely without interest. 
 
    “You’re his grandson, alright,” she whispered, chuckling a bit as she ran a nail over Caleb’s bare chest. “But you don’t understand a thing about him, do you?” 
 
    She’s talking about my grandfather, Caleb realized. A cold chill of recognition went through him at the name. 
 
    “You knew my granddad?” Caleb blurted. “You knew Gene?” 
 
    The woman’s eyes narrowed. He’d misjudged her. She knew of his grandfather, but she hadn’t known him personally. Why, then, would she know the name Gene Holdstock? 
 
    Idiot, he thought. He would have shaken his head if it wouldn’t have brought the knife into contact with his skin. Grandad was rich. Everyone in town probably knew who he was. 
 
    Including a particularly ballsy cosplayer who didn’t mind breaking into his mansion in full elf-girl gear. It was an audacious way to disguise yourself in a robbery, he had to give her that. 
 
    “Look, don’t think you’re going to bullshit me,” the woman said. Her gaze flickered to the knife at Caleb’s throat, then traveled back to his eyes. “I can tell you’re thinking about lying to me, but I’m too smart for that. I already snuck into your grandfather’s study.” 
 
    She was probably right. The window behind her had been opened a crack, which was how she got in, but the door to the bedroom was also ajar. She easily could have snuck down the hall, checked out the rest of the house, then came back here to threaten him personally when she hadn’t located the loot she wanted. 
 
    In fact, that order of events made the most sense. If she’d found money, she would have just left through the front door with it. He never would have been the wiser. 
 
    “So I know,” the cosplayer continued, nicking him with the knife, “that you opened the safe. You’ve got your grandfather’s vorlesen. Now tell me where you stashed it, twerp!” 
 
    His grandfather’s what? The word she kept using didn’t make any sense. It sounded foreign, German or something like that. But there was no denying that he knew exactly what she was referring to. 
 
    The wooden tool with the silver handle and the dog’s head on the pommel. That must be what the woman was thinking of when she said vorlesen. 
 
    Now Caleb remembered where he’d put it. His gaze flickered over to his laptop, sitting on the nightstand next to the bed. The tool—the adze—wasn’t there. If the damned woman wasn’t so insistent, he’d have assumed she’d already stolen it. 
 
    So where was the damned thing? Did it roll under the bed? 
 
    He needed to stall. He needed time to think. 
 
    So he mustered up a courage he didn’t feel and fixed the cosplayer with his most disarming smirk. 
 
    “What’s it to you?” he asked, flashing a shit-eating grin. 
 
    The girl with elf ears let out a growl. She grabbed a handful of his hair, twisting it so hard that tears sprang to his eyes. Shit, she was rough! 
 
    “There’s some people who pay extra for that,” the cosplayer informed him with a cruel smirk. “Now talk.” 
 
    “This can’t possibly be worth your while,” Caleb muttered. “You’re talking about the adze, right?” 
 
    The girl with elf ears reared back a bit, shifting her weight from her knees to her thighs. Caleb tried very, very hard not to think about how good it felt when she did that, or how much the change in position made it look like she was doing something much more intimate than robbing him. 
 
    “The what?” she snapped, rolling her eyes. “The thing from your granddad’s safe, kid. Tell me where the fuck you stashed it, or I start drawing blood.” 
 
    She looked like she meant it, too. That knife in her hand looked like serious business. In fact, the more of a look he got at it, the more freaked out he was by the weapon in the cosplayer’s hand. It did not look like a Ren Faire prop—nor did it look like a repurposed butcher’s knife or other kitchen utensil. It looked like the sort of thing a man used to stab another man to death. 
 
    “I’ll give it to you,” Caleb asked. He shifted on the bed, trying to dislodge the elf eared girl from the most sensitive part of his anatomy. As he did, he felt something hard against his kidney. He was pretty sure what it was, but he didn’t dare look to confirm. Not with the robber on top of him. “Just tell me something first.” 
 
    “I ain’t telling you shit,” the girl said. “You—” 
 
    “It’s a digging tool,” Caleb said, cutting her off. “A medieval tool for carving wood, with a leather grip and a silver pommel. It looks like someone bolted a dog’s head to it.” 
 
    Her eyes lit up. “You do have it.” 
 
    Caleb grimaced. “What’s so special about it? Is it a museum piece? I Googled, but I couldn’t find anything about it.” 
 
    The girl pouted. Despite the knife at his neck, he had to admit she had a pretty spectacular pout. 
 
    “I have heard of this Google,” she said, that strange accent of hers more pronounced than ever. “You would not have heard of a vorlesen through such means, human. The device is too dangerous and important for you. Best that it comes back with me.” 
 
    My ass it would, Caleb thought. What the fuck does she mean, ’human’? 
 
    Something else stuck in his craw. “You keep calling me kid,” he snapped. “I look older than you are—” 
 
    Suddenly the knife was directly between his eyes. 
 
    “Looks can be deceiving,” the elf eared girl whispered. A knowing smile spread across her face. “Now talk, human. Or I start lopping things off you until you do.” 
 
    Caleb wriggled a little bit more on the bed. The hard shape next to his kidney didn’t budge, which confirmed his suspicions even more firmly than before. 
 
    He was laying on the adze. 
 
    How the damned thing got into bed with him, he hadn’t the faintest idea. But if it hadn’t managed to make its way under the covers, this Ren Faire reject would have already stolen it and gone. So he was grateful for that. 
 
    Maybe he’d grabbed it in his sleep? That strange dream came back to him. All those girls, touching him and giggling… 
 
    Another slap from the elf eared girl brought him back to the present moment. Fuck, that hurt! 
 
    “It’s just a tool,” Caleb snapped. “There’s maybe a pound of silver in that dog’s head. Five hundred bucks for that if you’re lucky—and a pawn shop would only give you half of that. The rubies might be worth something, but they’re the size of pinpricks. Who the fuck would you sell those to?” He shook his head, feeling like the situation was growing more absurd by the minute. “Who risks decades in prison on an armed robbery charge for medieval cutlery?” 
 
    Caleb felt the woman’s hand start to waver. Maybe she’s starting to realize how much trouble she’s put herself in by breaking into my house, he thought hopefully. If that was the case, he just might be able to talk her down. They could work this out without violence—maybe even without getting the police involved. 
 
    “You don’t understand a goddamn thing,” the elf eared woman said. “The vorlesen, human. Now. Last chance, or I start cutting.” 
 
    In the space of an instant, Caleb realized two things. First, that the woman on top of him was absolutely terrified. The elf eared woman kept saying that she was going to kill him if she didn’t get what she wanted, but her actions and her words didn’t match up in the slightest. This hadn’t gone at all the way she’d expected. This woman had probably broken in expecting to find the item—at worst, to have him hand it over while babbling like a terrified fratboy. This kind of resistance from him was completely unforeseen. 
 
    Second was this: despite the knife at his neck, Caleb had the upper hand. The woman had no idea the vorlesen, or whatever she called it, was underneath him—and she wouldn’t be able to find out unless she moved him. 
 
    Which would require withdrawing the knife from his throat. 
 
    He sensed he’d have one chance at this. After that, the woman would get a hold of herself, and then he’d really be in trouble. 
 
    He’d have to move quickly. 
 
    He let out a harsh, flat bark of a laugh, forcing himself to feel a confidence that the ordinary Caleb Holdstock would never have been able to summon under these circumstances. 
 
    "You’re really an idiot, aren’t you?" he snarled, lifting his head ever so slightly. "What, do they breed them crooked over in your trailer park?" 
 
    The elf eared girl reared back and slapped him again. Good. He needed her to get pissed. Hopefully by losing control of herself, he’d have just enough time to gain the upper hand. 
 
    "Shut up!" the elf girl hissed. The knife scored another shallow cut against Caleb’s neck, barely breaking the skin, but the young man hardly felt it. "You’re really starting to piss me off, human!" 
 
    "Not as much as you’re pissing me off," Caleb shot back. His eyes went to the laptop for a moment before meeting the elf girl’s eyes. "You haven’t even figured out that the fucking adze has been sitting on my laptop the entire time!" 
 
    What happened next happened in an instant. 
 
    The elf eared girl knew she’d looked at the laptop before. She was certain in her mind that she had no idea where this mythical vorlesen was. But Caleb sounded so sure of himself, so taunting, that for a moment he’d planted a tiny, one-percent seed of doubt in the cosplayer’s skull. 
 
    Her head turned. The knife retreated ever so slightly away from Caleb’s throat. 
 
    Caleb made his move. 
 
    He rolled to the side and bucked his hips, thrusting against the elf eared woman’s thighs like the two of them were locked in a coital embrace. The motion sent her off of him, shifting her weight, and he used the momentum to roll to the side and throw her over the bed. The two of them fell in a tangle of limbs and covers, the elf eared girl gasping in surprise as they tumbled. 
 
    As they fell, Caleb grabbed the hard thing he’d felt beneath his hip. It was indeed the adze, and as he gripped it, he felt a surge of energy and rage fill his bloodstream. 
 
    This woman had threatened his life! 
 
    The elf girl recovered quickly, twisting like a snake. Her hand gripped her knife and she swung it out of reflex, but there was a look in her eyes like she feared actually hurting Caleb. It took little for him to grab her wrist and twist it, forcing the blade to fall from her nerveless fingers. 
 
    Caleb had no such compunctions about hurting her. She was a thief. 
 
    He raised the adze and swung it in an overhand blow, bringing the flat of the metallic scoop down on the woman’s thigh. He heard a crack and half expected bone to splinter. From the way the elf girl shrieked in shock and agony, he’d done some serious damage. 
 
    She’s going to be limping on that leg for a while, he thought with a grim grin. 
 
    "Stop squirming!" Caleb commanded. He pinned the elf girl down and knocked her knife under the bed, keeping it away from the hand that grasped for it. 
 
    He got his forearm underneath the elf girl’s chin, pressing it against her neck just tightly enough to remind her how easy it would be to cut off her oxygen and choke her out. He hoped that wouldn’t be necessary, but you never knew. This was a woman who’d snuck into his room in the middle of the night with a knife. 
 
    Even if she seemed strangely unwilling to actually hurt him with the blade, there was no denying how close she’d put him to death. 
 
    The elf girl froze. Her eyes stared up at him, bulging slightly from the pressure of his forearm. She looked shocked to have been defeated, and even more shocked by how quickly he’d done it. 
 
    Caleb brandished the adze, showing it to the woman. "This is what you wanted, right?" he grunted, giving her other thigh a hit with the dog’s head pommel. "This isn’t how you expected to get it, is it?" 
 
    She groaned through her closed lips, but didn’t say anything. 
 
    Now that the danger began to fade, the adrenaline crash hit Caleb hard. In the moment, he hadn’t had time to think about himself, or who’d be affected if something happened to him. Now it all came flooding in, unstoppable. 
 
    His parents would never be the same. 
 
    Yui would never forgive herself. 
 
    This bitch tried to kill him! 
 
    The elf girl tried to speak, but Caleb held her down firmly. The temptation to do more flared within him, whispering how much easier this encounter would be if he simply slammed the metal head of the adze into the elf eared woman’s skull a few times. Do it enough, and she’d never be able to threaten him with a knife again—or anyone else. 
 
    But he held himself back. That wasn’t how a civilized man behaved with a downed foe. 
 
    The elf eared girl had stopped squirming completely. Color flushed to her face, starting as a cherry red blush before deepening to the royal purple of a mountain sunset. She needed air. 
 
    "Here’s what’s going to happen," he told the intruder. "In a second, I’m going to loosen up enough that you can breathe a bit. When I do, you’re going to explain who you are, where you came from, and why you were in my house. Got it?” 
 
    The girl nodded. She really was a girl, now that he got a good look at her. Under that makeup, she was probably the same age as Yui. 
 
    And she was starting to look desperate. 
 
    “And you’re going to tell me”—here Caleb held up the adze—“why this is so goddamn important to you. You’ll do that too, yeah?” 
 
    More nodding. 
 
    Caleb loosened his arm, but didn’t fully release her. “Do anything else—and I mean anything—and I’ll put my arm back and keep pushing,” he warned. “I’ll knock you out then call the cops. Now speak.” 
 
    The elf girl nodded. 
 
    She whispered a single word. 
 
    Suddenly Caleb was lying on the floor of his room. The wooden boards felt cool against the side of his face, and the blanket next to him had been tossed off and scattered across the bathroom carpet. He felt a sickly, dazed sensation, like he’d just drifted off without realizing it. 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    It lasted for only a moment. Caleb shot to his feet just in time to see the elf girl’s retreating backside, a manic giggle escaping her as she raced down the hall. She was getting away! 
 
    He reached for the adze by his feet. Only for his fingers to grip the handle of the elf eared girl’s black dagger. She’d left it behind. 
 
    And she’d taken his prize. 
 
    “God damn it!” he roared, giving chase. “Come back here, you thieving bitch!” 
 
    He had no idea how the girl had managed to daze him. When he tried to think of that single word she’d spoken, all that came to him was a blur of color and light. Trickery? Hypnosis? Magic? He didn’t have time to think of it. Whatever it was, she’d deployed it to devastating efficiency, and now she was getting away. 
 
    He didn’t have time for reflection. He needed to act. 
 
    He chased the girl through the hallway, his legs pumping as he raced across the carpet. In the faint light from the first floor, he saw that she was even shorter than he’d expected—and even more lithe. Her sleek, coltish frame made him think of the girls from the track team at Yui’s school, and indeed she seemed to be able to run just about as fast as them. Yui had tried to hook him up with a couple of them once, insisting that the track girls were total freaks in the sack, but he kind of doubted it. 
 
    This girl was a freak, though. In more ways than one. 
 
    As she rounded the corner to the stairs, he caught a glimpse of the adze in her hand. It could have been a trick of the light, but he swore the tiny rubies in the dog’s eyes were glowing. 
 
    He picked up the pace. 
 
    The elf girl took the stairs two at a time, leaping down the staircase as quickly as she dared. She grabbed the banister as she reached the bottom and swung off of it, adding more momentum to her steps. Caleb’s heart fell. 
 
    She’s going to get to the door, he thought, grimacing. Once she’s outside, it’s going to be hell to track her down… 
 
    But Caleb was wrong. The elf girl feinted for the door, then did a crazy twist and bolted back toward the kitchen. What the hell? 
 
    There wasn’t any exit that way. Caleb’s heart surged with triumph. She was going to get trapped! 
 
    “Come back here!” he snarled, brandishing the knife as he ran. He wouldn’t have stabbed her with it, not really, but he needed something to defend himself with if she decided to use the adze to try and knock him out. 
 
    As he entered the kitchen, a flash of motion caused him to duck. He dropped just in time—the elf girl had snatched up the half-empty pot of macaroni he’d made for dinner and tossed it at him. She’d been waiting for him, aiming the heavy stovetop pan at his head. Bits of pasta covered the floor behind him, and he groaned at the thought of having to clean it up later. 
 
    "Stop making a mess!" he yelled, standing in the doorway. "Give me back the adze and answer my questions, and I’ll let you leave!" 
 
    "Vorlesen!" the elf girl shouted, a strange grin spreading across her face. Goddamn it, was she enjoying this? He thought so. 
 
    "It’s the same fucking thing," he snapped back. As long as he stood in the doorway of the kitchen, he reminded himself, the elf girl couldn’t escape. There was no back door in his grandfather’s house, and no way back to the rest of the house except through that one entrance. 
 
    The elf girl was already shaking her head. "That’s like confusing a sword for a pair of scissors," she accused. 
 
    "Tell me what the fuck it is," Caleb asked. "Why do you want it so badly?" 
 
    She brandished the tool, still grinning. "Come find out, human!" 
 
    He chased the girl around the kitchen island, grabbing at the elf but missing. She scooted around him like a wraith, skidding on the floor as she changed direction, and threw herself away from his path. He dodged, heading back for the door to keep her from escaping, but he needn’t have bothered. She wasn’t going for the exit. 
 
    She ran for the pantry door. Huh? 
 
    The elf girl was a blur of motion. She leapt into the pantry and grabbed the door, slamming it shut an instant before Caleb caught up with her. For a moment, Caleb had the satisfaction of seeing her shadow through the crack between the door and the floor. 
 
    "You know," Caleb said, panting hard, "I was joking before when I said you were an idiot. But that’s a boneheaded move. You’re trapped in there now—" 
 
    He grabbed the handle, but to his surprise, he couldn’t pull the door open. What the hell? 
 
    He tugged harder. The pantry had no lock, just a simple knob. But it was suddenly like the door itself was bolted onto the rest of the wall. Completely unmovable. 
 
    How did she do that? 
 
    He was still wondering when the door opened, catching him in the forehead and knocking him back onto his ass. 
 
    For a second, the world turned black. There was a bright flash of stars in his vision, like he’d gotten his bell rung by a quarterback in a high school football game. He groaned, forcing himself to rise. The elf girl was going to get away! 
 
    He shot to his feet just in time to see the strange woman disappear. For a moment he felt rage, and was certain that she’d run out the door and was seeking shelter in the wilderness of the woods. Then he realized which direction he was staring and confusion took hold of him. 
 
    The elf girl wasn’t running back to the front of the house. 
 
    She was headed down into the basement. 
 
    Even better! Caleb got to his feet with difficulty, groaning. None of the hits he’d taken were that terrible in isolation, but put together they had an almost debilitating effect on his ability to function. He grunted and groaned as he staggered forward, grasping weakly at the knife he’d looted from the strange, elf eared woman. 
 
    This time he had no hesitation. He plunged into the darkness of the cellar, taking the steps as quickly as he dared. He could hear the elf eared girl somewhere below, muttering to herself as she made her way across the concrete. 
 
    “Give it up,” Caleb heard himself say. “You’re trapped. I don’t know why you thought you could escape by running into a goddamn basement, but there’s no way out now. Give me the adze, and start explaining yourself…” 
 
    He reached the bottom of the stairs and trailed off. 
 
    Because what he was looking at was impossible. 
 
    It had to be. 
 
    The elf girl—only now did he realize he’d stopped thinking of her merely as an elf eared girl—stood next to the concrete wall that had so entrance Caleb earlier. Her long, slender fingers caressed the same spot along the chalk that he’d touched when he came down here. Her silver eyes sparkled in the darkness. 
 
    The door was open. 
 
    A path of stone stretched on the other side. Above it lay an inky night sky, like something painted for the cover of a horror novel. A huge, gibbous moon waxed above the clouds, and the trees loomed like weeping willows on either side of the path. The atmosphere was sultry and warm, in marked contrast to the chilly mountain air outside of Caleb’s home. 
 
    His mind desperately searched for something to grasp onto. This was a tunnel leading outside—a screen he’d failed to notice earlier. A clever deception, another trick like the word the elf girl had spoken earlier to dazzle him. 
 
    All of his defense mechanisms failed. Only one truth remained. 
 
    This was a door. With a whole world beyond it. 
 
    Just like his grandfather said. 
 
    The old man wasn’t crazy, Caleb realized. Good God, what have I stumbled into? 
 
    The elf girl paused before the door, turning to glance at him. She winked, flashing a toothy grin. The edges of the gateway glowed with a wan, ethereal light. “See you later, human. Thanks for the vorlesen. This thing’s gonna make me rich—” 
 
    Later, Caleb wouldn’t be able to explain why he did what he did. An impulse seized him, as much caused by the mad desire to prove or disprove that door’s existence as it was by the need to stop the thief. Just as the elf girl turned to step through the door, Caleb let out a roar like a hungry lion and leaped, covering the entire cellar floor in a single motion. 
 
    He tackled her in her lower back, sending her forward through the doorway. Both of them flew directly through the gate, landing on the cobblestone path on the opposite side. They were through it in an instant. 
 
    For the elf girl, it was probably ordinary. For Caleb, it was like nothing he’d ever experienced before. In that single instant, everything changed. 
 
    The world shimmered around him, become as insubstantial as spider’s silk. He had the strangest sensation that everything he’d ever experienced, every memory he’d made and action he’d performed up until that very instant, was somehow false. That he’d been an actor in someone else’s play, a puppet on a string, and that none of the decisions he’d ever made were truly his own. 
 
    He felt like a man who’d been asleep all his life, in an endless coma, who’d only woken up for the first time in that very instant. 
 
    The strangeness and dislocation faded as quickly as it came. The ground that rose to meet him was very real. So was the elf girl and her sleek, fine body, even as she lifted one heel to try and kick him off of her. 
 
    “Fucking human!” she snarled, her eyes glowing faintly. Wind blew over them both, and the air had a smell to it unlike anything that had ever met his nostrils before. “You’d better let me go! The portal’s about to close!” 
 
    With a start, Caleb realized the elf girl was right. The door behind him already looked like less of a door—it was beginning to shrink and distend, like it being sucked away through a giant’s straw. He let out a gasp, his heart hammering against his ribcage at the thought of being stranded in this strange, unfathomable world. 
 
    But he wouldn’t leave without what belonged to him. 
 
    He shoved the elf girl to the side and picked up the adze. As he did so, the dog’s head on the pommel of the tool seemed to wink at him, one ruby flashing as his fingers found the grip. 
 
    The elf girl saw it. “You’re a Crafter?” she gasped, her eyes going as wide as the green moon above their heads. “Oh shit—!” 
 
    The adze unfolded. 
 
    It wasn’t the right word for what the tool did, but it was the only word that made any sense to Caleb. His eyes watered as the thing exploded outward, its pieces snapping into the shape of another door. A portal—this one was right next to them, sucking them inside like the mouth of a great aquatic beast. 
 
    The elf girl opened her mouth to swear, but it was already too late. Both Caleb and the intruder were pulled inside that strange portal. 
 
    A brilliant green light filled Caleb’s eyes, and the world went out like a cheap candle. 
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    “It happens to everybody the first time,” the elf girl assured him in a shaky voice. “I’m feeling it, too. You’ll be alright in a minute.” 
 
    Caleb was on his hands and knees, retching onto the carpet. The feeling of dislocation and dissociation he’d felt when he’d stepped through that door in his grandfather’s cellar was nothing compared to what he’d experienced when that strange portal swallowed both him and the elf girl up. He felt as if someone had taken all of his organs out of his body, shaken them vigorously, then done a half-assed job of shoving them back where they were supposed to be. 
 
    Caleb retched some more, dry heaving. Nothing came up; not even the macaroni he’d had for dinner that night. After a few moments the spasms passed, and he lay down on the floor of the strange new place they’d found themselves in. 
 
    The elf girl’s voice reached him from what felt like a long distance. “Why the fuck didn’t you just tell me you were a Crafter? Shit, we could have saved so much trouble! I never would have tried to steal your vorlesen off you if I’d known…” 
 
    Her mistake meant little to Caleb. She was a thief, plain and simple. She’d broken into his house in the middle of the night to steal his… for lessen? His adze, in any case. 
 
    He didn’t trust this woman, even now that she was trying to make nice. But maybe he could get a few answers out of her. 
 
    It took a few more moments for Caleb to gather the strength to rise. His organs still felt all out of place, and maybe like his dinner had accidentally been moved from his stomach to his pancreas. Rolling over was hard; sitting up was harder. 
 
    Where were they? 
 
    His first thought was that they’d somehow made it outside and wound up at the Ren Faire. A large red circus tent stretched above their heads, the friendly fabric too high to be reached with his fingertips or even a thrown object. The air felt slightly chilly, as if someone had an incredible air conditioning system and wasn’t shy about using it. 
 
    He glanced down—and found himself looking at a distorted version of his own face. 
 
    Caleb scrambled backward, his heart hammering in his chest. For a moment, panic reigned. Then he realized what he was looking at. 
 
    A mirror. Just a mirror. 
 
    A funhouse mirror, by the look of it. It had several curves which caused the glass to look wobbly, distorting the look of the person staring into it. Caleb had seen such things before, though he hadn’t attended a circus since he was a kid. His mom took him shortly after the divorce out of some misguided attempt to assuage her own guilt. He hadn’t enjoyed himself, and the attempt had never been repeated. 
 
    “I should have warned you about that,” the elf girl said. She knelt in the dirt next to him, all leather and buckles and smooth, silvery skin. It was the first real look he’d gotten at the intruder since he’d woken up with her straddling him. Despite his dislike, he couldn’t help but notice how good-looking she was. “You’re never really sure what kind of Item World you’re trapped inside of ahead of time. People say that certain kinds of items are more likely to spawn certain worlds, but there’s definitely an element of chance to the whole thing.” 
 
    Item… World? Chance? 
 
    The elf girl looked around her, making a face. “This one doesn’t seem so bad,” she said, though she sounded like she was trying to reassure herself. “I might make it out of this in one piece, even with an inexperienced human. After all, you’re a Crafter.” 
 
    Another word Caleb didn’t understand. His head pounded—it felt like part of his brain had been squished in the transition between his grandfather’s basement and wherever here was. He wished he had some Advil. 
 
    “Here, drink this,” the elf girl said. She unbuckled a flask from her belt and handed it to him. 
 
    Caleb stared at it, his brows furrowing together. He was thirsty, but…? 
 
    The look on his face must have shown. “What, you think it’s poison?” The elf girl unscrewed the top and squirted a bit of the liquid inside into her mouth, in full view of Caleb. “It’s just water, human. Ordinary stuff. I wouldn’t kill you—I need you too badly. I can’t get out of this place without you!” 
 
    That was news to Caleb. The elf girl’s behavior reassured him enough to taste the water; it was clear and cold. He downed the whole thing in several gulps, feeling refreshed. The headache began to retreat. 
 
    “Shit, you were thirsty,” the elf girl said, hands on her hips. “Ready to stand? Need help?” 
 
    He did, but he wasn’t about to tell her that. “I’ve got it,” Caleb said, getting to his feet with slight difficulty. “Where the hell are we? Who are you? What the fuck is this place?” 
 
    “Lot of questions,” the elf girl said with a faint smile. “I guess the name part is the easiest. I’m Eira. You?” 
 
    “Caleb,” he said, looking the elf girl up and down. “Caleb Holdstock.” 
 
    The elf girl snorted. “I knew your last name, human. Your granddad was practically royalty.” 
 
    Was he? Caleb knew many people back in America would have referred to Gene Holdstock as such, but his own family didn’t seem to think so. In fact, the more he thought about his grandfather, the more he realized how little he really knew about the man. Living in his house was teaching him all sorts of things. 
 
    “Is that why you broke into his house?” Caleb asked. 
 
    Eira nodded. “Heard about the old man’s passing. Very sad. But criminals read the obituaries. Haven’t you heard?” 
 
    Caleb had. It was common practice to station some lesser family member at the homes of the deceased during a funeral, especially if the event was mentioned in the paper. There were too many vultures in the world; people who’d gladly use the opportunity to steal and loot. If Caleb hadn’t been in his grandfather’s will, such a duty might have fallen to him. 
 
    It was funny, when he thought about it that way. 
 
    Suddenly he realized the adze was gone. He looked all around him, searching for the tool, but it was nowhere to be found. He couldn’t see it in the elf girl’s belt, either. 
 
    “Where’s the adze?” he demanded. “Tell me where you hid it!” 
 
    The elf girl’s brows furrowed together. A faint smile spread across her face. “The vorlesen?” 
 
    “Don’t play games with me!” Caleb demanded. “You’re not just some cosplayer, are you? Those ears of yours, they’re real. Everything about you is real, isn’t it? So tell me what you did with my grandfather’s property!” 
 
    His property, now. 
 
    Eira frowned. “You really don’t know anything about being a Crafter, do you?” 
 
    Caleb shook his head. Some of his anger was already beginning to retreat. “I don’t even know what it means.” 
 
    Eira nodded. “Okay. In that case, it’s a good thing I got pulled into that portal with you. You’d be pretty confused if you ended up inside of an Item World alone. You might even start thinking you’d lost your mind!” 
 
    “I’m plenty confused now,” Caleb shot back. “And the thought that I’m insane isn’t far from my mind.” 
 
    “Well, you’re not,” Eira said. “Sorry. Okay, first off—you’re right. I’m not human. I know what you’re talking about when you say cosplayer, and I’ve heard of the dress-up events you humans do. It’s natural for you to confuse me with those people, but I’m not one of them.” She leaned in closer, inviting him to touch her ear. “Go on, grab ’em. You’ll see they’re real.” 
 
    Caleb felt silly doing it, but he tried it all the same. Either Eira’s ears were actually pointed, or she had the best prosthetic job he’d ever seen. But he knew that wasn’t the case. 
 
    It was strange how quickly he’d begun to accept all this. In movies and TV shows, it usually took someone from the real world a long time to accept that things like elves and magic were real. There was even a book series Caleb read as a kid where a guy was pulled into a fantasy world and never believed it was real. 
 
    Maybe he’d been primed by all those movies and TV shows to accept the truth of this. Or maybe it was just obvious. 
 
    He was in another world. There was a magic portal in his grandfather’s basement, and the strange tool in his safe was connected to it somehow. Eira was either an elf, or close enough that anyone in the real world who saw her would call her an elf. 
 
    “I believe you,” Caleb said. “Fuck, I believe all of it. So where’s the vorlesen?”  
 
    It was the first time he’d tried the unfamiliar word on for size. Strangely, it seemed to fit perfectly. 
 
    Eira grimaced. “So, that’s the tough part. We’re kinda, technically, sorta… inside of it right now.” 
 
    Inside of it? 
 
    “That doesn’t make any sense,” Caleb said. “The portal—” 
 
    “The portal took us inside of the vorlesen. It opened up an Item World—probably because the vorlesen hasn’t been fully activated yet. Your grandfather probably disabled it before he put it in that safe, which means it’s up to you to activate it again.” 
 
    Activate the tool. Caleb shook his head, trying to make sense of everything the strange woman was telling him. 
 
    “I don’t get it,” Caleb said flatly. “I just want to know how to get home. How do we leave this place?” 
 
    “Oh, that part’s easy enough,” Eira said. “Take a look.” 
 
    The elf girl pointed. Caleb craned his neck to see, peering down the long corridor of mirrors in which they found themselves. It stretched before them like a funhouse in a carnival, filled with panes of glass, garish patterns, and rings of dirt suitable for a show by clowns, acrobats, or jugglers. A circus indeed. 
 
    All the way at the far end, barely visible from this distance, were a set of stairs. A golden flag lay on either side, fluttering in an invisible breeze. 
 
    “So, an Item World is made up of lots of different stories,” Eira explained. “Usually it’s full of monsters, too, but I’m not seeing any here. I’m not going to question that, by the way—as far as I can see, we’re lucky we’re not up to our necks in kobolds or something like that right now. Maybe your grandfather’s spirit is taking pity on you or something.” 
 
    Pity? Caleb frowned at the elf girl. “Maybe he knows I’ve been through a lot lately,” he said in a low voice. “Like having my house broken into.” 
 
    Eira swallowed hard and flashed an awkward smile. “Look, how long can you really hold that against me? I already told you if I knew you were a Crafter, I wouldn’t have tried to take the vorlesen away from you. It’s a part of you, and Gene clearly wanted you to have it. Besides, a vorlesen with a Crafter is worth way more than one that’s by itself.” 
 
    That didn’t make a lot of sense to Caleb. The fact that the elf girl had referred to his grandfather casually by his first name, like they were friends, set his teeth on edge. 
 
    “You keep saying that word,” Caleb said. “Crafter. I don’t know what it means.” 
 
    Eira sighed. “Why don’t we start heading to the flags?” she asked, nodding in the direction they needed to travel. “The sooner we reach those stairs, the sooner we can get out of here.” 
 
    Caleb wasn’t sure if he liked that. “You tried to run once before.” 
 
    The look on Eira’s face was genuine. “I regret that,” she said, sucking on her teeth. “Like I said, human, if I’d known… I didn’t, but I do now. What do you want me to say?” 
 
    “Sorry would be a good start,” Caleb grunted. 
 
    He took a few steps forward, only to realize the elf girl wasn’t following him. When he turned, he got the shock of his life. 
 
    Eira was down on one knee, her eyes fixed on the ground in front of her feet. 
 
    “Crafter,” she said in a formal tone, “I apologize for interfering with your work. I committed a grievous error, and accept whatever punishment you deem necessary for my transgressions.” Her gaze rose and she looked into his eyes. “My body is yours, should you desire it.” 
 
    Caleb’s jaw dropped. She wasn’t saying what he thought she was saying, was she? 
 
    “That… won’t be necessary,” he said, shaking his head slowly. “Look, just don’t do it anymore, alright? Be nice and don’t try to steal shit from me, and we’ll get along okay going forward.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Eira rose to her feet, and her formal manner evaporated. It was as if she’d put on a mask and taken it off—like her apology was part of some ancient ritual, and she was happy to have finished it. “I knew you wouldn’t try anything funny with me, human. You’d be a pretty big bastard if you made me serve you that way. Especially when I didn’t even know you were a Crafter!” 
 
    Belatedly, Caleb realized that Eira had been serious about her offer. Shit, he thought, shaking his head. This world is crazy. 
 
    “Let’s start there,” he said, holding up a hand. “You’re telling me I’m a Crafter. What the hell is that?” 
 
    Eira gestured down the path. “I’ll explain while we walk. Let’s go, Caleb.” 
 
    Together, they walked. It was a disorienting feeling, like striding through a hall of mirrors that refused to end. The walls were covered in glass, distorting both Caleb and Eira’s reflections until they looked like grim parodies of the people they were. 
 
    Caleb noticed that Eira was on edge, her hand straying to her belt unconsciously over and over again as she felt for a weapon that wasn’t there. He remembered her earlier comment about monsters, and wondered if they were truly as safe inside this ’Item World’ as the elf girl said they were. 
 
    “So, now that we’re friends and all,” Eira said cheerfully, “would you mind giving me back my knife?” 
 
    Caleb glanced down at the weapon in his belt. “No, I don’t think so,” he said after a moment’s thought. “Not yet. You were saying, about Crafters?” 
 
    The elf girl’s face fell. She glanced at the weapon once more, entreating with her eyes, but when it became clear she wasn’t going to get it, she sighed and rolled those same eyes. “Fine, have it your way.” 
 
    “I will.” Caleb couldn’t resist twisting the knife. Metaphorically and literally. 
 
    Eira sighed again. “You know, it’s going to take a long time for us to get out of here if you don’t trust me. A really long time. Plus, you don’t know how to fight monsters and I do.” 
 
    “I thought you said there weren’t any monsters in here.”  
 
    “I said I think there are no monsters in here,” Eira shot back. “I don’t know for sure. Nobody does—not until they open up an Item World and see what’s inside.” 
 
    Caleb nodded. “I want to trust you, Eira. But, I mean, you were just trying to rob me.” 
 
    “I apologized for that,” she insisted. “I even did it in the old way, so you know I mean it. I really do feel bad about what I did, Caleb. I was desperate, okay? I had my reasons.” 
 
    Caleb didn’t particularly care what those reasons were. “It’s kind of hard for me to think the two of us are cool when you held a knife to my throat.” 
 
    Eira’s smile looked a trifle forced. “What if I agree to tell you what you want to know? All about Crafters, and the Item World, and what that vorlesen can do for you once you figure out how to use it!” 
 
    Caleb frowned. “You’ll do that anyway, Eira. You owe me.” 
 
    She laughed. “You’re kidding me.” 
 
    “Not at all. You would have been better off if I had taken you up on your offer, Eira. At least then I’d feel like I owed you something, and had to get you out of here.” 
 
    “Me?” The elf girl looked shocked. “I’m the one getting you out of here, human! You’re lost without me…” 
 
    Caleb was already shaking his head again. “I’ve just got to head for the gold flag. Like this is a Mario level, and I’m trying to get to the castle. Sounds pretty simple, actually.” 
 
    “I have no idea what that means,” Eira whispered. 
 
    “What it means,” Caleb shot back, “is you’re just as trapped in here as I am. Except I’ve got a weapon and you don’t. So if those monsters show up, you’re kind of screwed, aren’t you?” 
 
    A look of amazement slowly dawned on Eira’s face. “You really are Gene’s grandson, aren’t you? Shit, I made one hell of a mistake trying to rob you…” 
 
    “You did,” Caleb agreed. “You’re going to be paying for it for a while, but if you keep your head about you, this might end up going alright for you. Now let’s get moving. You can explain things to me on the way.” 
 
    Eira looked pissed, but couldn’t say no. “Great. Turns out I’m serving you after all. And I don’t even get orgasms in the deal!” 
 
    “Get moving,” Caleb said with a half-smile. “I want to get back to my own world already.” 
 
    Together, they made their way through the funhouse. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Caleb had been walking through the Item World for ten minutes when he first saw the shadow in the mirror. 
 
    At least, he was pretty sure it had been ten minutes. He couldn’t quite tell, as his cell phone no longer worked. Whatever magic existed beyond the chalk door in his grandfather’s basement seemed to scramble technology—when he looked down at his phone, all he saw was a mass of random pixels. 
 
    He was looking up from the phone for the fourth or fifth time when he saw it. Something flashed in the glass directly ahead of him—this mirror made him look as if he was seven feet tall, with cartoonishly long legs and a tiny stub of a torso. He blinked, turning his head this way and that, but the shadow was already gone. He dismissed it. 
 
    Caleb cleared his throat. “You were going to tell me about Crafters,” he prompted. 
 
    Eira had been quiet ever since they’d started on their way. He could tell the elf girl didn’t like that he wouldn’t give back her knife, and that she’d probably be a whole hell of a lot nicer and more talkative with her weapon. But Caleb liked holding onto it. Just in case. 
 
    Eira glanced over at him, her silver eyes flashing. “I don’t see why I should,” she grumbled. 
 
    Caleb sighed. Just my luck, he thought. I’m stuck here with a girl who has the face of an elf, the body of a goddess, and the attitude of a rabid weasel.  
 
    Well, there was nothing to be done about it now. His best course of action would be to get out of here as soon as possible. Once he was out of the ’Item World’ and back in the land beyond the door, maybe he could get some answers. 
 
    Thinking about that led him to a natural question. “Eira?” 
 
    The elf girl looked up. She’d been examining herself in a mirror that made her look even more busty than usual. “Hmm?” 
 
    “The land outside of the Item World. The one on the other side of my grandfather’s door. What is it? What’s it called?” 
 
    For a moment, he thought Eira wasn’t going to reply. Her gaze flickered to the knife, then back to his face. Then she sighed, something inside of her finally giving. Maybe she’d realized that this journey truly was going to be boring if she kept giving him the silent treatment. 
 
    “This place is known as the Wyrdworld,” the elf girl explained, glancing back at him over her shoulder. “For many reasons.” 
 
    Wyrdworld? “Sounds creepy,” Caleb said, thinking as he walked. “Like it ought to be full of dead people or something like that.” 
 
    Eira was already shaking her head. “Wyrd is just an old word for ‘fate’,” she explained, gesturing at the tent in which they were trapped. “We elves tend to think a lot of fate. Not like you humans. You just go about your days without ever really thinking of destiny.”  
 
    “How would you know what humans think?” 
 
    She grinned. “A lot of girls like to come up to your world specifically to hook up with humans. They tend to gossip when they come back.” 
 
    Caleb caught himself coughing almost uncontrollably. “Pardon?” 
 
    A knowing smile flickered across Eira’s face. “God, you’re such a prude, aren’t you? I should have known when you didn’t take me up on my offer. Most Earth boys would jump for joy at the chance to hook up with an elf…” 
 
    “Most Earth boys didn’t have that elf hold a knife to their neck. And before you make the joke, no, I’m not the sort of guy who’s into that stuff. So don’t even go there.” 
 
    “I wasn’t gonna!” Eira protested. But there was a naughty little smile on her face, all the same. 
 
    “The Wyrdworld,” Caleb repeated, trying to process it all. A world beneath the real world, where things like elves existed. Not to mention magical tools that opened portals in reality when you tried to use them. A real never never land… 
 
    Something clicked in his head. 
 
    “Other girls,” he muttered. “You mean there’s supernatural creatures coming and going all the time through the door in my granddad’s basement?” 
 
    It was absurd, but the thought that jumped to his mind when he thought of it was that constant supernatural visitors were going to make it way harder for him to sell the mansion. Not too many buyers wanted to purchase a haunted house. 
 
    Eira snickered at the idea. “There’s lots of portals between Earth and the Wyrdworld,” she said, ticking them off on her fingers. “Acheron, Taenerum, Centralia PA. There’s that one field in Sicily, and there’s always the portals under the DMV…” 
 
    Caleb wasn’t sure if the elf was joking about that last part or not. 
 
    “The point is, there’s lots of ways to get in and out of the Wyrdworld,” Eira said. “Getting in and out of Item Worlds is a hell of a lot harder, though.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” Caleb said. “We’re in a world inside of a world. How’d we get into this predicament, anyway?” 
 
    “You started it,” Eira said, sticking out her tongue. “If I’d known you were a Crafter—” 
 
    “You wouldn’t have tried to steal the adze,” Caleb said, waving the elf’s words away with a gesture. “I know. You’ve apologized for it several times now.” 
 
    “Not what I meant,” Eira said, putting her hands on her hips. “What I was saying was, if I knew you were a Crafter I wouldn’t have let you activate the vorlesen within the Wyrdworld’s borders. Not until you’d had some training in the proper way to operate it.” 
 
    The tool had sent them both here. When Caleb touched it, it exploded—and opened a portal that sent them to this Item World both of them were stranded in. He had something to do with all that, though he still wasn’t quite sure what. 
 
    “To be honest, I’m shocked your granddad didn’t leave you a note or something explaining all this.” Eira rubbed the back of her neck as she spoke, a gesture that was mirrored by dozens of reflections as they walked beneath the big top. “From everything I’ve heard about Gene Holdstock, he was a pretty well-prepared guy. It’s strange that he didn’t give his heir the tools he needed to claim his inheritance.” 
 
    “I think he did,” Caleb said. The hair on the back of his neck stood up. “He left a note on the door in the basement. It referenced another letter he was supposed to have sent me, but I never got it.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Eira’s face grew serious, and she nodded. “Maybe someone from the Serpent squad grabbed it.” 
 
    Serpent? The word made Caleb give a start. His uncle’s last note had mentioned serpents. 
 
    “What the hell are the Serpents?” he asked. The words came out a touch harsher than he’d intended. 
 
    Eira gave him an odd, hushed look. “People who don’t like it when there’s commerce between your world and mine. They were always trying to stop Gene, from what I understand. He was the most gifted Crafter I ever heard of.” 
 
    Caleb paused next to another floor to ceiling mirror. He thought for a moment that he’d seen a shadow in its corner, but when he looked at the spot where it would have been in the tent, there was nothing there. 
 
    “You still haven’t explained to me what a Crafter is,” he said firmly. “You’ve been awfully coy about that part of all this.” 
 
    Eira squared her shoulders and sighed. “A Crafter is… extremely important. And powerful. It’s kind of difficult to explain why that is. I’d really hoped your grandpa might have clued you into it before he kicked the bucket.” 
 
    A flicker of annoyance showed on Caleb’s face. “I’m sorry, he didn’t. You’ll just have to enlighten me.” 
 
    Eira stopped walking and gathered her thoughts. “A blacksmith can make a sword or a shield. Down here, they can make a pretty good one, even if you’re not willing to pay a wing and a leg. Apothecaries can make potions, herbalists can make medicine, wizards can write spells…” 
 
    “All things which I was not. Nor my grandfather.” 
 
    “I’m getting to it. Other professions can make things, but only a Crafter can make them better. You have a very special gift, Caleb.” 
 
    Caleb frowned. Eira ’s explanation didn’t make a lot of sense. She could see it, too. 
 
    “Look, let’s say someone gave you a jug of poison.” Eira held her hands up quickly, forestalling any questions from him. “I’m not going to say I would do that, human! This is just an example. Say they had a jug of poison and they wanted you to purify it. To use your Crafter powers on it.” 
 
    “Okay,” Caleb said, playing along. “How would I do that?” 
 
    “You’d touch it with the vorlesen,” the elf explained, her eyes gleaming with excitement. “And you’d open a portal into it. Into the world inside of it.” 
 
    There’s a world inside of poison? Caleb thought. If there was a circus inside of his grandfather’s old adze, then he supposed there could be a universe inside of just about anything. 
 
    “You run through the Item World, make it to the end of the first floor, and leave,” Eira explained. “When you pop back out of the portal, the poison is gone—instead, the jug is just full of gross river water.” 
 
    “So I purify it by… what? Undergoing trials?” 
 
    “Something like that. Here’s where it gets interesting.” 
 
    “It’s plenty interesting already,” Caleb said, but Eira was already headlong into her next point. 
 
    “Say you went to the end of the Item World, then went up the stairs instead of leaving. You’d find yourself on a whole other level of the world—what those in the crafting business call a Stratum. If you fought your way through the second stratum of that vial of poison and then left the Item World, it wouldn’t be gross river water any longer. It’d be cool, clean water that’s safe to drink.” 
 
    “I’d be refining it further,” Caleb said, the concept clicking in his head. Isn’t that curious… 
 
    “Right! And if you went up another Stratum, you might turn it from poison into a healing potion.” Eira was really getting into this now. “The sky’s the limit—literally. But each Stratum is harder than the ones that came before. Only really experienced Crafters can clear multiple Stratums in the same Item World—your grandfather was one of those, from what I’ve heard. He could literally do miracles.” 
 
    Interesting. Despite how crazy it all sounded, Caleb found himself intrigued by the general prospect. The idea of exchanging effort for refinement felt like a fair trade, and the idea that the item in question could become just about anything that was better than what it had been before filled his head with possibilities. 
 
    This is what I can do, Caleb thought. This is what my grandfather tried to tell me about before he died. Now I wish I’d found this letter he wrote me. 
 
    Something else had just occurred to him, too. 
 
    “So this Item World, it’s inside of my uncle’s Crafting tool?” Caleb asked. “This thing you keep calling a For Lessen?” 
 
    “Vorlesen,” Eira corrected, rolling the first syllable like a German teacher. “And yes. It lost its power when its Crafter died, so it’s more or less inert. Clearing the first Stratum of the Item World will turn it back on, and allow you to start Crafting for yourself.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” He glanced to the side a moment, chasing another shadow, but it was gone before he could focus on it. “I have two questions about that, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    Eira smiled. “Sure,” she said, spreading her hands. “Ask away. But we really should get out of here soon. I know this place looks empty as shit, but it’s probably anything but.” 
 
    You have no idea, Caleb thought. “Okay, first question. Do you remember when you were straddling me with that knife against my neck, and I tried to tell you how much my grandfather’s adze was worth?” 
 
    Eira grimaced, as if she’d rather forget that she’d ever threatened Caleb. “Yes. You said it was worth a couple thousand of your Earth dollars, and you didn’t understand why someone would risk imprisonment in order to steal it.” A smirk tugged at the corner of her mouth. “Hopefully you understand better now.” 
 
    “I think I do. The vorlesen’s worth a hell of a lot more in your world, right?” 
 
    Eira let out a little noise that sounded like shah. “Are you kidding me? We’re inside of Gene Holdstock’s vorlesen. This thing is worth a fortune!” 
 
    And that, Caleb thought, would be why you stole it. 
 
    He wasn’t sure what he was going to do with that information just yet. Probably nothing. But he tucked it away in his back pocket, just in case. 
 
    “Alright, second question.” He gestured at the far end of the big top tent. “If we’re inside of my grandfather’s Crafting tool, why don’t we take the stairs instead of capturing the flag?” 
 
    Caleb thought he’d already seen the limits of Eira’s shock. He was wrong. The beautiful elf gave a start like she’d been slapped, her eyes filling with horror. 
 
    “Are you kidding me? hat’s suicide, Caleb!” 
 
    “You said every floor refines the object even more. From the way you described it, it sounds like there’s a compound effect—like going up a floor increases the amount of the refining. I’m actually starting to suspect there’s an exponential effect to it, if you can climb high enough in the Item World…” 
 
    Eira looked like she wanted to slap him. “Look, I realize you’re completely new at this,” she whispered, stepping closer. “But we’re actually really, really lucky that we’re not swimming in monsters right now. I suspect your grandfather actually put a charm or something on this vorlesen, to keep monsters away on the first Stratum. Trust me when I say we should get out of here as soon as possible. Refining a vorlesen isn’t like making a potion or a shield better, Caleb. It’s a slog that even experienced crafters have difficulty with—” 
 
    “You’re wrong,” Caleb blurted. 
 
    Eira went cross eyed. “I know what I’m talking about,” the elf hissed. “You need to listen to me—” 
 
    “Not about that.” He slowly turned, gesturing at one of the wobbly mirrors along the walls. “You’re wrong about my uncle putting a charm on this place. About there not being any monsters here on the first Stratum.” He spoke in a whisper. “There’s one right there.” 
 
    Eira turned on a heel. The shadow in the glass was gone in an instant, but not quickly enough that the elf girl didn’t see it leave. Eira stood as still as a statue for a long time after the shadow was gone. Her nails dug into her palms so deeply that Caleb wondered if they bled. 
 
    “That is very, very bad,” she whispered. “You should really give me that knife, Caleb.” 
 
    Should he? Part of him wanted to keep it for himself. God only knew which of them the shadow monster would decide was the easier prey. If the thing sprang from the shadows at him, he wanted to be armed. 
 
    “You’re sure you won’t just stab me with it?” Caleb asked. 
 
    Eira shook her head, giving him a look that was as serious as any Girl Scout’s. “I won’t,” she said, making a sign between her breasts. “I wouldn’t have done it before, and I won’t do it now. Especially now that I know you’re a Crafter.” 
 
    Caleb frowned. “Why would that make a difference?” 
 
    Eira let out a little laugh. “You haven’t figured it out yet, have you? Crafters are incredibly important to the Wyrdworld’s economy. If you make it out of this with a working vorlesen, you’re going to be one rich human. You might even wind up serving in the Celestial Senate!” 
 
    Political office was the last thing Caleb wanted in his life. The rest of Eira’s sentence didn’t make him feel particularly good, either.  
 
    “So I’m just a meal ticket to you, then?” he asked, sounding shocked. “That’s it?” 
 
    Eira looked like she’d been slapped. He could tell the accusation hurt her, even if there was a smidgeon of truth to it. A look of shame flooded the elf girl’s face, and suddenly she had trouble meeting his eyes. 
 
    “You are not just a meal ticket to me,” she said. “I’m sorry, Caleb. I really am. If I hadn’t needed this so badly, I never would have come here. I wouldn’t have done any of this.” 
 
    Caleb snorted. “I’m not sure about that,” he said, shaking his head. “Every time I start to think you might be alright, you let a little bit of the mask slip with stuff like that ’rich human’ crack. I think you’re just a thief.” 
 
    Eira’s ears flattened against her head. “I am not!” 
 
    Her denial was so strong and sharp that Caleb was thrown off for a moment. But just a moment. “From where I’m standing, that’s exactly what you are.” He gestured around him, at the circus tent and the weird mirrors. At the Item World he’d found himself trapped inside of. “You broke into my home, stole my property, and brought me to this fucked up place without my permission. Sounds like a thief to me.” 
 
    Eira had the decency to look ashamed. “You don’t understand the first thing about me,” she protested, crossing her arms over her chest. Her gaze traveled to the ground between her feet, her look of shame deepening. “You don’t know what I’ve been through. And if you knew anything about the Wyrdworld, you’d realize that apologizing in the old way ought to be more than enough to convince you!” 
 
    “Unfortunately for you, I’m a pretty new school guy.” 
 
    But he was beginning to wonder. Would the right thing to do be giving the woman the weapon to defend herself with? Or would it be hanging onto the knife, and using it to protect her if the shadow monster struck? 
 
    He had little time to wonder about it. In the corner of his eye, he noticed a dark stain on one of the funhouse mirrors. Something was sneaking up on them, trying its best not to be noticed. Caleb’s grip tightened on the hilt of Eira’s knife. 
 
    “Eira,” he said, trying his best to keep his tone neutral and conversational. “Don’t move.” 
 
    She stiffened up, her back like a metal rod. “It’s right behind me, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes. Just stay calm. Give me a second.” 
 
    He waited as the shadow drew closer. As it filled the silvery space of the mirror, he thought he could see protrusions sticking out of either side of the intruder’s head—like horns. A demon? Some kind of deer monster? 
 
    Caleb wasn’t sure. But whatever it was, he was going to destroy it. 
 
    It came closer. And closer. And… 
 
    Now! 
 
    Caleb twisted at the waist and swung. The figure stood inches behind Eira, so close that the elf girl was forced to duck and roll across the dirt floor of the circus tent to avoid the knife. The thing that had emerged from the mirror shuddered, too startled to move out of the way in time. 
 
    Got you! 
 
    Caleb stabbed with the knife—and froze. 
 
    The black blade of Eira’s knife hovered in the air, inches away from the target’s face. The intruder stared at the weapon without fear, gazing past it to the young man it had been stalking through the funhouse world all of this time. 
 
    “Myau!” the catgirl said. 
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    “Oh no,” Eira said, the color draining from her face. “Caleb, stay back! Don’t touch it!” 
 
    What? Caleb relaxed, his fingers no longer tensing around the hilt of the black blade. It was no monster that stood before him. Monsters weren’t this cute. 
 
    The top of the catgirl’s head only came up to the middle or so of Caleb’s chest. She had large, expressive eyes, sandy brown fur and a wide, friendly smile. The protrusions he’d taken for horns were merely the creature’s ears, which stood out from the sides of her head the way he’d seen in dozens of TV shows and anime series. In fact, the way she looked was so stereotypical that he was thrown off of his game for a few seconds. 
 
    “Myu!” the catgirl purred. She lifted her paws, and Caleb saw that she was wearing a short black dress with a frilly white apron. A big pink bow rested at the hollow of her throat, with a choker keeping it fastened around her neck. 
 
    She’s cute, Caleb thought. A little small, sure. But far from the weirdest thing I’ve seen today. 
 
    “Caleb!” Eira’s voice cracked like a whip behind him. “Step away from the malkini! Now!” 
 
    Huh? Caleb glanced over his shoulder. Eira had recovered from her roll and was standing a short distance away, her face pale with shock. From the way she stared at the cuddly creature standing in front of Caleb, he would have thought it was a demon who’d come out of the mirror. 
 
    “Step away from the what?” Caleb asked. “What’s the big deal? It’s a catgirl.” 
 
    The creature let out another gentle meow sound as he turned back toward her, then knelt down a bit and stuck her head in his direction. 
 
    She wants me to pet her, Caleb thought. 
 
    “Aww, she’s cute!” he said, stroking the side of the catgirl’s face. Or malkini, whatever Eira wanted to call her. “Shit, to think I almost stabbed you! You should have let us know you were coming.” 
 
    “It is not a catgirl,” Eira said in a tight voice. “It’s a creature called a malkini, Caleb. And they are a plague on the Wyrdworld!” 
 
    Caleb didn’t see how something as cute as the catgirl could be a plague.  
 
    “Of course she’s cute,” Eira continued. “That’s how they get you! Thy ensnare humans, radiating an aura of adorability in order to compel people to… STOP PETTING HER!”e 
 
    Caleb had started doing it without even realizing. He was just so used to petting cats; when one came up to you, it was the most natural thing in the world to give it a quick rub or a pat. 
 
    “I don’t see what’s so wrong with it,” Caleb said. “What did you say she has? An aura of adorability? Yeah, I can definitely see that.” He glanced up from the catgirl to the elf girl staring at him. “You said this thing is a monster—?” 
 
    The malkini’s claws dug into his arm. 
 
    “Ah!” Caleb kept a smile on his face, but there was pain in it, too. “Alright, good kitty. There’s no reason to claw me, now. We’re just passing through, giving you some love!” 
 
    “Shit,” Eira hissed. She was next to him in an instant, grabbing at the malkini. “Let him go, you… you harridan! You succubus! You virago!” 
 
    Eira’s vocabulary was growing more arcane by the minute. If he didn’t do something to stop her, she’d pull out the really antiquated terms. 
 
    The malkini resisted being dislodged from Caleb’s side. Every time he tried to move the catgirl, her claws flashed from her furry paws, digging into him. He didn’t really want to push her away, truth be told, but Eira was pretty insistent. 
 
    The catgirl let out a yowl as Eira grabbed at her tail. Now that Caleb looked, he noticed that it was much longer than an ordinary cat’s, and the end had several barbs sticking from the fur. It made him think of a whip, and wondered if the malkini could use her appendage in such a manner when threatened. 
 
    He tried to picture those barbs piercing his skin. He shuddered. 
 
    “Alright, kitty,” Caleb said, trying to strike a reasonable pose. The cat was cute, no doubt about that, but he and Eira had work to do. The sooner they got out of the Item World the better, as far as he was concerned. “This has been fun, but you need to let me go now. I can’t spend all day petting a cat…” 
 
    A strange smile flickered across the malkini’s face. “Brah!” 
 
    Caleb felt his brows furrowing together. “Did that… did that catgirl just call me brah?” 
 
    “Don’t listen to her!” Eira sounded more distressed with each passing moment. “Malkini are everywhere in Item Worlds—they’re a major problem in the Wyrdworld.” 
 
    A sense of unease filled Caleb’s stomach. “They are?” 
 
    Eira nodded. “They were part of a fad a couple of decades ago; the perfect pet for any goblin or pixie. The company that made them used the slogan ’a familiar that’s a little more familiar’. They sold millions of the damn things, and then they started breeding!” 
 
    “Brah!” The malkini sounded more sure of herself now; she clung to Caleb with a desperation that felt almost sensual. “Look in my eyes, brah! Come on!” 
 
    “She’s talking,” Caleb muttered. “You didn’t tell me these things could talk!” 
 
    Eira’s eyes rolled toward the ceiling as she sighed. “They take on the attributes of whoever they spend time around,” she said in a desultory tone. “Around humans, it’s common for them to use human slang. This one’s going to just get more and more talkative the longer she spends around you!” 
 
    The malkini rubbed up against Caleb, letting out a long and lustrous purr. Only now did he feel the soft, budding breasts against his side, or see the way the malkini’s tail curled around his upper thigh. 
 
    Was this a sex thing? 
 
    “You mentioned breeding,” he said, all the good cheer gone from his voice. 
 
    “Yeah, brah!” The malkini let out a little giggle, her eyes glowing with a pale pink light. It was the same shade as her bowtie, and looking at it made Caleb want to look at it even more. “Let’s breed, brah! Ain’t I cute? Come on, let’s go be cute together!” 
 
    There was something really wrong about this. 
 
    “No, I’m… I’m not interested in a relationship right now,” Caleb muttered. He tried to pull away, but his slightest movement caused the malkini’s claws to prick him. Now that she had her tail around his upper thigh, she could use those barbs of hers to do some very nasty things to some sensitive parts of his anatomy if he tried to escape her grasp. 
 
    “They’re a plague on the Wyrdworld,” Eira growled. Her fingers tugged at the malkini’s dress, trying without success to scoot both of them closer to the flag at the end of the path. “There’s so many of them that people use them for all kinds of things. Industrial slaves, cannon fodder—I’ve heard of mad scientists who use them for all kinds of experiments, even.” 
 
    “That sounds cruel,” Caleb said. Despite the odd, lewd behavior of the catgirl, he certainly didn’t want her to get blown up or experimented on. 
 
    Eira snickered. “They’re not sentient in the way that you and I are.” With a sigh, she let the malkini go, admitting defeat. “Talking to one is like talking to a chatbot. A really horny chatbot, who wants affection in whatever way they can get it.” 
 
    “Brah! My eyes are up here, brah!” The malkini pursed her pouty lips, then flashed a toothy grin. Her eyes glowed in the light of the big tent, and the way she rubbed Caleb was getting lewder than before. “Look at me! Keep petting me! Feed me! Feed me, human!” 
 
    “Don’t look in her eyes,” Eira said. The elf girl straightened up with a sigh and walked around Caleb, glancing down at the malkini wrapped around his leg. “Give me the knife. I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    What!? “You are not going to kill this girl,” Caleb said. “Nuh uh.” 
 
    “She’s not a girl!” Eira shouted. “She’s a plague! Haven’t you wondered why so many female elves and other magical creatures sneak into the human world to get laid?” 
 
    “I hadn’t really thought about it,” Caleb said, wiggling his leg. “Mostly I’m still in survival mode right now.” 
 
    Eira rolled her eyes. “Half the men of the Wyrdworld are holed up with their malkinis,” she said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “Once they get in your house, they never leave. They’re needy, and insistent with those claws. Once a demon or an elf invites them in for a little nookie, he can’t get them to leave. And they multiply.” 
 
    Caleb could imagine. “Alright,” he said, still shaking his leg. “But that doesn’t mean we can just kill this one!” 
 
    “Brah! Pet me, brah!” The malkini was sounding even more like a human girl now—though one with a California accent and a surfer’s vocabulary. Why choose that persona, of all things? “Come on, I’m so fluffy! Petting a cat releases endorphins and drops your stress levels!” 
 
    “Touch that cat,” Eira warned him gravely, “and you’ll never stop touching it.” 
 
    Caleb was really in a bind, wasn’t he? There was no way to get the malkini off him without serious damage. The claws in his leg wouldn’t be too bad, though they’d certainly hurt like a bitch. But that barbed tail, so close to his manhood… 
 
    Well. He didn’t want to think of what might happen. 
 
    Maybe he could just pet the poor malkini… 
 
    His hand was next to her face before he knew what he was doing. The pale pink glow in the catgirl’s eyes filled him like a strong drink, the aura of adorability piercing him all the way to the back of his skull. He sensed he was about to give in—that nothing would matter much to him except petting this cute catgirl. 
 
    If he lost himself, would Eira stab the poor malkini to save him? Or would she snatch back the knife and leave him here? 
 
    The thought was intolerable. 
 
    “Caleb, stop!” Eira warned. “No, don’t do it—!” 
 
    He reached for the malkini’s furry face. Her eyes glowed like a firework, like a fireworks display he’d never, ever want to stop staring at. She was so cute… 
 
    The walls of the Item World shuddered. 
 
    It was as if an earthquake had just hit the universe inside the tent. Caleb lost his balance, nearly toppling over, and the malkini went right along with him. The catgirl extended her claws a touch, digging in, but didn’t hurt him too bad. 
 
    What the hell was that? A warning? A message? 
 
    Whatever it was, he felt like himself again. He blinked. 
 
    And looked up into the funhouse mirror on the opposite side of the hall. 
 
    The tremor had loosed it from its frame, tilting it so that its reflection was even more distorted than most of the ones in the funhouse. Unlike most of the glass in that big tent, this one was angled in such a way that it showed an extreme close up—what would likely have been the nose or the face of someone looking at it while passing by. 
 
    At the crooked angle it had fallen, it showed the top of the catgirl’s head. Directly between her ears. 
 
    Something clicked in Caleb’s brain, and he got an idea. 
 
    “Here, kitty kitty,” he said, patting the cat right on the top of its head. The malkini’s hair was as soft and ethereal as spun silk, a rich carpet for his fingers. He felt something pass between himself and the malkini as he touched that special spot on the top of her head. It was a headpat for the ages. 
 
    The claws retreated from his leg. 
 
    “Oh nooooo!” The malkini rolled onto her back, sticking all four legs in the air and rocking back and forth. “Cuteness overload!” 
 
    Caleb was free! He hopped backward, putting Eira between him and the malkini. If it tried another adorability attack, he wanted it aimed at the elf girl, and not him—she seemed to know how to resist the creature’s charms better than he did. 
 
    Eira stared at the cat, her jaw open. Then she turned to Caleb and stared at him like she was seeing him for the very first time. 
 
    “What the hell did you just do?” she demanded. 
 
    “Headpats!” the malkini cried. Her despair mixed with the utter cuteness coursing through her body, a kawaii overload that sparked across her limbs like electric current. “The secret weakness of all malkini!” 
 
    Eira stared. “Bullshit,” she spat. “Plenty of Wyrdworld citizens have patted you people on the head! If that was the answer, it would be simple!” 
 
    “You’ve gotta do it riiiiight, brah!” the catgirl moaned. She kept rocking back and forth, her eyes rolling back in her head and her tongue lolling out of the side of her mouth. “Ah, that human knows just how to pat!” 
 
    “Well,” Eira said, grabbing Caleb by the shoulder. “I’ve learned something new today. Let’s get the hell out of here before she recovers—” 
 
    “Wait!” the malkini shrieked. 
 
    Caleb turned. The catgirl wasn’t back on her feet yet, but there was a desperate look in her eyes. And something else, too, beneath all of that. 
 
    “You can’t be allowed to spread our secret!” the malkini insisted. She pointed at him with a furry paw, a single claw escaping from her index finger. “I’m sorry, human, but I have to ensnare you with my cuteness! I can’t let you go!” 
 
    Laughter bubbled in the back of Caleb’s throat. He’d been primed by Eira to expect fantastic, sensational things in the Wyrdworld and inside of Item Worlds, but this was utterly ridiculous. A living catgirl who overwhelmed her targets with cuteness? A whole plague of them, spreading through Eira’s world and demanding headpats? 
 
    It was too absurd to be believed. 
 
    “Good luck,” Caleb shot over his shoulder. “Come on, Eira. You’re right. We need to get out of here.” 
 
    They were ten steps away from the malkini when her shriek split the Item World. 
 
    “Cute Catgirl Squad, Assemble!” the catgirl cried, her voice rising higher and higher. The walls of the big tent shook for the second time in as many minutes, and this time there was no hidden message or help in it. “Stop that human! Overwhelm him with your cuteness!” 
 
    The floor rumbled. More shadows appeared in the mirrors surrounding the funhouse—lots of them. Dozens, if Caleb had to guess. 
 
    Eira grabbed his hand. “Run!” the elf girl shrieked, pointing at the flag. “We’ve got to get out of here, now!” 
 
    Caleb ran. 
 
    The next few moments passed in a blur. As Caleb and Eira raced through the circus tent, the mirrors around them began to shudder and shake. Malkini spilled from the reflective surfaces. 
 
    He’d been wrong about their number. There were way more than dozens. Hundreds. 
 
    They shot from the glass, peeked out from around it, dropped from the folds of the ceiling. They must have been watching Caleb and Eira since they’d arrived in the Item World, just waiting for their chance to ensnare the travelers with their extreme cuteness. Suddenly there was a rich carpet of writhing, adorable bodies standing between Caleb and his goal. 
 
    “Shit!” Eira drew up short, her hand reaching for a knife that was no longer at her belt. “They’re blocking us! There’s nowhere to run!” 
 
    The front row of malkini struck the cutest poses they could. Their eyes grew big and wide, their lips trembling as they knelt on the sand and begged for cuddles. 
 
    “Myaaaaau!” one roared, rolling onto her back to show off her furry belly. 
 
    “Brah!” one cried, lifting a hand and twirling her tail like a rope. “Brah!” 
 
    Caleb refused to be swayed. “I’ve got this,” he informed his companion. “Get behind me!” 
 
    For a miracle, Eira did as he asked. The elf girl hissed something about hoping he knew what he was doing, but she didn’t protest as she took her place at his back. He felt her dig her fingers into his shoulders, and was grateful that she didn’t even try to get her hands on the knife. 
 
    The first few malkini pouted and preened, trying to get Caleb’s attention. He knew their tricks now, though. 
 
    He grabbed the first one he could see and gave her head a vigorous patting. 
 
    The malkini fell backward as if hit with a cannon. She howled in a mixture of pleasure and despair, pink sparks rippling up and down her arms and legs as she experienced cuteness overload. Her hair stood up in patches from the energy. 
 
    “Braaaah!” the felled malkini whimpered. “Brah, it’s sooooo cute! I can’t even!” 
 
    Caleb didn’t stop there. He waded into the field of catgirls, both hands moving as quickly as he could. Catgirl after catgirl received headpats, and each one he touched fell away as if they were the ones who’d gotten too much attention, rather than the other way around. 
 
    For every one he pet, another six gathered around him. He felt claws digging into his legs, whiplike tails wrapping around his thighs. Eira’s fingers dug deeper into his shoulders as she hissed, doing her best to kick the cute catgirls away from them both. 
 
    “There’s too many of them!” the elf girl insisted. “Give me the knife! I’ll cut our way out!” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Caleb shouted back. “It’ll be a massacre if I give you that knife!” 
 
    He felt Eira huff behind him, but the elf girl didn’t dare do anything else. She was far too busy holding on for dear life. 
 
    Caleb played the bongos with the heads of the malkini in front of him. More popped up, like he was playing whack-a-mole at an arcade with a special catgirl theme. Dimly, he worried about doing damage to the poor things by patting their heads so hard, but they seemed to like it. The harder he pet them, the longer the cuteness overload lasted. 
 
    Soon there was a river of downed malkini behind Caleb and Eira. The gold flag was in sight—it waited little more than a stone’s throw away, with a set of winding stairs sitting next to it. Those stairs wound up and up, improbably disappearing into the red fabric of the big top’s roof like they led to some other level of reality. Which was exactly the case. 
 
    Caleb no longer felt any temptation to try the stairs. To be perfectly honest, he didn’t give a shit what might lay on the second Stratum of the Item World inside of his grandfather’s vorlesen. This first floor was difficult enough to navigate. 
 
    With more and more catgirls hanging from his body, Caleb advanced step by step. Meows and purrs and brah’s filled the air as the tiny, lewd creatures clung to every part of his and Eira’s bodies. The pair were so close now—just a few more steps… 
 
    Suddenly the malkini all let go at once. 
 
    The move was so unexpected that Caleb tumbled forward, his momentum sending him to the ground. Eira slammed into his back, falling right along with him, her elbow hitting him between the shoulders and knocking the wind out of him. He struggled to rise, but the elf girl was wrapped around the lower half of his body as tightly as any malkini. He was tempted to kick her away, but didn’t want to hurt her. 
 
    A shadow fell over them both. 
 
    Caleb looked up. Standing in front of the stairs, the light from the roof of the big top gleaming off her helmet, was a malkini wearing a suit of armor. A sword as long as Caleb was tall hung from the creature’s belt, dragging along the floor like a second tail. He couldn’t see how the malkini could possibly draw it. 
 
    “Halt, brah!” the furry catgirl purred, giggling. “You’re under arrest!” 
 
    Arrest? Caleb moaned, trying to lift himself up off the floor. 
 
    “What the hell am I under arrest for?”  
 
    A manic grin spread across the malkini’s face. “You’ve committed dozens of first-degree headpats! Along with aggravated refusal to submit to cuteness!” 
 
    As if this couldn’t get any weirder, Caleb thought. The Wyrdworld is bonkers! 
 
    “Get out of my way,” he said, scrambling to his feet. The golden flag was barely more than a few yards away. The stairs were close too, but he’d already decided not to bother with those. If this was what was waiting for them on the first Stratum, then God only knew what horrors lurked on the second floor. 
 
    A crowd of malkini gathered behind Caleb and Eira. They formed a semicircle, turning the space beneath the circus tent into an actual ring —and cutting off any hope of escape. The armored malkini was the ringmaster, and she looked like she knew it. 
 
    “I’m giving you one chance, human,” the malkini said. “I don’t want to have to hurt you. So please, turn yourself in. Submit to our cuteness! It’s for your own good, brah!” 
 
    An eternity of petting cats in an Item World. That wasn’t the worst afterlife Caleb could imagine, but it definitely wasn’t how he wanted to go out. Not when his life had so much promise. 
 
    He sprang forward, grabbing at the malkini’s helmet. The damn thing was fastened tightly—too tightly for him to remove it. The creature grinned like she had expected this, taking a step back and shaking her head. 
 
    “Ah ah, brah!” The malkini rapped on her forehead, making the metal sing. “No headpats for you! Not with this helmet on my head!” 
 
    Shit! The damn catgirl had figured out her own weakness! 
 
    “That’s right, brah,” the malkini continued, her eyes beginning to glow. “Me and all my sisters in here need lots and lots of attention! You’re going to be cuddling us and rubbing our bellies and just loving on us forever and ever and ever…” 
 
    Eira sprang to her feet, her black blade in her hand. “Caleb, be ready!” 
 
    The elf girl swung. How she’d gotten the knife Caleb didn’t know—he must have dropped it in the fall—but he couldn’t stand the thought of there being blood on his hands. Not when the creatures in question were just cute catgirls who wanted to be held and rubbed. 
 
    “No, don’t!” he cried, reaching for Eira. 
 
    For a moment, he was sure the elf was going to stab the malkini right between the eyes. Then Eira twisted at the waist, letting out a grunt as she forced the tip of her blade between the creature’s forehead and the metal of the helmet. 
 
    “Now!” she cried. 
 
    Eira flexed her wrist, lifting the helmet. The leather straps around the malkini’s chin stretched to their absolute limit, revealing about four inches of space between the metal armor and the top of the catgirl’s head. 
 
    Caleb didn’t hesitate. As soon as he saw the gap, he thrust his hand into it and gave the boss malkini the hardest, fiercest pat he could. 
 
    The catgirl unraveled like a ball of twine. 
 
    She dropped onto her back, her armor making a deep clanking sound as she rolled onto the sand. “Oh no!” she cried, gasping with maximum cuteness. Pink sparks flew over her body, and the other malkini gathered around oohed and ahhed even as they freaked out that their leader had been downed. “It’s so heckin’ cute, brah! Too cute!” 
 
    The way to the flag was clear. Caleb and Eira were only going to get one chance at it. 
 
    “Now!” he yelled, throwing himself at the exit. 
 
    Eira followed. The two hit the flag, fell through the shimmering portal, and disappeared in the blink of an eye. 
 
    The cries of the malkini followed them all the way home. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The concrete floor hurt. 
 
    Caleb rolled through the portal, smacking his elbow on the floor of his grandfather’s basement as he landed face first in the cellar. Eira rolled in behind him, dismounting smoothly and coming up with a flushed face and a triumphant smile. 
 
    Behind them both, the portal sizzled and closed. They heard plaintive, cute wails as the thing sealed itself up like a zipper, from bottom to top. Its edges tilted inward, reshaping reality, and when Caleb next blinked, his grandfather’s adze lay on the basement floor. 
 
    Eira hadn’t been lying about Crafters being able to refine items. The adze looked completely transformed.  
 
    What had been a simple carving tool was now a staff of dark, stiff wood, tall enough that Caleb could use it as a walking stick if he wanted. Three thick cords of the wood braided around each other to form the base, with the leather grip the tool once had replaced by a comfortable place near the top to rest his hand.  
 
    The only part of the adze to be completely untouched was the silver dog’s head, which looked exactly the same with its ruby eyes and reassuring weight. 
 
    The head was now at the top, where he’d rest his palm if he were to use the staff for its intended purpose. The dog’s ruby eyes glinted at him, and for a moment he got the strangest sensation that it was winking at him.  
 
    The feeling lasted only an instant. The dog’s head was nothing more than a piece of jewelry again, hard and cold against the palm of his hand. 
 
    Eira lifted herself up on one knee, patting her body all over. Caleb watched her cast her gaze back at the portal, then all around the room, looking to see if any malkini had followed them from the Item World. Once it became clear that there weren’t any, the elf girl relaxed. 
 
    “Thank the Pointed God,” Eira sighed. “I thought those little monsters were going to smother us both!” 
 
    Caleb flopped over, shifting a bit to get more comfortable on the concrete floor. He could still hear the purrs and cries of the malkini inside of his skull, though the creatures were no longer in the room with them. He gripped his staff tight, pressing the tip of it against the concrete to help prop himself up. 
 
    The thought occurred to him: what happened to the inside of an Item World when a Crafter was done with it? Were all those malkini still living inside, going about their existences, or did they simply wink out of being the moment he and Eira shot through the portal? 
 
    If so, were they really real? Or were they just something the magic of the Crafter created? 
 
    Definitely something I’ll have to ask Eira about, he thought. He opened his mouth to speak, something clever on his lips. 
 
    “Uuuuuugh,” Caleb groaned. His mouth didn’t want to cooperate. 
 
    “You said it!” Eira shot to her feet and extended a hand. “That was some nice work back there, by the way, Caleb. Real nice. How the hell did you figure out the thing about petting the malkini on the head?” 
 
    “Huh?” he blurted. His words were coming back, but slowly. The sense of dislocation he’d felt upon first setting foot in an Item World recurred when he left it, though it was nowhere near as disorienting the second time around. “What are you asking me?” 
 
    Eira smirked, like she understood only too well what he was feeling. “The headpats,” she said, speaking slowly and carefully. “You’re not the first person I’ve heard of who tried reflecting a malkini’s aura of adorability back onto it, but you’re the first guy I’ve ever seen who actually made it happen. How did you know you could do that?” 
 
    How had he known? Caleb’s mind worked feverishly. He remembered the mirror, and the way it had been tilted to show off that special spot on top of the catgirl’s head. It had almost been like a tutorial in a video game, pointing out the secret weak spot that would make defeating the boss monster easy. 
 
    The mirror had fallen, hadn’t it? Gotten all crooked, because of… 
 
    “The earthquake,” Caleb muttered. 
 
    Eira cocked an eyebrow. “Do what now?” 
 
    “The shaking in the Item World,” Caleb said, thinking about it. “What caused that all of a sudden? And what’s the Pointed God?” 
 
    Eira laughed long and loud at that, though he didn’t understand what she found particularly funny about it. “My, you do ask the most important questions, don’t you, Caleb?” the elf girl giggled. 
 
    “Hey, there’s no need to make fun of me.” 
 
    Suddenly Eira looked apologetic. “I’m sorry,” she said quickly. “It wasn’t my intent to give offense.” 
 
    Huh? For a second, she’d looked the way she had when she knelt before him and formally asked his apology. There’d been something ritualistic and somehow ancient about her then, and there were similar qualities surrounding her now. He got the sense that doing these things were really important to people in the Wyrdworld—that by addressing him in such a manner, Eira was both showing deference and proving that she was telling the truth. 
 
    Interesting. He had so much to learn about the Wyrdworld. 
 
    The smile settled itself back on Eira’s face, and she was a clever elf once more. “Item Worlds aren’t exactly the most stable places to be,” she explained, gesturing at the spot where the portal leading inside of the adze had been standing a few minutes ago. “They’re pocket universes, after all. Prone to all sorts of dimensional shifting and shimmying. Kind of like this house, actually.” 
 
    “My house is its own dimension?” Caleb asked. Considering everything that had come before, that didn’t sound as absurd as it might once have. 
 
    Eira laughed. “No! I just mean—old homes settle, right? They make noises at night. Item Worlds are like that, too.” She leaned forward, a worried look on her face as something occurred to her. “Oh, but you shouldn’t think that makes you a bad Crafter! That happens no matter what you’re trying to refine, or where you wind up!” 
 
    He hadn’t been thinking about that at all. At the moment, his skills as a Crafter mattered less to him than understanding what was happening—and how to keep on surviving. The first portal he went through had contained cute catgirls, but what might be in the next? 
 
    “And as for the Pointed God…” Eira trailed off, making a face like something was wickedly funny. “There’s lots of deities in the Wyrdworld. Some of them are in chains. You shouldn’t worry about the Pointed God—he’s not for someone like you.” 
 
    That sounded strangely derisive. “Huh, why not? Don’t I deserve a pointed deity?” 
 
    Eira’s grin widened. “It’s not the fact of him being pointed. It’s where he’s pointed.” She gestured between her legs, right where the most sensitive portion of her—and his—anatomy was located. 
 
    Oh. Oh. 
 
    “Yep, got a big old point!” Eira teased. “Loves to show it off, too. Don’t worry, I’m not actually a worshiper—I just like to swear a lot. It’s more like someone saying ’Jesus, Mary, and Joseph’ in your world—” 
 
    “I get it,” Caleb said. The staff felt good in his hands, like it was meant to be there. He gave it a good rap against the concrete as his strength returned, the last vestiges of the dislocation caused by jumping universes fading away. “So what now?” 
 
    Eira looked flummoxed. “Hmm?” 
 
    Caleb gestured at the stairs. “We survived the Item World. I got my grandfather’s tool back—even though it doesn’t look anything like the way it used to. I guess you’ll be heading back to your own world now, right? Where you belong?” 
 
    Eira clearly hadn’t expected this. She shifted from one foot to the other, a nervous look filling her face. “Well…” 
 
    “Oh!” Caleb walked over to the chalk outline on the wall of the basement. Despite everything that had happened, it looked exactly as it had the last time he’d come down here—as if it had been completely untouched by recent events. He glanced from the bare bricks to the dog’s head on his staff and back again, waiting to see if anything happened when he got close. 
 
    Nothing did. 
 
    “Did you need me to open this for you?” Caleb asked. “I don’t know how you managed to get in, but you used my grandad’s tool to open the portal back to the Wyrdworld for you on the way out. Do you need me to do that now?” 
 
    Suddenly Eira was at his side. 
 
    “Let’s not be hasty,” she said, gently pushing the dog’s head away from the wall. “You just proved yourself, Caleb! You turned your inactive vorlesen into an active one. You’re a Crafter, like Gene Holdstock himself! You can do amazing things, Caleb—amazing things!” 
 
    “Uh huh.” Caleb cocked an eyebrow. “And I should use this power. Why?” 
 
    The elf girl’s eyebrows shot all the way to her hairline. “Wait. Are you fucking with me, human?” 
 
    I almost was a while ago, Caleb thought, remembering the way she knelt before him. That brought a hot rush of feeling that he did his best not to focus on too deeply. Shit I need a girlfriend, he thought. Maybe Yui’s teasing about finding some local mountain girl wasn’t such a bad idea. 
 
    “I’m not fucking with you,” Caleb said. “This is all very cool, but it’s also very overwhelming. And I’ve almost died twice today—once because of a wave of cute, cuddly cats, and once because I had some thief break into my house and hold a knife to my neck. I’m not feeling particularly adventurous at the moment.” 
 
    The elf girl’s face fell. “Look, how long are you going to hold that little knife thing against me?” she asked, putting an arm around his shoulders. “Besides, you have the knife now! Look, see? No knife!” 
 
    Eira extended her hands, showing off her obvious lack of a weapon. She was right—Caleb had the knife, which was tucked into his belt. How had she stashed it back there? 
 
    “I’ve accepted your apology,” Caleb said. “That doesn’t mean I forgive you. Right now, Eira, all I want is to go upstairs, take a shower, and get some sleep. As far as what all this means: Crafting, the Wyrdworld, this staff… I can figure all that out in the morning.” 
 
    “Right, right.” She nodded along eagerly, and even gestured at the staircase leading back to the first floor. “You’re absolutely right, Caleb. You’ve had one hell of a long day. Why don’t you head upstairs and I’ll draw you a bath?” 
 
    Draw me a bath? Caleb’s eyes nearly fell out of his head. 
 
    Eira put her hands behind her back and blushed. “Of course. You have running water, you’d probably prefer a shower. Well, then perhaps I could fix you a snack?” 
 
    Caleb’s suspicions sharpened. “Why are you being so helpful all of a sudden?” he asked, getting closer to Eira. 
 
    She coughed. “Um, because I’m grateful? Trying to make up for the awful, horrible things I did to you?” 
 
    Caleb shook his head. “Nah, that’s not it. You don’t want to leave, do you?” 
 
    He could tell even before she spoke that he’d hit a bullseye. Eira looked like she’d been struck in the gut; like he’d asked the exact question she’d been trying to keep him from thinking of. 
 
    “It’s true, isn’t it?” Caleb said, pressing her. “Why don’t you want to go back to the Wyrdworld, Eira? I’d think you’d want to go back home just as much as I do, after an adventure like that.” 
 
    The elf girl swallowed hard. Her gaze flickered to the dog’s head on his staff, locking eyes with the strange tool’s rubies, then returned to his face. Without the portal to provide its ozone sizzle, the air in the basement slowly returned to the musty, dank scent Caleb was already growing accustomed to down here. 
 
    “I mean, why run back home so soon?” Eira began to twist one of her ears, an unconscious gesture of bashfulness that she immediately stopped once she realized what she was doing. “I only just got here! I only just met you!” 
 
    “You tried to kill me,” Caleb said, his eyes narrowing. When Eira gave him a glance in return that he could only describe as a ’kicked puppy’ look, he held up his hands. “I know you weren’t really trying to kill me. And I’ve forgiven you, or at least I’m trying to. I’m just saying, it’s kind of awkward for the two of us to hang out after what we’ve just been through.” 
 
    “I know,” Eira said, her voice gaining surety. “But I think it’s worth it. You see, you need me, Caleb.” 
 
    Hmm? How did he need her? 
 
    “You don’t understand the first thing about that vorlesen,” she said, gesturing at his staff. “You didn’t know about the malkini, either, even though you did pretty good at facing them down. But if I hadn’t been there, they’d have ensnared you with their cuteness! You’d still be rubbing fur and listening to meows. You’d probably even be breeding with the poor things!” 
 
    That didn’t sound like a bad deal, as far as Caleb was concerned. But he understood Eira’s point. 
 
    Actually, wasn’t it kind of her fault he’d ended up in the Item World in the first place? It didn’t seem worth mentioning, though. The elf girl was trying to make amends, being sincere about it, and he’d be kind of a bastard if he didn’t let her. 
 
    He certainly wasn’t going to give her her knife back, though. 
 
    “So what are you suggesting?” Caleb asked flatly. “Because I’ve got a lot of work to do.” 
 
    All of this magical portal stuff came on top of his need to renovate his grandfather’s house. If it wasn’t for the vorlesen, he might have discarded the notion of flipping the place entirely. Nobody, especially someone who was disabled and needed extra accommodations, ought to be living in a place where elves, catgirls, and monsters were liable to appear in the basement. 
 
    But the vorlesen was the key. If he kept the staff, and used paint thinner to destroy the door that had been chalked on the basement wall, well… that would solve the problem, wouldn’t it? 
 
    He’d have to ask Eira. Later. 
 
    The elf girl slid her fingers through each other, making one big fist out of both of her hands. She held it between her breasts, making such a show of arching her back and fluttering her eyelids that you would have thought she was copying the catgirls back in the Item World. 
 
    “Let me be your guide,” she whispered. A touch of that old-school ritual infused her words. “I’ll teach you how to use your powers. How to Craft. You’ll need an assistant when you start refining things—you’ve already seen how dangerous it can be to enter an Item World alone. Hell, to enter the Wyrdworld alone!” 
 
    It was an interesting offer. Caleb ran a knuckle over his chin, feeling his stubble. 
 
    “What if I don’t want to go to the Wyrdworld?” he asked. 
 
    It was a simple enough question, but Eira reacted like he’d just suggested he detonate a nuclear bomb on his grandfather’s house. 
 
    “What!? Are you kidding me!?” 
 
    Caleb shrugged. “Maybe I don’t want the power. Maybe I’ve already had my fill of your world, Eira.” 
 
    He hadn’t. He was lying, but Eira couldn’t see that. 
 
    “That’s…that’s insane!” she cried, tugging at her ears once more. “Do you have any idea how rare Crafters are in the Wyrdworld? Especially during the last century?” 
 
    “No?”  
 
    “As rare as hen’s teeth!” Eira was really building up a head of steam now. “You not using your gifts would be like, like… Superman refusing to protect Metropolis! Like Greta Garbo turning down acting! Like Hannibal turning back in the Alps!” 
 
    Greta Garbo? Hannibal? He got the sense Eira wasn’t talking about Silence of the Lambs Hannibal, either. 
 
    “You have to do this,” Eira insisted. “Your grandfather would be spinning in his grave if he knew you were even thinking of turning down an opportunity like this!” 
 
    “Don’t talk to me about my grandfather.” The mention of his grandfather being used so casually against him was like a live wire in his emotions. He was still reeling from the funeral, angry at never having had the opportunity to get to know his strange relative better. Now he’d never get the chance. 
 
    Or would he? 
 
    By practicing Crafting, he’d be connecting with Gene Holdstock. This place, this Wyrdworld, was clearly a large part of his life. He’d hidden it from everyone, even those closest to him. Part of the old man probably rejoiced that someone else would finally share in his secret world, even if it could only happen once he was dead. 
 
    The thought of it warmed Caleb’s heart. Maybe he could learn more about his grandfather in the Wyrdworld. There would have been people who knew him—people who could tell him all about him. What sort of a man he was, what deeds he’d done. 
 
    The thought flickered through his mind. What if Gene had had a second family in the Wyrdworld? 
 
    It certainly wasn’t impossible. If Eira was anything to go on, the residents on the other side of that portal were plenty good looking—and attracted to humans. If an elf girl made an offer like the one Eira made to him earlier, on her knees before his grandfather, would he have turned her down like Caleb did? 
 
    He wasn’t sure. 
 
    He was on the point of saying yes when he noticed what he’d failed to see earlier. Eira watched him, a single drop of sweat making its way down the side of her forehead. 
 
    The elf girl was afraid. Terrified that he was going to turn her down and banish her to the Wyrdworld. 
 
    Why? 
 
    “Alright,” Caleb said, shouldering the staff. “You can stay. On one condition.” 
 
    She practically jumped for joy, her buckles shaking as she did a muted little victory dance. “Awesome! I promise, you won’t regret this, Caleb. I’m going to teach you all the tricks. By the time you and I have been through that portal a few times, you’re practically going to be the King of the fucking Underworld—” 
 
    “I said ’on one condition’,” Caleb reminded her. 
 
    Eira stared at him for a long moment. Heat flushed to her cheeks, and she gazed at the space between his feet, an unreadable expression on her face. When she finally glanced back up at him, her eyes were practically glowing with anticipation. 
 
    “Alright, human,” she said, a smirk tugging at the corner of her mouth. “I see what you want. The offer I made you earlier is still good. My body is yours, however you want it…” 
 
    Caleb was caught so off-guard that he stumbled backward, the staff nearly falling from his hands. “That’s not what I meant!” he gasped, more loudly than he’d intended. 
 
    Eira looked nonplussed. “Oh,” she said, straightening her hair. “Alright, we don’t have to share a bed, then. What did you want, Caleb?” 
 
    That was twice now he’d failed to seal the deal with this elf girl. Another miss and any umpire worth his salt would send Caleb back to the dugout. Three strikes, you’re out. 
 
    Did he want to score with Eira, though? She was good looking, sure, but he barely knew her. And the thought of taking advantage of her requirement to make her robbery attempt up to him just felt… predatory. 
 
    “I want you to tell me something,” he said, crossing his arms over his chest. “And I want you to be completely honest with me. Lie, and I’ll toss you on your ass through this portal.” 
 
    Eira made a face, but nodded. “Go ahead.” 
 
    He looked her right in the eyes. “Why are you afraid to go back to the Wyrdworld?” 
 
    It was exactly what Eira hadn’t wanted to hear. She made a study of her fingernails, no longer able to meet Caleb’s eyes. She looked as if she hoped that by refusing to answer, the question might go away. 
 
    Caleb wasn’t going to let it. He cleared his throat. 
 
    Finally she sighed. “Fine,” she said, still not looking directly at him. “The truth is… I need you, Caleb.” 
 
    Now she did look directly at him. “Do you think I wanted to steal the vorlesen from you? It makes me sick, knowing I’d break into the house of a dead man and try to take his grandson’s inheritance away. It’s not like me at all—these aren’t the sort of things I do, Caleb. If I wasn’t desperate, I never would have tried.” 
 
    “Desperate how?”  
 
    Her back went straighter as she ran a hand through her long, silver locks. “I owe somebody a lot of money,” she admitted, the words coming out in a tiny voice. “So much that I didn’t really believe I was ever going to be able to pay it back.” 
 
    Caleb let out a low whistle. That explained a lot. 
 
    “So you’re not a thief by choice?” 
 
    Eira shook her head. “No.” Suddenly she grinned sheepishly. “Probably why I’m so damned bad at it.” 
 
    So the Wyrdworld was like Earth in one important way. They had debt, and debtors. People ensnared by the system, forced to do dirty deeds to pay off what they owed their creditors. Caleb didn’t know the details of Eira’s story, and he probably didn’t need to until the morning. He had the broad strokes, and that was enough. 
 
    Also, he’d already realized in his heart of hearts he was going to let her stay. She was funny, she could fight, and she was pretty damn interesting. Finish flipping a house with a cute elf girl teaching him how to use magic? 
 
    Yes, sir! 
 
    Just then, Caleb let out an explosive yawn. He pulled out his phone, which now worked perfectly well, and checked the time. When he saw it, his eyebrows rose. 
 
    “It’s late,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck. “Alright, let’s table this for now. You can stay the night, and we’ll talk about the rest of this in the morning.” 
 
    Eira looked pleased. “You mean it? Oh, I promise you won’t regret this, Caleb! You’re the best—!” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” he said, pushing past the elf girl. “You can take the downstairs couch. I’ll be passed out in the study.” 
 
    He was a gentleman, but some things had their limits. 
 
    Especially for former thieves. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time Caleb woke up the next morning, sunlight was streaming in through the big window overlooking the backyard. He rolled over in bed slowly, glancing at the time on his phone and cursing himself for not setting an alarm before he went to bed. Why the hell had he forgotten? It was a rock solid habit— 
 
    He remembered. 
 
    “Shit,” Caleb muttered. For several minutes he lay beneath the blankets, trying to convince himself to believe the events of the previous night were all some crazy dream. That he’d gotten into some hidden stockpile of his grandfather’s absinthe, drunk himself into a stupor, and wound up in the basement fighting ’malkini’ who were little more than figments of his own imagination. 
 
    It would have made the most sense. But it wasn’t true. 
 
    He slid to the edge of the bed and looked down at the carpet. There on the floor lay his brand new staff. The silver dog’s head was the only part not tucked under the bed—the rest of it lay beneath the mattress. 
 
    Gingerly, he reached down and took hold of the tool. As he lifted it, he used his other hand to peel back the mouse traps he’d hidden beneath the staff. 
 
    He’d been pretty sure when he passed out last night that Eira wouldn’t try to steal his grandfather’s Crafting tool again, but not one hundred percent sure. When he remembered the box of mouse traps underneath his grandfather’s bathroom sink, it felt like serendipity. 
 
    If Eira had reverted to her thievery in the night, the mouse traps would have snapped on his fingers and woken him. The fact that they hadn’t was a good sign. 
 
    An even better sign was the faint sound of humming that reached his ears. Eira was already up. From the happy tone of her melody and the delicious smell that was wafting up to the second floor, he figured she was down in the kitchen making breakfast. 
 
    After a quick detour to the bathroom, Caleb threw on a wife beater and a pair of basketball shorts and padded his way down to the first floor. He had a couple messages on his phone from college friends, which he replied to quickly and noncommittally. He had more important things on his mind that morning than checking in. 
 
    “Good morning,” Caleb said, pushing open the kitchen door. “I hope you slept well—” 
 
    He froze in the doorway, his jaw dropping open. 
 
    Eira had been busy. Mucho busy. The elf girl stood before the stove, three different pans sizzling and searing breakfast. She flipped from item to item like a skilled chef, moving with gusto as she used his grandfather’s stove in a way he was pretty sure it had never been used before. A full feast lay on the kitchen table, waiting for him. 
 
    Caleb barely registered any of it. He couldn’t tear his eyes away from his houseguest. 
 
    Eira’s leather tunic and mass of buckles were gone. She’d looted an apron from somewhere in his grandfather’s pantry, and tied it over one of the big, puffy sweatshirts he kept stashed at the bottom of his suitcase full of clothing. She looked damned good in it, and he was pretty sure it was the only article of clothing she was wearing. 
 
    Eira stood before the stove, flipping bacon, her long and lithe legs completely bare. Every time she bent over to attend to the eggs or switch stations, the hem of the sweatshirt rode up her back, leaving little to the imagination. He could see the underside of her round, gorgeous cheeks, and her creamy thighs were on full display no matter what she did. 
 
    For what felt like a full minute, Caleb stood and gaped like a teenager who’d stumbled upon a porn video for the first time. Whatever friendly reply Eira made was swallowed up by the surge of blood in his ears. The world fell away, leaving him standing in the kitchen watching her gorgeous butt wiggle to and fro. 
 
    “Uh, hello?” Eira’s voice came to him at long last. “Earth to Caleb?” 
 
    He snapped back to attention.  
 
    “Hey,” he said. The single word was husky, and hid little. “That’s mine.” 
 
    “This?” Eira made a show of glancing down at the fabric. “Well, yeah. There’s no other clothes in the house. You didn’t expect me to sleep naked, did you?” 
 
    Now he was thinking about what Eira would look like naked. 
 
    The elf girl snatched up a piece of bacon with her tongs, dabbed the grease off with a paper towel, and presented it to him. “Here,” she said. “Try it.” 
 
    He bit down. Holy shit. 
 
    It was the best thing he’d ever tasted. 
 
    The groan that left his lips was practically sexual. The grease, the salt—everything about it was perfect. 
 
    Eira giggled. “Looks like you’ve seen two things you like this morning,” she purred, glancing up and down his body. “Go sit, Caleb. I’ll have breakfast ready in a minute.” 
 
    He did. She already had toast and a pot of good, strong coffee on the table. He poured himself a mug as he nibbled the toast, unable to believe how good everything was. The coffee was rich, and the butter! Incredible! 
 
    Kings don’t eat this well, he thought, swallowing greedily. 
 
    “Where did you get all this?” he asked around a mouthful of bread. 
 
    Eira glanced at him over her shoulder, her back arched to make her rear look as good as possible. “Elf magic,” she said with a shrug. 
 
    He couldn’t tell if she was joking or not. 
 
    Before he could ask another question, Eira finished with her pans. She came sashaying across the kitchen, the bacon, eggs, and potatoes she’d been working on cooking up neatly transferred to pans. She placed a generous portion on his plate, scooting aside his toast with a spatula, and refilled his coffee without even being asked. 
 
    A man could get used to this, Caleb thought, chewing. With an incredible meal and a gorgeous, flirty elf to serve it, he was about as happy as happy could be. But underneath his bliss, a sense of worry bubbled. 
 
    Maybe it was just the coffee putting him on edge. But Eira seemed like she was being a little too nice. Perhaps. 
 
    Or maybe she was just putting the moves on him. He certainly didn’t dislike that idea. 
 
    Further thoughts were preempted by breakfast. Caleb didn’t know how it was possible, but every morsel he ate from Eira’s kitchen tasted better than the one before. The eggs were fluffy, the potatoes crispy. The bacon had a faint layer of maple sugar drizzled over it, enough to make any red blooded man drool. 
 
    Eira ate daintily, serving herself a smaller portion of pretty much everything Caleb ate. The one place she matched him stride for stride was the coffee, which she drank like a fish. The first cup of the stuff disappeared down her throat so quickly Caleb wondered how she didn’t burn herself. She hardly slowed down for the second, and only started properly sipping by the third. 
 
    “This is… amazing,” Caleb said with emphasis. “Eira, thank you so much!” 
 
    The elf girl frowned. “Huh? I just whipped up a quick repast to thank you for your hospitality.” She withdrew from him a touch, her lips caressing the edge of her coffee mug. “You’re not making fun of me, are you?” 
 
    “Never,” Caleb said, shaking his head. “I mean it. This is the best meal I’ve ever eaten.” 
 
    A little smile lit up Eira’s face. Caleb could get used to making her smile like that.  
 
    “Well,” she purred. “You’ll have to eat up, then! Everyone knows elf food only has half-calories. If you don’t stuff yourself to the brim, I’ll be very disappointed!” 
 
    In the end, there was no risk of Eira facing any sort of disappointment. Caleb finished off his portion and downed a second cup of coffee, hoping the hot liquid would aid him in his digestion. Today’s breakfast had been a heavy one, for all its deliciousness, and now he felt a trifle sluggish. 
 
    Which meant it was time to get on with his day. 
 
    “So what’s on the docket for today?” Caleb asked, glancing over at Eira. She had finished her meal before him, and was making a study of him over her coffee mug. Her fingertips played in the steam, shaping the mist into little curlicues that resembled arcane runes. “Are we heading into the Wyrdworld, then? Doing some exploring?” 
 
    Eira’s face told him she wasn’t ready for that just yet. “I’m… still in a little trouble beyond the portal,” she admitted. “Since it’ll be obvious by now that I haven’t come back from the job I agreed to do”—she gave his staff a significant glance—“it’s best if we let the heat die down for a day or two, first. You think you could wait that long?” 
 
    Honestly, Caleb felt he could wait a little bit longer. After the adventure with the malkini, he was wary of what sorts of monsters they could expect to run into in the Wyrdworld. Eira knew more than he did, but he doubted that even two people wouldn’t be able to hold out against a whole horde of baddies. 
 
    He had other motives, too. He wanted to do some more research first—into the Wyrdworld, and also into Gene Holdstock. 
 
    The note he’d found in the basement bothered him. Not because of its content, but because it implied that it was the second note his grandfather had written him, instructing him in what he should do with the house. If he could find the first missive, he sensed it might have more information. 
 
    It might even tell him old Gene Holdstock’s final wishes. 
 
    “So who do you owe all this money to, anyway?” Caleb asked between sips of coffee. “Anybody I know?” 
 
    Eira appreciated his attempt at humor. She scooted a bit closer to him, one shoulder of the heavy sweatshirt dropping over her bare shoulder. “I was… well, I suppose you could say I was part of a co-op. Only not in the way you’re thinking, probably.” 
 
    Caleb wasn’t thinking about it any kind of way. He was just listening. 
 
    “Go on,” he prompted, 
 
    Eira cleared her throat. “It’s hard to explain. I doubt I can get the concepts across to you if you’ve never been to the Wyrdworld—if you’ve never seen it for yourself. But the short version is, I owe my family money.” 
 
    “Your family?” Caleb was a little surprised. “Your own family is making you steal to pay back a debt?” 
 
    Eira made a face. “They’re sort of my family. Only not really. Gosh, this is hard…” 
 
    Feeling bold, Caleb put his arm around the elf girl. To his surprise, Eira didn’t give a start, nor did she try to pull away. A little sob escaped her, and she pressed herself against him, grateful for his closeness. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked. 
 
    Eira nodded. A single tear fell down her cheek. “I’m sorry to have gotten you into this Caleb. I’m so, so sorry…” 
 
    “It’s okay,” he said, rubbing her back. She liked that—liked it a lot. “I’m sure it’s not as bad as you think it is. Just collect yourself and explain it to me, and we’ll work it through together.” 
 
    Eira did just that. She searched for a suitable analogy, resting her head against Caleb’s shoulder. Every now and then, she took another sip of the hot, black coffee as she wracked her brain. 
 
    “It’s like…” she trailed off. “It’s like growing up in a bad neighborhood.” 
 
    Caleb nodded, encouraging her. 
 
    “A bad neighborhood that you have no choice in whether you want to live in it or not,” she said. “And every neighbor is related to you. Only they’re not really blood, they’re just… still your family. It’s kind of like that.” 
 
    A chill trickled down Caleb’s spine. He swallowed hard. 
 
    “Eira,” he said. “Are you trying to tell me you owe money to the mafia?” 
 
    “Huh? No!” Eira looked up at him. “I’ve seen your movies, human. Your Gotti and your Billy Bathgate. Your The Gang Who Couldn’t Shoot Straight is a personal favorite of mine. This isn’t like that at all!” 
 
    Caleb stared at her. “Eira. Those are terrible movies.” 
 
    She blinked. “No they’re not.” 
 
    “They’re some of the worst gangster films of all time!” he protested. “Haven’t you seen The Godfather? Goodfellas?” 
 
    Eira shook her head. She looked like she’d never even heard of them. Caleb could only sigh. 
 
    “So what is the deal, then?” he asked, moving on from the topic of bad movies as quickly as his conversational feet could carry him. “Are your family members drug dealers or something?” 
 
    “Drugs? No, no drugs.” Eira looked heartbroken. “I’m sorry, I can’t explain it! It’s too difficult. The long and the short of it is, I am in trouble. And until I find a way to get out of trouble, I can’t go home. So I tried to get out of trouble. And the way they chose to have me repay them was to sneak up to Earth and steal the treasure of one of the Wyrdworld’s most revered Crafters.” 
 
    “Which is where you met me.” Caleb tightened the arm around the elf girl’s shoulder, pulling her closer. “Alright, alright. I get it—it’s complicated. But look, we’ll figure it out, okay?” 
 
    Eira sniffed hugely. “You will? Really?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, grabbing another piece of bacon. 
 
    Her face lit up like a Christmas tree. “Oh, thank you, Caleb,” she whispered, practicing climbing into the seat on her knees to hug him. “Thank you, thank you, thank you—” 
 
    “But not out of the goodness of my heart,” he quickly added. 
 
    Eira’s arms tightened ever so slightly around him. “Pardon?” 
 
    Her smooth cheek and pointed ear were right next to his lips. He felt the urge to kiss her right there and then, but it wouldn’t have been appropriate. Not yet—not when they were discussing this. 
 
    “You wanted to work for me, right?” he asked. “Be my assistant—help me refine items, and teach me how to use the vorlesen?” 
 
    Eira perked up immediately. “Yes!” she said, the smile back. “Yes, I do!” 
 
    “You’re hired. As long as you can do that, we’re golden. And not to be too selfish, but I wouldn’t mind a few meals like this every now and then—” 
 
    “Oh, that’s nothing,” Eira said. Strangely, Caleb thought she wasn’t exaggerating. It really was next to nothing for an elf with her power to whip up a feast. “I’ll do that gladly, Caleb. I’ll do the dishes, too. I’m a good girl.” 
 
    He nearly choked on his bacon. Was she implying what he thought she was implying? Their worlds were so different that it was almost impossible to tell. 
 
    “That’s great,” he finally said. 
 
    Eira brought him in for a hug, further complicating matters. He was pretty damn sure by this point that she liked him liked him, but he needed to wait for the right moment to broach the topic. Right after a verbal employment contract had been signed didn’t feel like the right moment—like too much of an employer and employee coercion. 
 
    “Wonderful!” Eira said. Now that she’d gotten the tough part out of the way, she seemed energized and ready for action. “So if we’re not going to the Wyrdworld today, what should we do? Shall I instruct you in the use of your staff?” 
 
    Again with the double entendres, Caleb thought. I’m really going to have to teach you about those. 
 
    “Hmm,” he said. “Actually, I’ve got a lot to do around here. I’m trying to get this house retrofitted and cleaned up so it can go on the market in a few weeks.” 
 
    Eira’s eyes lit up. “Oh! I can help you with that! Four hands would be better than two, and with my magic, I can definitely be a big help!” 
 
    “I have no doubt that you would,” Caleb said with a smile. “But I can’t very well take you to the hardware store looking like that, can I?” 
 
    Suddenly Eira looked panicked. “Why, what’s wrong with what I’m wearing? Don’t worry—I’ll put something on under it before we leave!” 
 
    Part of him wished she wouldn’t. “Not that,” he said, gesturing at her face and ears. “Your… everything else, really.” 
 
    Though maybe with the Ren Faire in town, she could go undercover as a cosplayer. In a restaurant, that might work, but at a hardware store? At the lumberyard? He doubted it. There would be questions that would be difficult to answer. 
 
    But even as he explained it, Eira laughed. 
 
    “My people wouldn’t have gotten very far in your realm if we couldn’t master simple glamours,” she purred. “Observe!” 
 
    She passed a hand in front of her face. The palm of her hand flashed with magic, and the air directly in front of her features began to shimmer as her fingers descended. By the time her hand grasped her neck, she was no longer an elf. 
 
    Caleb gasped. Holy wow, he thought, dumbstruck by her beauty. 
 
    Her silver skin had reddened to a healthy pink, and her white hair was now platinum blonde. Her ears had shrunk down, no longer pointy or angular, though her cheekbones still looked high and regal enough to cut glass. Her lips were a deep, pouty red, the type men couldn’t look at without their hearts beating a little faster and their pants getting a little tighter. 
 
    As an elf, Eira was sexy. As a human woman, beneath the power of her glamour, she was drop dead gorgeous. A supermodel in a sweatshirt, curled up in his lap surrounded by the remains of the delicious breakfast she’d cooked for him. 
 
    “How do I look?” Eira leaned forward on the table as she spoke, pressing her breasts together beneath the puffy fabric of the sweatshirt. This close up, she had to know the effect she was having on him. The knowledge was obvious in the mischievous glint of her blue eyes. 
 
    Blue. Not silver. 
 
    She was human! 
 
    It was a good thing Eira tolerated long silences. Caleb didn’t think he could speak at that moment—she was so beautiful that if he opened his mouth, he knew he wouldn’t have been able to stop himself from kissing her. 
 
    Which wouldn’t have been a bad thing by any means. 
 
    She’s a thief, Caleb tried to remind himself. She held a knife to your throat! 
 
    Suddenly that didn’t seem to matter as much. And the idea of her pinning him down was suddenly a whole hell of a lot hotter than it had been a day or two ago. 
 
    When his heart had stopped pounding against his ribcage and he finally trusted his voice, he cleared his throat. “You look good,” he said mildly. 
 
    Eira laughed, then arched an eyebrow. “Just good?” 
 
    He really did kiss her then. A quick one on the corner of her mouth, just a peck. But it left her wide eyed and staring like she’d been bowled over by a semi-truck. 
 
    “Really, really good,” he said with an impish grin. “You’re going to fit right in.” 
 
    She smirked at him, rubbing the spot where his lips had touched. For a second, he felt certain she was going to rip off that sweatshirt and throw herself at him, but she had more control than that. 
 
    “That’s better,” she said, like that was what she’d been looking for all along. “Now go upstairs and wash up. You still smell like a malkini. Don’t worry, I’ll handle the clean up.” 
 
    Caleb rose from the table, still grinning. “We’ll have to get you some clothes in town,” he mused, thinking it over. “Probably hit up a store before we start shopping for house supplies…” 
 
    “I can’t just wear this?” Eira asked, pouting up at him. 
 
    God damn. God damn, yes, this elf knew exactly what effect she was having on him. 
 
    “I tell you what,” she said, cutting him off. “Let me rummage through your things while you’re getting cleaned up. If you don’t like what I pick out, we’ll hit up a dress shop or something on the way into town.” 
 
    An easy enough deal to agree to. 
 
    As Eira cleaned up the table, Caleb made his way upstairs to take a shower and get the day started. 
 
    I could get used to this, he thought, sneaking a peek at Eira’s backside as she loaded the dishwasher. Oh hell yes, I most certainly could… 
 
    Eira caught him staring and grinned. “Go!” she said, pointing. “Crafter, clean thyself!” 
 
    And still grinning, Caleb made his way upstairs to do just that. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time Caleb came back downstairs, Eira was dressed and ready to go. To his surprise, she’d managed to dress herself at least somewhat modestly, between the remains of her thief outfit and what she’d found in his wardrobe.  
 
    The leather pants she’d had on while sneaking into his grandfather’s mansion still clung to her long legs and supple thighs like a second skin, but she’d changed into a plain black t-shirt. The shirt was a little too big for her, but she’d cinched it around her waist using one of his leather belts, giving it the appearance of a billowing blouse. She traded her leather boots for a pair of his steel-toed hikers, which she must have stuffed with socks in order to make fit. 
 
    And then there was her hair. 
 
    Her golden, transformed locks hung down over her shoulders in twin braids, so intricately woven that he knew she must have used a touch of magic. They made her look like the lightside version of Wednesday Addams, or a medieval cosplayer with a particular flair for catching male attention. 
 
    Caleb’s throat went dry when he saw her.  
 
    “Caleb?” Eira’s face lit up at the way he was staring at her. “Are you okay, sweetheart?” 
 
    Sweetheart, he thought, weakly clutching his new staff. We’re at the ’sweetheart’ stage of the relationship. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m okay,” he said, willing his heart to ease up a bit. “You’re sure I need to take this with me?” 
 
    He indicated the staff. Eira rose, wobbling just a bit in her new shoes, and nodded. “It’s safest with you,” she said, adjusting the staff a bit in his hands. “It belongs with its master—with the Crafter who uses it.” She grinned. “Plus, it makes you look handsome.” 
 
    “You think so?” Caleb’s heart jumped into his throat. “I’ll have to work my outfit around it in the future, then.” 
 
    The truck had no trouble making it down the rough dirt trails leading to Wolfe’s Hollow. The engine purred like a kitten the whole way down, and Eira let out appreciative whoops and gasps every time the vehicle picked up speed and slid down a muddy embankment. By the time the thick forest gave way to the gentler pines and cleared suburbs that were small town Wolfe’s Hollow, the two of them had almost forgotten all of their troubles. 
 
    Seeing as Eira had managed to dress herself pretty well from his wardrobe, they skipped the trip to the clothing store. Caleb offered to take Eira anyway, but she insisted that they get down to business. He could have been imagining it, but he thought she had a note of pride in her voice, wearing his clothing. Almost as if it made the two of them even closer. 
 
    He certainly felt close to Eira. He couldn’t stop sneaking glances at the elf girl, even when the roads around Wolfe’s Hollow got rough. She was everything he hadn’t realized he’d needed: fun, adventure, excitement. Plus she was gorgeous. 
 
    Yui was right, he thought, taking the main thoroughfare through town with mud on his tires. All I really needed was a country girl who doesn’t mind getting her hands dirty. 
 
    With Eira, it was just a slightly different country. 
 
    Caleb hit the home improvement store hard. He’d filled out a list on his phone as soon as he finished his shower, making notes of everything he was going to need to make the basic improvements it would take to make his grandfather’s mansion fully liveable.  
 
    Eira grabbed an oversized cart and the two of them made their way through the whole store, loading up on paint and plumbing supplies and the boards they’d need to replace the broken part of the porch. Things were going well so far. 
 
    The residents of Wolfe’s Hollow had clearly never acquainted themselves with someone like him and Eira before. Everywhere they went, heads turned to check the gorgeous woman out—male and female. More than a few of those heads stayed turned for him, too, which made him feel like he was going to blush. They had zero trouble getting any employees whenever they needed them—it was like the whole staff of the store was standing by, hoping to be picked to help. 
 
    “So you’re Uncle Gene’s boy?” asked the elderly woman who mixed the paint. They were making small talk while she ran the half-dozen cans (all in colors Eira picked out) through the mixer. “You inherited his place up on Saltimbanque, I take it?” 
 
    “Yes ma’am,” Caleb said, a little surprised. “You knew my grandfather?” 
 
    The old woman gave them both a secretive smile. “Oh, wasn’t a soul in Wolfe’s Hollow who didn’t know Uncle Gene, at least a little. We called him Uncle Gene because he felt like family to everyone here. You’ll hardly find a person in town who your grandfather didn’t help out of a jam, young man.” Her smile grew even more secretive. “We all owe your grandfather a lot. We miss him a great deal.” 
 
    Caleb was thinking about what Eira said. About people who were family, even though they weren’t related to you by blood. Two sides of the same coin, he thought grimly. His grandfather made things better—whoever got Eira in her situation made things worse. 
 
    “I’m glad,” Caleb said. He hoped the look on his face hadn’t made him seem angry. “I didn’t really know my grandfather. I only met him a time or two.” 
 
    The woman nodded as if this was expected. “Very secretive man, Gene Holdstock. Protective of his privacy. But he’d move heaven and earth for someone if they needed a favor.” Her gaze traveled to Eira. “How are you liking our little town, miss?” 
 
    Any worries Caleb had about Eira not being able to fit in with the local townsfolk evaporated as she smiled. “Oh, I just love it!” she purred, putting her fingers on her chin. “It’s so nice up here in the mountains! It’s chilly, the people are super friendly, and we’re away from all that hustle and bustle…!” 
 
    “This is a very nice place to start a family,” the old woman said with a sly look in her eye. “Good schools, plenty of fresh air. It would be nice to have some young people sticking around, not to mention a few babies…” 
 
    The old woman was so forward that Caleb was taken aback. “I think you’ve misunderstood,” he said with a glance over at Eira. “We’re not married.” 
 
    The old woman snorted. “When has that ever stopped anyone? You two make a lovely couple. I hope you have a very good time in Wolfe’s Hollow.” 
 
    Before Caleb could say another word, Eira hugged him from the side, grabbing his arm. “Thank you, ma’am!” she said, beaming. “We’re having a great time so far!” 
 
    When it came time to pay for the paint, the old woman wouldn’t hear of it. “Your money’s no good with me,” she said, pushing the paint cans across the desk with a motion that was final. “I wouldn’t hear of taking money from Gene Holdstock’s grandson!” 
 
    Caleb tried to insist, but Eira wouldn’t let him. “Thank you so much,” she said, smiling behind her glamour as she loaded the cans of paint into their oversized cart. “We appreciate it!” 
 
    It wasn’t until they were walking away that Eira stuck an elbow into his ribs. “What was that about?” she asked. 
 
    Caleb coughed. “I can’t just let that old lady give us free paint,” he said, glancing down at the bulge of his wallet in his pocket. “I budgeted plenty of money to take care of the home renovations. Most of it came from Gene, anyway—” 
 
    Eira was already shaking her head. “This isn’t about money,” she whispered, glancing back at the paint station. “These people revered your grandfather, Caleb. For them, this is just a way of paying their respects.” Then she brightened. “Besides, you’re still going to have plenty of things to pay for at the register!” 
 
    They did. While the last name Holdstock counted for much in Wolfe’s Hollow—later, once Caleb glanced over the receipt, he felt certain he’d been given a steep discount—but it didn’t allow him to loot the hardware store. Not that he would have. 
 
    The day had warmed up considerably by the time they left the hardware store. The asphalt of the parking lot was baking as Caleb pushed his shopping cart to his truck. He tossed the keys to Eira as he loaded up the back, trusting in her to cut the engine on and kick up the air conditioning the way he’d shown her. 
 
    Sweat broke out on his forehead as he worked. He caught sight of Eira watching him from the back windshield, a big smile plastered on her face. 
 
    That girl’s going to get me in trouble, he thought, smiling as he worked. She already was trouble. She’d proven that. But she was so much fun, he couldn’t quite manage to stop himself. 
 
    By the time he got into the car, the air coming out of the vents in the cab was nice and cool. Eira sat in the passenger seat, fanning herself with an old envelope she’d found in the glove box. 
 
    “That was fun!” she said, scooting closer to him as he buckled up. “Where are we heading next, Caleb?” 
 
    He thought it over. Planning out their next move was hard with such a cute girl sitting in the passenger seat. All Caleb could think of was how much fun it would be to go mudding some more through the little dirt roads surrounding Wolfe’s Hollow. Eira looked like she’d been having so much fun, and they’d be all alone out there in the hills. 
 
    He shook his head to clear it. “Grocery store,” he decided. The air conditioning felt even better once he tilted a couple of the vents to point onto him. “If I’m going to be staying at the house for a few more days, or over a week, I’m going to need more food. Unless you can just magic up a few more meals with your elf powers?” 
 
    He’d half meant it as a joke, but Eira gave the matter some serious thought. “I could,” she said, chuckling. “But it’s probably a good idea for you to have some ordinary human food, too. Too much glamoured meat and produce can cause… strange effects on the men of your realm.” 
 
    What could those be? Probably better not to think about it. Eira could keep fixing him delicious meals, but he’d supplement her cooking with his own foodstuffs every now and then. Caleb’s mouth was already watering at the thought of another elf-cooked meal. Was this really his life now? 
 
    The engine of the old truck hummed, more than ready to go. But Caleb was still thinking. 
 
    “Those people in there,” he said, a strange smile spreading across his face as he looked back at the entrance of the home improvement store. “They all thought we were together, you know? Like, they thought you were my girl.” 
 
    “I know,” Eira agreed. “It was kind of nice.” 
 
    She scooted even closer. She started to hook one leg over his thigh, then stopped. Her brows furrowed together. 
 
    “Is there something vibrating in your pants?” she asked. “Or is this some human courtship ritual I’m unaware of?” 
 
    Huh?  
 
    Shit! 
 
    “My phone’s ringing,” Caleb said. He lifted Eira’s leg off him and dug in his pocket, seeking out the slender phone. It was probably someone from the college, wanting to know when he was planning on returning to classes. Or maybe it was some sort of wealth management service—those people had been calling ever since the funeral, descending on him like vultures sensing a fresh carcass. Animals, the lot of them. 
 
    It was a video call. When he saw the name, and the little avatar beneath it, his heart jumped into his throat. 
 
    “Oh,” he whispered, looking around the cab of the truck. “It’s Yui.” 
 
    The look Eira gave him was more eloquent than any words could say. “Yui!?” she asked, her eyebrows shooting to her hairline. 
 
    Caleb was already shaking his head. “She’s just a friend. But listen, she can’t know you’re here.” 
 
    The phone rang and rang. If he didn’t pick up soon, the call would go to voicemail, and Yui would probably start worrying about him. She’d likely call again right after, just to make sure he was alright.  
 
    “What?” Eira frowned, crossing one leg over the other. “Why not?” 
 
    “The last twenty-four hours have been crazy. I’m not even sure what I’d tell her, and seeing you will just make her ask questions I’m not ready to answer.” 
 
    Eira stared at him for a moment, then nodded. “Alright. Makes sense.” 
 
    “Good. This thing’s a camera, so just stay out of the shot.” He held up the phone, tilting it to provide the best angle for his face. “Staying as far over as you can ought to do it—” 
 
    Eira did not stay on her side of the cab. 
 
    As Caleb thumbed the CONNECT button on the phone, the girl in his cab went prone, lying down across both seats. Eira’s head went right into his lap, her body pressed against both him and the fabric of the bucket seats as the call went through. Mercifully, the camera only showed Caleb down to about midway down his chest, so Yui wouldn’t be able to see a thing. 
 
    But Caleb could feel Eira. 
 
    All the blood left Caleb’s face, racing to more productive parts of his anatomy. It took everything inside of him to hold back his body’s natural reaction—and to keep from looking down at Eira as she straddled his lap.  
 
    Then Yui’s face filled the screen. She was in her dorm room, which immediately caused Caleb to frown. It was late morning—he knew she had a busy class schedule that lasted pretty much all day. She ought to have been either coming or going from a lecture, not sitting in bed. 
 
    “Hey, Caleb!” Just from her tone, Caleb could instantly tell something was different about Yui. Despite her friendly manner, there was a certain tightness in her voice and around her eyes that told him this was more than just a run of the mill check in. “How’s the renovation going? You find your grandfather’s secret stash of gold yet?” 
 
    Caleb grinned. “Nah. Got a good lead on the Ark of the Covenant, though.” 
 
    Yui giggled at that. Eira squirmed in Caleb’s lap, rolling over so that she could look up at the phone and see the person he was talking to. He risked a glance downward just in time to see the elf girl’s eyes widen in shock—and obvious interest. 
 
    “Well don’t open it,” Yui said. “And if a weird old guy in armor gives you a bunch of cups to choose from, pick the really simple one.” 
 
    “Will do,” Caleb said. The two of them had an easy repartee—falling back into the familiar call and response felt totally natural to him. It was amazing how quickly that happened, even with all the crazy shit currently happening in his life. “Say, what are you doing out of class? Don’t you have a lab or something to go to?” 
 
    Yui’s eyes lit up at the question. “Oh my God, I have the craziest fucking story,” she said, her face looking like she couldn’t wait to dish. “You’re not going to believe this!” 
 
    Suddenly it was a struggle for Caleb to keep his face neutral. Eira had just put her hand on his upper thigh, bracing herself to keep from sliding into the floor next to the gas and brake pedals, and her fingers were tantalizingly close to something that was getting harder with each passing moment. 
 
    He forced himself to think about the woman in front of him, and not the one in his lap. 
 
    “Try me,” he said, doing his best not to let on how Eira was making him feel. “Honestly, there’s not much I wouldn’t believe, Yui. Some really crazy shit’s been happening to me since I got to Wolfe’s Hollow—” 
 
    Evidently, Yui’s crazy shit took precedence. “My thesis project has been canceled.” 
 
    What!? Caleb was shocked. “Yui, that’s horrible,” he said, shaking his head. And yet Yui’s reaction didn’t seem to match the news at all. He would have expected her to be heartbroken—instead, she looked almost giddy. What the hell? “Did something happen?” 
 
    “Uh, I’ll say,” she whispered, leaning in closer to the phone. “Don’t worry, I’m going to get full credit for this semester. All of us in the group are. Caleb—the fucking lab burned down!” 
 
    Caleb’s jaw dropped open. From his lap, he heard Eira gasp. His heart skipped a beat when he realized what the elf girl had done, but Yui must have assumed the sound came from him. She didn’t look suspicious in the slightest. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Caleb said. “I’m so glad you’re okay! You weren’t there when it happened, were you?” 
 
    Awful possibilities filled his mind’s eye. He’d been in the engineering building where Yui and the other graduate students used the lab spaces, and the main bulk of the action took place on the fifth floor. If there’d been an emergency that shut down the elevators, the only option to get to the ground would be to take the stairs—which Yui couldn’t do. She’d have had to rely on someone to carry her, which was never a certainty when people were freaking out and evacuating. 
 
    Yui must have been able to see the concern written across his face. “Nah,” she said. “It happened at, like, three in the morning apparently. They think it was faulty wiring or something like that. There’s going to be a full investigation is what I heard.” 
 
    Caleb heaved a sigh of relief. “That’s good.” 
 
    Again, Yui’s response was peculiar. She leaned back in her seat, resting against the headboard of her dorm bed. With the camera zoomed out a bit, Caleb could see the shelves all around her, laden with gadgets and gizmos of every time. Yui liked to collect expensive tech—and she liked to have it at arm’s length as much as possible, for obvious reasons. 
 
    “So I’m just chilling today,” she said, giving the camera a smirk. “I’ve suddenly found myself with a whole bunch of time on my hands…” 
 
    Had Caleb been on the ball, he would have noticed that tone in Yui’s voice right away. But with a gorgeous elf girl squirming in his lap, grinding against his manhood, any thoughts more coherent than those needed to carry on a casual conversation felt like they were suspended in molasses. 
 
    “Yeah, shit,” he said. “Maybe you could set up a D&D game or something?” 
 
    Yui shrugged. “Maybe. How are things going with your granddad’s house? The back of your truck looked packed.” 
 
    Caleb glanced over his shoulder. The pile of supplies rose up high enough to be seen from the cab, tied down with bungee cords. 
 
    “I’ve got my work cut out for me,” he said, smiling at Yui. “Listen, I’m kind of in the middle of something, but maybe I can talk to you more tonight? If you’re free?” 
 
    Eira giggled. “She’s cute!” she whispered. 
 
    Caleb nudged her with his knee, a little hard. 
 
    Fortunately, Yui didn’t hear it. “I’m nothing but free for the rest of the semester,” she said, giving him a duh look. “Honestly, I’m thinking of going on vacation or something. Maybe take my ass to the beach.” 
 
    Again, she spoke with a tone that Caleb really should have picked up on. But Yui’s words flew right over his head. For the noble men of the world, like Caleb, their curse has always been that of the medieval knight Percival—to not see a treasure when it’s been dangled in front of your eyes. To miss obvious opportunities when they present themselves. 
 
    But never forget—it was Percival who found the Holy Grail in the end. 
 
    “That sounds like a cool idea,” he said. “Tonight, then?” 
 
    “Sure,” Yui drawled. “I’ll try to keep my busy social calendar clear. I want to hear about this weird stuff that’s been happening to you since you moved into your grandfather’s house.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you all about it,” he promised. You won’t believe half of it. 
 
    Yui’s eyes widened. “Ooh, it’s not haunted, is it? Wait, don’t tell me! Save it for tonight, when it gets dark. I love ghost stories!” 
 
    They said their goodbyes, and Caleb just managed to get the phone hung up and the call ended before Eira did something with his belt that would have crossed a line they couldn’t have come back from. He swiftly lifted her back into the passenger seat. 
 
    “What did you do that for?” Caleb wanted to know. “You almost got us both caught!” 
 
    Eira’s grin was every bit as fun and naughty as a man could hope for. “Relax, I was just having fun!” she protested, nibbling her bottom lip. “No harm done, right?” 
 
    None save for a small one. As the elf girl rose back into the passenger seat, a burly man who’d been making his way to his car with a heavy bag full of plumbing tools jerked a thumb in their direction. His eyes met Caleb’s. 
 
    “Get a room!” the man shouted. He spat on the ground and continued on to his car. 
 
    Caleb watched him go, his cheeks burning. That guy thought the two of them were doing way more than taking a simple phone call. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Eira muttered as the man retreated. “What did he mean, Caleb? Get a room? You already have a room. You have a whole house!” 
 
    Caleb sighed. Every time he started to think of Eira as just another fun, flirty girl, something happened to remind him just how different her world and his could be. Even simple things like slang terms needed explaining. 
 
    “That guy thought the two of us were… canoodling,” Caleb said, making air quotes with his fingers. “Don’t worry about him. There’s always jackasses in any town.” 
 
    Eira’s lips formed a little ’o’ of surprise. “I can’t believe he’d think that!” 
 
    Caleb couldn’t help but laugh. “Well, you kind of were laying in my lap,” he said, gesturing at his jeans. 
 
    “Yeah, but we’re not at that stage of our relationship,” Eira said, buckling her seatbelt and crossing one leg over the other. “Not yet, anyway.” 
 
    Caleb couldn’t tell if she was joking or not. 
 
    He thought about that cryptic remark the whole drive home. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That night, the dinner Eira whipped up for Caleb made her breakfast feast look paltry by comparison. 
 
    At her request, Caleb provided her with some of the ’human’ food he’d bought from the local grocery store after they left the home improvement shop.  The addition of fresh, local ingredients elevated what was already a stellar meal into the stratosphere, and provided the sorts of vitamins and nutrients Eira insisted Caleb couldn’t get from magically-altered food. 
 
    He wasn’t about to argue with her. Not when the results were so amazing. 
 
    He’d come to the dinner table hungry. After they’d returned from their shopping trip, both of them separated and moved down different paths—Eira unpacking the groceries, exploring the house and preparing dinner, Caleb setting up all the supplies he’d purchased from the home improvement store and making the first easiest repairs to his grandfather’s mansion. A little time away from Eira focused his thoughts, and let him ruminate on his new circumstances. 
 
    It was hard to think when Eira was around, for sure. As soon as they’d walked through the door, she discarded her glamour like someone taking off her high heels after a party. She’d shimmied back into one of Caleb’s oversized sweatshirts and taken off everything else, evidently pleased with the primal effect her skimpy clothing had on him. 
 
    In response, Caleb spent the afternoon trying his best not to think about the women in his life. That didn’t last long, though, once dinner started. 
 
    Evidently, Eira had also been watching television. There was no set top box in his grandfather’s mansion, but his laptop connected to the wi-fi just fine. He had subscriptions to a bunch of different services, and when he came down to eat, Eira was just finishing up what looked like a horror movie from the 1980’s. Two young people in the uniforms of a summer camp snuck up on a young woman who was humming to herself. When they got closer, the woman stood up—revealing herself to be holding a bloody knife and a man’s severed head. 
 
    “Yeesh,” Caleb said, taking his seat at the table. “You trying to kill my appetite, Eira?” 
 
    She looked up from the laptop with a smirk. “I find your horror movies so interesting,” she said, her eyes returning to the screen. “The interplay of sex and violence. The themes of repression and catharsis. Plus they’re really, really fun to watch.” 
 
    “They are at that,” Caleb agreed. 
 
    On the screen, the girl with the severed head screamed like a banshee, her face transfixed into something inhuman. She almost looked like a resident of the Wyrdworld herself. 
 
    “I noticed you’d watched this one already,” Eira said conversationally. “This is a favorite of yours, I assume?” 
 
    Caleb glanced over at the laptop, trying his best not to ogle the elf. “Uh, sure,” he said, shrugging. “I’m a sucker for the slasher genre. Always have been. Not too violent for you, though?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know,” Eira purred, a wicked smile spreading across her face. “It’s definitely the sort of thing I’d rather watch curled up with someone else, rather than alone.” 
 
    With that declaration, she snapped the laptop closed with a smile and joined him at the table. She looks a lot better without that silly glamour, he thought. She’d been beautiful as a human, but she was even more beautiful as an elf. 
 
    The conversation fell to a lull as the two of them ate. Eira finished her meal quickly, and just sort of watched Caleb as he wolfed down a plate of incredible food. There was a strange look on her face—it was intense, like she wanted to stare directly into his soul. He wasn’t sure if he liked it or not. 
 
    “You know,” she said as Caleb’s pace finally slowed. “I’ve never met anyone like you before.” 
 
    He swallowed and cleared his throat with a sip of water. “A Crafter?” 
 
    “No,” she said. “A good man. Truly good, not just good in the way someone is good when they want people to see them that way. You’d be good even behind a locked door, wouldn’t you Caleb? Where no one else could see you?” 
 
    Now was his moment. He sensed it in his bones. 
 
    Caleb pushed his plate away. “Why don’t you get me behind a locked door where no one else can see and find out?”  
 
    Eira looked him up and down. For a second, he felt certain she was going to slide out of that baggy sweatshirt and hop into his arms. Then a guarded look entered her face, as if she’d just remembered something she’d rather have forgotten. 
 
    “You have a crush on that human, right?” she asked, her tone flat. “The one you were talking to on the phone today. I mean, she clearly has a crush on you.” 
 
    Caleb shook his head. How could Eira be so perceptive in some ways and so completely blind in others? The thought that maybe the elf girl saw Yui more clearly than he did never even entered his mind. 
 
    “It’s not like that,” he said. “Yui and me, we’ve never been… well, we’re friends. Good friends. Been that way since we were both little kids. Our families were close, and we grew up together.” 
 
    Eira nodded slowly. “She seemed like she wanted to be more than just friends. It sounded to me like she was angling for you to invite her out here to your grandfather’s mansion.” 
 
    “That’s crazy,” he said, not bothering to replay Yui’s words or her tone in his head. “Yui’s not leaving her school, even if there was some kind of fire.” He glanced to the side, a sudden thought making him feel guilty. “Besides, she’d have a hell of a time getting around this old place, anyway.” 
 
    “Hmm?” Now it was Eira’s turn to look confused. 
 
    Shit, Caleb thought. The elf had only seen Yui’s face. She didn’t know the rest of the picture. Or maybe she had, but didn’t understand it. 
 
    “I… it’s a delicate matter,” Caleb said, taking another sip of his drink. “You watched me talking to Yui, right?” 
 
    “Of course I did. Why wouldn’t I?” 
 
    Caleb nodded. “Then you probably saw the way she was sitting in bed, all propped up. You might have even seen her wheelchair in the corner of the frame.” 
 
    At the mention of the word wheelchair, it was as if a light bulb went off over Eira’s head. So she does understand that, Caleb thought. That was good. It would make explaining all this a hell of a lot easier. 
 
    For a moment, Eira looked understanding. Then a storm cloud passed over her expression, and her posture changed. 
 
    “Caleb, please tell me I’m misunderstanding you,” the elf girl said in a hard tone. “You almost make it sound like this woman is only your friend and not more because she’s disabled. Because you see her as lesser, and not as a suitable partner.” 
 
    “Holy shit, no!” Caleb said, lifting his hands. “Not at all, Eira!” 
 
    Her face relaxed. “Okay, good. I figured you weren’t like that, but I had to check.” She crossed her arms beneath her breasts, the motion pressing them together beneath Caleb’s sweatshirt. “So what’s the problem, then?” 
 
    Caleb stared off into the middle distance. Painful memories rose in his gut—the kind he didn’t like to think about too often, or for too long. 
 
    He cleared his throat and looked Eira in the eyes. “It’s my fault she’s like that,” he said, acid filling his throat. “She’d never say it, not in a million years, but we both know it’s true. If it weren’t for me, she wouldn’t be in that wheelchair.” 
 
    Caleb half expected Eira to slap him. The guilt he felt when he said that out loud—words he only ever thought to himself in the privacy of his own skull—was almost overwhelming. Surely she would leave him now. Surely she’d go back to the Wyrdworld, and anything developing between them would be over before it started. 
 
    He hung his head, tears filling the corners of his eyes. 
 
    Eira hugged him. 
 
    She held him tight, rubbing his back, just letting him know she was there. The gesture was so sweet, so understanding without having to say a single word, that Caleb felt he might start to tear up. 
 
    Eventually, Eira pulled back. She put a finger under his chin and lifted his face to hers. “Tell me everything,” she said, her eyes brimming with sympathy. “I want to know.” 
 
    So he did. 
 
    “I was seventeen, and she was sixteen,” Caleb explained. “There was this movie she wanted to go see—I don’t even remember what it was now. It was Spring Break, and we were both out of classes. We had dinner, and saw the movie, and I was taking Yui back to her house. It felt so… so grown up, you know? Even though both of us were just stupid teenagers.” 
 
    Eira nodded along. “Were you two on a date?”  
 
    The word had a heavy connotation for Caleb. “I thought so.” Even through the awful parts, through everything he’d been through, he still managed to smile at that. “I think Yui did, too. Both of us were too shy to say anything about it, of course, but she’d been the one who asked me out. I remember I was hoping I might get a kiss at her front door…” 
 
    “What happened next?” 
 
    Caleb’s expression darkened. “I don’t remember it very well. One minute I was driving down the highway, headed for our neighborhood. The next I was in the ER with all these tubes hanging out of me, and I felt like I’d been dunked in a blender set on puree. Later on, they told me it was a drunk driver. Some asshole who shot over the median into oncoming traffic, swerved, and t-boned our vehicle.” He shook his head. 
 
    Eira gasped. “That must have been awful!” 
 
    Caleb nodded. “It was. The injuries hurt, but weren’t life-threatening. The car flipped in the accident, but my belt held. Apparently they had to cut me out of my dad’s old sedan.” His lips formed a tight little line. “Yui wasn’t so lucky.” 
 
    “She was hurt badly?” 
 
    Caleb laughed bitterly. “It’s ironic, you know? She got thrown from the car when it rolled. At first, the paramedics thought it was a miracle—she didn’t have a scratch on her. Not a fucking scratch.” He held his head in his hands. “The injury was on the inside. In her spine, one of her vertebrae. She lost the feeling in her legs, and she never got it back.” 
 
    He started to sob. Having lived through it was bad enough—recounting it was almost intolerable. It had felt so terrible; seeing the looks on the faces of his friends and family. No one had blamed him, of course, but he’d done that to himself more than enough to make up for it. 
 
    The way Yui’s parents cried when they came into her room would haunt him for the rest of his life. He knew it. 
 
    When he came back to himself, Eira was squeezing his hand. “Caleb, you know it wasn’t your fault, right?”  
 
    He pulled his hand back. “Of course it was. I was driving. If I’d been faster to react, or if I turned the wheel a different way right before the hit, we might have been alright. Or it might have been me who ended up breaking his spine, and Yui with the busted ribs and the fractured wrists.” He glanced down at his own, which hadn’t healed quickly. “My parents said it wasn’t my fault. Yui’s parents said it wasn’t my fault. But deep down, Eira, I know. I failed Yui that day.” 
 
    Eira shook her head, tears in her eyes. “You’re wrong,” she said, taking his hand once more. “Caleb, you couldn’t possibly be more wrong! You said it yourself—a drunk driver went into incoming traffic and hit you. There wasn’t anything you could possibly have done. You probably didn’t even know anything was wrong. You just got hit and woke up in the hospital.” Her expression hardened. “The man who drove drunk did this to your friend. Not to you.” 
 
    “He died,” Caleb said in a low voice. “The guy who did it. Died at the scene.” 
 
    Eira nodded. 
 
    “I’m glad he did,” Caleb said, meeting the elf girl’s eyes. “Because if he hadn’t, I’d have killed him myself. Then I’d be in jail, instead of living this life.” 
 
    A fierce look spread across Eira’s face. “I understand what you mean,” she said, gripping his shoulder. “Trust me. I understand better than you could possibly imagine.” 
 
    Hell, maybe she does, he thought. 
 
    “So the two of you were going to get together,” Eira prompted. “And the accident changed that?” 
 
    “It didn’t change it for me,” Caleb said, letting out another one of those mirthless laughs. “But it changed it for Yui. You know I actually offered to marry her right after?” 
 
    Eira let out a disbelieving gasp. “Really?” 
 
    Caleb made a face. “Makes me cringe now. I thought I could take care of her—it was my fault, and so I’d spend the rest of my life making it right. But Yui could see right through that. She knew it was just my guilt. And she had plenty of her own.” He swallowed hard, remembering. “She turned me down. Not just the proposal. Dating, all of it. She said she didn’t want me to be ’tied down to half a woman’.” 
 
    “That’s harsh,” Eira said. “But Yui was suffering. Maybe she was in pain when she said that.” 
 
    “She was. We both were. I’m just telling you this, Eira, because I want you to understand. Yui is my friend, and I care deeply about her. I wouldn’t be in the business I’m in right now, learning what I am at college, if it wasn’t for that accident. I wouldn’t be this good man you seem to think I am—that I’m glad you see when you look at me, because I don’t see him in the mirror.” 
 
    “You are a good man,” Eira said, looking deeply into his eyes. “You don’t even know how good you are, Caleb Holdstock.” 
 
    He smiled slightly at his full name. “But all that between me and Yui—it’s in the past,” he assured her. “I got over it. The two of us are just friends, and that’s all we’re going to be.” 
 
    Eira didn’t look convinced. As always, a woman’s intuition was a more powerful tool than anything Percival or the Knights of the Round Table could command. But the elf girl wisely kept her mouth shut about it for the moment. 
 
    “So you’re completely single, then?” Eira asked, nibbling her bottom lip. “You promise? Yui doesn’t have, like, right of first refusal on your girlfriends?” 
 
    That actually made Caleb laugh. “No. Nothing like that.” 
 
    He felt about a hundred pounds lighter. What was it about talking things out with a good, understanding woman that seemed to ease the burdens within a man’s soul? Pouring out his problems to Eira had the opposite effect of what he’d expected. He’d been bracing himself for scorn, to be abandoned—instead he was being embraced and understood. 
 
    And the best was yet to come. 
 
    “Good,” Eira said, sliding into Caleb’s lap. “Because I wouldn’t want to be accused of muscling in on her territory.” 
 
    And she kissed him, deep and hard. 
 
    Her lips tasted like cinnamon and spice. Caleb groaned in surprise as her mouth opened against his, then in delight as his hands slid beneath her sweatshirt and pulled her to him. The kiss grew deeper and more intense. He felt the press of her breasts through her thin shirt, the heat of her breath on his cheek. 
 
    Despite how many times he’d fantasized about it, and how close they’d come to this point at so many moments, he could hardly believe this was happening. God, it was so good. 
 
    His body responded to the kiss in the most natural way possible. Eira felt it and laughed joyously, pulling back from him with a giggle. She looked down and saw his bulge tenting his pants, her eyes widening in shock at his size. She reached down, tracing the shape of his erection with her fingertip. 
 
    Caleb groaned. “Oh shit...” 
 
    The elf girl gave him a sly look. “I can handle the dishes later,” she said, her eyes traveling up to the ceiling. “What do you say we take this to the bedroom?”  
 
    Caleb didn’t need to be told twice. 
 
    His hands slid down Eira’s back, tracing her curves beneath the thin fabric of the sweatshirt. Once he got where he was going he gave her ass a squeeze, confirming that she wasn’t wearing a stitch beneath the outfit she’d borrowed from him. 
 
    He stood up, lifting her as he did. Eira gasped, wrapping her legs around his midsection as he carried her to the stairs. She panted as they walked, her heart pounding like a jackhammer against his chest as he made his way up the stairs. Any worries he’d had about Eira not being into this evaporated—the elf girl was just as into him as he was into her. He could feel how turned on she was, the way her body tensed against him like a live wire. 
 
    He reached the top of the stairs and kicked open his bedroom door. He tossed Eira onto the bed and kissed her hard, his hands working beneath her shirt. Soon the two of them were rolling together across the mattress, their mouths moving and tongues twining while they explored each other’s bodies. Caleb felt his belt get removed, then his boots, then his jeans. 
 
    Once he was down to his boxers, Eira put a hand on his chest. She stood up next to the bed, grinned, then grabbed the hem of his sweatshirt and tugged it over her head. 
 
    His eyes widened, and his words caught in his throat. Eira was completely naked. 
 
    Her skin shone with a faint silvery glow. There wasn’t a single strand of hair anywhere on her body save for the top of her head, and the slit between her legs was pink and shining with juice. Her nipples stiffened in the chilly air of the bedroom, and her ass was so firm and supple Caleb felt he could have bounced a quarter off it. 
 
    “You like what you see?” Eira asked, giggling. 
 
    Caleb didn’t need to respond. The elf girl could see from the tent he was making in his boxers just how badly he wanted her. Eira laughed with anticipation, her silver cheeks flushing red as she ran a hand up and down her body, cupping one supple breast and teasing her nipple.  
 
    Caleb couldn’t take it any more. He reached for her, but Eira pushed away with a grin, shaking her head. 
 
    “Not just yet,” she said, her voice crackling with heat. “I really want to blow your mind, Caleb. Like really really.” 
 
    “You already are,” he said, patting the mattress. “Now get that sweet ass over here—” 
 
    Before he could say another word, Eira passed a hand over her face. For the second time since he’d met her, a shimmering aura spread from her palm, altering her features in the blink of an eye. When her hand dropped from her chin at last, the face of the cute camp counselor from the horror movie they’d been watching stared back at him. 
 
    Caleb’s jaw dropped open. 
 
    “Pretty hot, right?” Eira asked. “Benefits of having a girl who can change her face. It doesn’t even take me all that much energy to do it.” 
 
    “Wow,” Caleb said. He was still trying to process the possibilities. “That’s amazing.” 
 
    Eira giggled. “If there’s ever anyone you wanted to have a roll in the hay with, tonight’s your lucky night,” she purred. “I can do requests…” 
 
    With that, she ran her fingers back over her features. The face of the cute camp counselor dissolved, replaced with that of a much more famous actress with fans the world over. Eira shifted her hand once more, transforming into a supermodel they’d seen on the cover of a magazine in the grocery store. 
 
    She flashed through glamour after glamour, hopping through all the major male fantasies. Cute blonde cheerleader, voluptuous redheaded temptress. She became Latina, then Indian, then southeast Asian in the blink of an eye. 
 
    Finally she passed her hand over her beautiful face one more time. When her fingers moved away, it was Yui staring down at him on the bed. 
 
    His heart jumped into his throat. Suddenly his mouth was so dry it was a challenge to swallow. 
 
    “Not that,” he said, shaking his head. 
 
    Eira quickly transformed back to her original face. “Sorry,” she said, a touch too quickly. “I just thought you might…” 
 
    “I don’t want any of those,” Caleb said, reaching out for the gorgeous elf. “I want the real you, Eira.” 
 
    The girl beamed from ear to ear. That was exactly what she wanted to hear. 
 
    “Well now,” she purred, her ass jiggling back and forth as she put her knee on the edge of the bed. “That, I think I can definitely do…” 
 
    He pulled her to him, kissing her hard. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It took everything Caleb had not to throw Eira to the mattress and mount her right then and there. With her sleek, gorgeous frame in his arms and her soft female body all over his, his blood felt like liquid fire in his veins. His rod ached, leaving a damp patch across the front of his boxers that Eira was only too glad to grind herself against. He felt like he was going to lose control. 
 
    Just as the urge to push the elf girl down and pin her onto the mattress became too strong to resist, Eira placed a hand on his chest.  
 
    “Before we go any further, there’s something I need to tell you.” 
 
    Uh oh. That doesn’t sound good. Caleb tried to control his mounting frustration. Now that the two of them had finally confessed their feelings, he couldn’t wait much longer to consummate things. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asked. 
 
    Eira blushed. “Nothing’s wrong. It’s just… you’re my first. Human, that is.” 
 
    Woah. For a second, he thought she’d meant his first completely. That would have been a level of responsibility he wasn’t sure he was ready to take on, however much he knew it would feel amazing to be Eira’s first. 
 
    “Well, you’re my first elf,” he shot back with a smile. “Not my first entirely, though. I mean, I’ve had girlfriends—it’s just been a while since I’ve had time for much of a love life—” 
 
    Eira cut him off with a finger on his lips. Good thing, too, because he was starting to babble. 
 
    “I totally understand,” she said with a little smile. His eyes continued to roam over her curves, devouring every inch of her naked body. She looked hesitant, like there was something about the act of climbing into bed with him that she was a little bit afraid of. He wondered what it could be. 
 
    “You know how I mentioned that people from my world sneak into yours all the time to hook up with the residents?” Eira asked. 
 
    Caleb nodded. He remembered. 
 
    She glanced up and met his eyes. “The stereotype is that humans are big. Like, really big. And unlike elf guys, they know how to use what they’re packing.” Her gaze strayed to the bulge in his boxers, and she unconsciously licked her lips. “From what I’ve seen of you, they’re definitely not telling tales—” 
 
    Feeling bold, Caleb tugged down the waistband of his boxers. His bare manhood popped free, thick and veiny, and his balls bounced against the elastic as they settled beneath. He was rock hard. A clear bead of precum dribbled from his tip. 
 
    Very little in Caleb’s life had ever been quite as satisfying as seeing Eira’s face just then, and hearing her little gasp of pleasure of shock. “By the Pointed God, you’re packing!” she whimpered, bringing her fingertips to her lips. “My female friends definitely weren’t exaggerating about human men…” 
 
    Caleb couldn’t help but laugh at that. “I get it—it’s your first time with a guy like me,” he said, gesturing for her to join him on the bed. “Don’t worry. I’ll go slow. I’ll be gentle.” He reached out and cupped her ass, gripping it. “Right up until you start begging me to fuck you hard.” 
 
    Eira groaned, only the whites of her eyes showing. “You have no idea what you do to me,” she whimpered, sounding as if she were speaking to herself. “I’m really not this kind of girl usually, I promise. I don’t normally go stripping off my clothes and jumping into the beds of strange human men!” 
 
    “I don’t normally do it with girls I’ve just met, either,” Caleb admitted. “I feel it too, Eira. There’s a spark between us. Whatever this is, it’s special.” 
 
    She purred as she went down on her hands and knees on the mattress. The way she arched her back was so sweet that Caleb wished his eyes were cameras, so he could capture the moment in crystal-clear focus forever. 
 
    “It is,” Eira echoed. “Come here, baby. Let me show you a little magic…” 
 
    She knelt down and kissed him, her breasts swaying back and forth as she crawled across the bed. His hands encircled her waist, pulling her to him as the two of them made out hot and heavy. Caleb’s hands moved up and down her sides, exploring the elf girl’s perfect body as their tongues explored each other’s mouths. He finally settled for one hand on the back of her neck, and one down on her ass. 
 
    His mouth tasted like cinnamon, and his brain burned with desire. He couldn’t think about anything except how badly he wanted her, but he remembered his promise. Slow and sweet, until Eira begged him for more. 
 
    Well, he thought. Time to make her beg. 
 
    Caleb tipped the elf girl backward, pressing her into the mattress. She giggled and moaned, wrapping her legs around him as he planted a trail of kisses from her lips all the way down to her firm, perky breasts. Eira kept arching her hips, grinding the lips of her sex against his inner thighs and the base of his cock, but he was careful not to enter her too early. 
 
    Caleb took his time. He kissed and sucked at Eira’s stiff nipples, stoking her desire until the channel between her legs was as wet and warm as a river overspilling its banks.  
 
    “Mmmh, fuck!” She trembled beneath Caleb, only the whites of her eyes showing. One leg kicked out madly while the other remained hooked around his waist. “You really have no idea what you do to me, Caleb. This isn’t even a human thing. I can’t explain it, it’s just…!” 
 
    “Shh,” Caleb whispered. He gave her nipple a long, teasing suck, then moved back up to her collarbone and spread her legs. “I feel it, too. There’s just something about you, Eira. You drive me crazy.” 
 
    He paused, a smile spreading across his face. 
 
    “Maybe it’s magic?” 
 
    For once, it was Eira who couldn’t tell if Caleb was the one joking. 
 
    “Whatever it is, I hope it never stops,” she panted, rubbing herself against him. She laughed and pulled him close, whimpering. “I’m ready for you, Caleb. Please, please be gentle. You’re so big…” 
 
    Nodding, Caleb mounted Eira. He lifted her legs, putting them on either side of his waist as she laid back and watched him press the crown of his cock between her thighs. He teased her until she was quivering like a woman having a seizure, her mouth working slowly in an expression of beautiful agony.  
 
    Neither of them could take it any longer. Slowly, gently, he pushed his manhood into her. 
 
    Eira threw her head back and screamed, a sound of pure pleasure and relief. Caleb knew deep in his soul that there’d been a part of him that had wanted this since the moment he saw the beautiful elf, and that there was a similar part of her that had wanted the same thing ever since she’d seen him. 
 
    Now, finally, they were one.  
 
    “Yes!” Eira cried, arching her back and her pelvis as Caleb pushed into her. “Oh my gawwwd!” 
 
    If Caleb could speak, he’d have been saying something similar. The walls of Eira’s sex were like a pair of tight, hot silk gloves, clenching around him and milking him with the rhythm of a dancer’s hips. She felt perfect. Utterly perfect. 
 
    The whole rest of the world melted away as Caleb bottomed out inside of her. As his balls slapped against her thighs, a tingle traveled from the tip of his prick all the way to the top of his spine. The world turned warm and fuzzy and the colors grew more vibrant. Every detail seemed to jump out at him, like he’d just done a hit of some expensive drug. 
 
    He leaned back, Eira’s legs wrapping around him tighter as he looked down and watched his thick prick disappear inside of Eira slow and hard. Wet squelching sounds filled the bedroom as he ground against her soaking walls, their cries of passion mingling in his ears. 
 
    “Does that feel as un-fucking-believable for you as it does for me?” Caleb managed to gasp.  
 
    The look in Eira’s eyes told him everything he needed to know. His big human cock was hitting spots inside of her that no one had ever touched before, and her soft walls gripped him in ways that he’d never thought possible. 
 
    With Caleb’s other girlfriends, the excitement of hooking up for the first time made him think of chugging a large cup of coffee. With Eira, it was more like doing a line of blow off of a supermodel’s ass. He wasn’t just filled with pleasure—he felt high, as if the tight, perfect slit between the elf girl’s legs was quite literally magical. 
 
    “Yes,” Eira admitted. Her eyes shone with an eerie, unearthly light. It wasn’t just the look of a woman who was deep in the fever of lust, either. This was magic. “Gods yes, Caleb! I knew that humans were different, but I had no idea they could fuck like this…!” 
 
    Caleb grinned. What was that Mark Twain said about a man living for years off of a single compliment? Before this night was over, he was going to have enough self-esteem to be practically immortal. All thanks to Eira and her magic elf pussy. 
 
    Caleb thrust deep into that magic elf pussy, exploring its soft, silky folds. Whenever he looked down at the spot where the two of them joined, he saw her puffy nether lips gripping him tight, tugging as he pulled back like she didn’t want to let him go. 
 
    He didn’t blame her. She felt like heaven. 
 
    “Damn, that’s so tight,” Caleb panted. He lowered himself into Eira’s arms, kissing her deeply as she wrapped her legs around him. He lifted himself up onto his knees and fucked her into the mattress, savaging her with deep strokes as the two made out. Her hands went everywhere, exploring his body as he pounded her like his chest, back and ass were treasures she couldn’t believe she possessed. 
 
    Finally Eira could take no more. She broke the kiss, laying her head to the side on the pillow as she grinned up at him. 
 
    “Enough,” she said, nibbling her bottom lip. “I want to ride you, Caleb.” 
 
    That sounded good to him. He pulled out of Eira’s channel, teasing the hard nub at the apex of her pleasure a few times with his swollen crown, then sat up against the headboard and patted his thighs. 
 
    “C’mere,” he grunted, his stiff prick dripping with juice. 
 
    To his surprise, Eira didn’t mount him in the way he expected.  She flipped around and straddled him from behind, running the swollen, dripping lips of her sex up and down his stiff prick while her big rear bounced up and down. 
 
    Was it still reverse cowgirl when the woman doing it was an elf from a fantasy world? Or was there another word for the position? 
 
    Caleb didn’t know. He didn’t care. 
 
    He wanted her. 
 
    Eira glanced at Caleb over her shoulder, giggling as she wrapped her fingers around the base of his manhood. She guided the tip between her soft, silky lips, teasing him as she lifted her rear up and down. 
 
    “You love the way that elf pussy feels, don’t you, human?” Eira laughed. Her long white hair trailed down her back, devoid of color now that she wasn’t glamouring herself to look more like a human woman. 
 
    Caleb grunted in response. 
 
    “I’m right there with you! It’s so frustrating to be denied it after getting to feel my walls all around you, squeezing that big human dick the way that makes it feel so good!” Eira grinned wickedly. “But it’s fun to make you whimper, Caleb. Shit, I kind of want to make you beg for this pussy!” 
 
    He forced back a smile. He could see where Eira was going with this. 
 
    “Y-you bitch,” Caleb said through gritted teeth. “Gave me a taste, and now you won’t let me have it all?” 
 
    The tip of his manhood entered her, but just the tip. No matter how he bucked and thrashed, trying to upthrust into her, Eira would just arch her back and chuckle. He wanted to claim her, to fill her all the way to the base, to make her his. 
 
    “I had no idea a human guy would be this fun to play with,” Eira panted. “Gods, you should see the look on your face…!” 
 
    Caleb didn’t need to be a mind reader to know what she wanted, what she was goading him to do. 
 
    Thwack! 
 
    He brought his hand down on Eira’s round, silver-pale ass, giving her a hearty spank.  
 
    The change in Eira couldn’t have been more extreme. She arched her back, her pussy boiling over as the mixture of pleasure and pain short circuited her elven brain. Her hips dropped, the soft walls of her channel parting for him as her sleeve swallowed him all the way down to his balls. 
 
    “Unnngh!” Eira whimpered. “Oh fuck!” 
 
    Caleb followed it up with another smack, this time to the other cheek. The first one already had a dark place beginning to spread across the pale skin, in the outline of his hand. Something about it made him feel so hot—it was so dominant, so primal. 
 
    He grabbed her long hair and wrapped it around his fingers, using it as leverage to thrust inside of her. Not that he needed to thrust. The moment she felt the pain, Eira rode him like her life depended on it. 
 
    Her big tits bounced up and down as she took him hard, and her perfect, heart-shaped ass jiggled as she impaled herself on his dick again and again. The two of them made the bed shake, the frame rocking and creaking beneath the sheer force of their rutting. 
 
    Caleb grabbed hold of Eira’s hair again and tugged, using it as a leash. Eira whimpered and cried out, her eyes rolling back in her head. As her back arched, he reached around with the hand that had been spanking her and rubbed her clit while his cock pumped in and out of her. 
 
    “Oh fuck,” Eira moaned. “You know just what I like! God, how are you so fucking perfect—” 
 
    He answered with another slap on her pert rear. His hand moved like that for some time—teasing her clit, then spanking her, then massaging that aching nub some more. In no time at all, Eira was a mess. The elf girl sobbed with pleasure, the alternating pain and pleasure sending her into a headspace Caleb knew she’d never been in before. She had no way to process being spoiled like a princess, then used like a whore, then back to princess again. 
 
    “That’s right,” he said. He felt her walls gripping him tight and knew she was near the peak. “Be a good girl and take it. Take my cock.” 
 
    “Yes!” Eira cried, slamming herself down on him as hard as she could. “I’ll be your good girl, Caleb! I’ll do anything you say, just keep giving me that big human cock! Oh Gods, I’m yours! I’m yours, Caleb, and I’m going to cum…!” 
 
    Eira’s words dissolved in a cry of passion as she came. Her pussy clenched around him, dripping with juice as she rode out the throes of her ecstasy. His fingers rubbed her clit mercilessly until she could take it no longer—when she lifted her hips, trying desperately to get away, he took the soaked fingers and forced them into her mouth. She sucked them greedily, her eyes rolling back in her head as she continued to pulse and clench. 
 
    Suddenly the bed frame gave a loud squeak, followed by a snap. 
 
    The mattress sank beneath them, hitting the floor on one side. They looked down and saw that the wooden frame of the bed—probably an antique back when Caleb’s grandfather had bought it—had splintered down the side, breaking into two pieces. 
 
    “Oops,” Caleb said, starting to laugh. 
 
    “Worth it,” Eira replied, grinning. 
 
    It was. 
 
    Still laughing, Caleb pulled out of Eira. He carried her in his arms as he slid to the edge of the broken bed, putting his feet on the floor. He let her down on the carpet, stared down at her, and took hold of his prick. 
 
    Eira understood. “I know exactly what you need,” the elf girl whimpered, sinking to her knees next to Caleb.  
 
    Eira wrapped her lips around Caleb’s shaft, moaning as his taste flooded her senses. The mixture of his precum and her juices must have been intoxicating, because suddenly it was like she came alive in a way he’d never seen before. She took him deeper than deep, sucking him until her nose was pressed against his pelvis and the tip of his prick hit the back of her throat. 
 
    With a grunt, he thrust deep into Eira’s mouth, fucking her face. Was it too much? 
 
    Eira’s eyes met his. The elf girl winked. 
 
    No. It was perfect. 
 
    He kept going until he felt the telltale tingle that told him he was right on the edge. Eira swirled his tongue around him, bringing more precum from his manhood that she swallowed eagerly. The true flood was about to come—he could feel himself jerking and throbbing, getting ready to shoot. 
 
    With a giggle, Eira leaned back, pulling off him and opening her mouth wide. Her tongue lolled from between her pouty lips as she stroked him hard, jacking off his throbbing prick inches away from her face. 
 
    “Cum for me, Caleb!” the elf begged. “Cum all over my face…!” 
 
    Caleb erupted. His manhood spurted, shooting a thick jet of seed onto her waiting tongue. Eira moaned with triumph, swallowing it down greedily as she continued milking him with her slender fingers. He shot rope after rope of hot cum all over her pretty face, her eyes shining with lust. It covered her forehead, her cheeks—some of it got all over her tits. Eira was the best target for his load he could have imagined. 
 
    As he came down from his peak, the elf girl wrapped her lips around the head of his cock and sucked him dry. Whatever magic the two of them experienced, it seemed to be concentrated in his load. Just tasting it made Eira look and act like she was in the middle of an intense, euphoric drug trip. Sucking it straight from the source was almost too much for her handle. 
 
    As soon as he was empty, Eira licked her lips. “Fuck,” she cooed. “Your cum tastes so good, Caleb. I already want some more…” 
 
    Caleb hauled the elf girl off the floor. She came with a squeal, spreading her legs as he tossed her over the mattress and entered her from behind. She arched her back beautifully, meeting him stroke for stroke as he pounded her doggy style. 
 
    Even cumming all over her beautiful face wasn’t enough to extinguish the flame within him.  
 
    The two of them fucked like animals, the broken bed completely forgotten. Caleb had his hands in Eira’s long white hair, tugging her head back as he pounded her. The elf girl bit her bottom lip and grinned, her eyes rolling back in her head. At some point, Eira came all over him once more, screaming out her pleasure.  
 
    The pleasure built and built, becoming unbearable. He knew he was going to cum. 
 
    Caleb’s balls slammed against Eira’s hips with every thrust. Her walls welcomed him inside of her with every stroke, her pussy squeezing him like a fist. She threw herself back on him as hard as he could, but it was beyond question that both of them were nearing the point of exhaustion. This would be the last time he got off—the grand finale before he got a well-deserved rest. 
 
    He wanted to make it count. 
 
    His hips slammed into her, making the already broken bed shake even further. It was going to be splinters by the time he was done, but he didn’t care. He could buy another one.  
 
    Hell, he could build it.  
 
    Eira whimpered and came again, her nails digging into the mattress. “Cum in me,” she begged, the desperation in her voice doing things to Caleb that he couldn’t admit to any other human being.  
 
    “I… I can’t,” he said as he continued pumping.  
 
    “I’m on magical birth control. So you can fill me with your seed and not worry at all.” 
 
    Those words filled him with new pleasure, and his climax built, roaring in his chest like a furnace. 
 
    Then, all at once, it exploded. 
 
    With a roar, Caleb thrust himself into Eira as hard and deep as he could go. He grabbed her hips with both hands, digging in tight enough to bruise as his cock jerked and shot deep within her. 
 
    He filled her with his seed, pumping her elf pussy to the brim with his thick, creamy cum. There was so much of it that the result had to be magical—there was no way his balls could have refilled themselves so quickly. A wave of pure ecstasy rolled over him, making his legs shake and his toes curl. 
 
    The feeling of his load inside of her sent Eira over the edge for a final time. She screamed, her whole body shaking as she came right along with him. Her walls gripped him like a second skin, pulling his seed deep into her womb. 
 
    Slowly, the world went back to normal. The awesome high he’d felt while inside of Eira began to slowly fade, leaving behind an afterglow almost as nice as the pleasant ache in his arms and legs. He collapsed into the broken bed, laying back on the pillows and staring up at the ceiling as Eira curled up next to him. Her body was covered in a faint sheen of sweat, and a broad grin stretched across her face. 
 
    “Was that as incredible for you as it was for me?” she asked in a little voice. 
 
    Caleb didn’t answer with words. He put his hand on Eira’s rear and pulled her closer, giving her a kiss. She melted against him, then rested her head on his shoulder as the two of them basked in the aftereffects of their bliss. 
 
    “I like you, human,” Eira purred. Her voice was already heavy with exhaustion; she’d probably be out like a light as soon as they finished talking. “No wonder your cultures have so many folktales about fairies and elves and selkies.” 
 
    “I thought those were fables,” Caleb muttered. “Morals to instruct medieval peasants. Don’t go near the water alone. Don’t wander off in the forest by yourself. That sort of thing.” 
 
    “Nah.” Eira gave him a playful punch on the arm. “Creatures from the Wyrdworld just like to get laid. And you humans are freaking great at it.” 
 
    “You’re not so bad yourself,” Caleb said with a yawn. “I like having you around Eira.” 
 
    Her heart beat faster. For a few moments, Caleb felt as if she was on the verge of telling him something—something she’d been holding back until now. Part of him wondered if it might be the l-word. The two of them barely knew each other, but the spark between them felt undeniable. Caleb, at least, had never had a partner like this before. Being with her felt incredible. 
 
    Eira yawned, and her expression changed. “G’night, Caleb,” she whispered, draping an arm over him. “See you in the morning.” 
 
    He got the covers up over them both just in time. They drifted off together, snoozing peacefully in each other’s arms. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At first, Caleb thought the honking was part of his dream. 
 
    He fumbled his way to consciousness slowly, the heat of the room lying on him like a thick blanket. From the way the light slanted through the backyard window, it was late in the morning indeed. He’d overslept. Snoozed right through his alarm… 
 
    He rolled onto his side and spied the gorgeous, naked elf lying next to him. A grin rose to his face. All of it had been real. 
 
    He hadn’t slept through his alarm—he’d forgotten to set it entirely. That hot, sweet night of passion with Eira had left him utterly drained, capable of doing nothing but holding the elf close and passing out with her in his arms. 
 
    Caleb spent a few moments examining Eira in the morning light. She was even more beautiful enveloped in its halo than she’d been kneeling in the moonlight. Her shoulders gently rose and fell as she snored, the curve of her hip like the hill on which his house stood. 
 
    She’s beautiful, he thought. 
 
    Another honk. He had a visitor. 
 
    The events of the previous night left him feeling so good that Caleb didn’t ponder the question of who’d come to visit him for more than a moment or two. Still smiling like the world’s luckiest fratboy, he rolled off the bed as quietly as he could and threw on a pair of boxer shorts, along with a thin cotton t-shirt he’d left on the floor a day or two ago. He closed the door behind him as quietly as he could, not wanting to wake up Eira. Let the elf girl sleep. 
 
    She’d earned it. 
 
    He had an extra spring in his step as he made his way down the stairs. Whoever this person was, they were about to see him in a very, very good mood. As he crossed the living room, Caleb tried to tick off on mental fingers who it could be. His grandfather’s lawyer, maybe? Some kind of delivery? 
 
    Perhaps it was someone from Wolfe’s Hollow. Everyone knew his grandfather intimately, it seemed—maybe someone had come to pay their respects. Like the lady at the paint store? 
 
    The car honked once more as Caleb approached the front door. He threw it open and stood in the doorway, his good cheer turning to shock as he saw what was waiting for him in his driveway. 
 
    It wasn’t someone from Wolfe’s Hollow. And it definitely wasn’t his grandfather’s lawyer. 
 
    Sitting just behind his truck at the end of the driveway was an oversized van—the kind with a special ramp on the side for wheelchairs to load and unload. The ramp was down, as it could be lowered and risen automatically, but the chair was still inside the van itself. As he knew it would be, the moment he saw it. 
 
    Sitting in the driver’s seat, her hand held just above the horn, was Yui. 
 
    It was a common misconception that people with Yui’s disability were unable to drive. The license plate on the front of the van proclaimed the vehicle as a rental The license plate on the front meant it was a rental—an accessible driving vehicle, sometimes called a WAV for wheelchair accessible vehicle instead. Yui’s legs didn’t work, but the car had workarounds for that, and his friend certainly had the money to afford to rent such a conveyance. 
 
    “Hey!” Yui waved, flashing a grin that stretched from one ear to the other. “Help me out of this thing and into my chair!” 
 
    What the hell was Yui doing here? Caleb wracked his brain, trying to remember if his friend mentioned anything about dropping by this week. Only now did he realize that Yui had really been dropping hints about it all yesterday, and he’d been too oblivious to notice them. That or too distracted by Eira. 
 
    Well, there was nothing to do now but help his friend. 
 
    Caleb jogged over and walked up the ramp on the side of the van. Yui’s wheelchair had been folded up and tucked between the seats, probably by whatever attendant she’d spoken to at the rental place. They had helpers for the disabled to do things like that, and Yui wouldn’t have been shy about taking advantage of the services. She never had anyone do anything for her that she couldn’t handle herself, but some things were beyond her. 
 
    As he pulled the chair down the ramp and unfolded it, Yui watched him. “You should see the look on your face right now, dude,” she giggled. “I don’t think I’ve ever surprised you like this before!” 
 
    Caleb brought the chair over to the driver’s side door. “Yui, not that it’s not amazing to see you, but what would you have done if I wasn’t home?” She hadn’t brought anyone with her, which meant if he’d been away from the house there wouldn’t have been anyone to help her out of the driver’s seat. She’d have had to wait for him, or more likely to drive into Wolfe’s Hollow. 
 
    Yui grinned. “Gone around on my elbows like Stallone in Rambo,” she said, wiggling her arms. “But I knew you’d be here. You like to sleep in. Though even you’re usually up by now…” 
 
    Yui trailed off. Caleb was in the middle of positioning Yui’s wheelchair next to the door when he noticed the shocked look on her face. She was looking back in the direction he’d come—at the front door. 
 
    Eira stood in the doorway. Mercifully, she’d glamoured herself before stepping outside, so she had a human face instead of an elvish one. She’d also put on some clothes; but they were Caleb’s clothes. His sweatshirt hugged her shoulders and hips, the hem of it ending at mid-thigh to show off her long, creamy legs. 
 
    “Hooooly shit,” Yui whispered. Her lips formed a perfect little ’o’ of surprise. “No wonder you forgot to call me last night…” 
 
    Caleb cursed inwardly. He had completely forgotten about his promise to call Yui until that very moment. In all the excitement, he’d let his night of passion with Eira take precedence. 
 
    “Hi there!” Eira was already making her way down from the porch. Unlike Caleb, she didn’t look the least bit shocked to see his friend here, uninvited, in the middle of the West Virginia wilderness. “You must be Yui!” 
 
    “I did not mean to interrupt anything,” Yui whispered in a voice only Caleb could hear. “Shit, dude, why didn’t you tell me you hooked up with a local girl?” 
 
    “It kinda just happened,” Caleb muttered. “We only met a couple of days ago, actually.” 
 
    Eira sashayed over and helped Caleb with the door. She didn’t hesitate for a moment at the sight of Yui strapped into the passenger seat, nor did her gaze linger for an uncouth amount of time at her condition. Both were rarities among their mutual friends—for Eira to be so chill was a major green flag where Yui was concerned. He saw his friend’s smile grow a touch more genuine as she gave his hookup a once over. 
 
    “I’m Eira,” Eira said, extending a hand. “Caleb has told me so much about you. I knew you called yesterday, but I had no idea you were coming over for a visit!” 
 
    “I kinda didn’t tell him,” Yui said. A flash of guilt showed on her features—Caleb could tell she was worried she’d inadvertently messed with her best friend’s hookup. “It was meant to be a surprise.” 
 
    “He’s certainly surprised!” Eira agreed. “Would you like me to help you into your chair, Yui?” 
 
    “I can do it,” Yui insisted. “Just hold the thing steady for me, would you?” 
 
    Eira did. Yui insisted on doing the dismounts and climb-ups herself as much as possible—she jokingly referred to these maneuvers as her ’ninja moves’.  She nearly slipped when sliding from the passenger seat of the truck, but quickly righted herself. As she settled into her chair, she tossed the keys to Caleb. “Hold onto those,” she said with a faint smile. 
 
    “Can do,” Caleb said, his tone filling with wonder. Yui made her way up the drive, flanked by Eira, and the two of them were chatting and conversing like they’d been girlfriends even longer than he and Yui had known each other. How did girls do that? 
 
    “So you’re a local?” Yui was asking as Caleb caught up with the pair. “Did you know Gene Holdstock?” 
 
    “Not personally,” Eira said. “Uncle Gene was a great inspiration to my people. Helped members of my family out of a jam more times than I can count. But I never met him myself.” 
 
    “Your people?” Yui asked with a frown. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Eira flashed an awkward smile. “Oh, you know,” she said, reaching for her pointed ears to smooth them down before remembering she had glamoured them away. “Just normal human slang. Local stuff!” 
 
    Caleb nearly slapped his forehead. The differences between his world and Eira’s had never felt so pronounced. If Yui suspected something was up, both of them were going to have a lot of explaining to do. And Yui’s mind was like a steel trap—nothing got past her. 
 
    But Yui seemed strangely charmed by Caleb’s hookup. “Ha, yeah,” she said, guiding the chair’s oversized wheels across the gravel. “I’m into normal human slang, too.” She smiled as if the two of them had just made a private joke. “Where did the two of you meet?” 
 
    “Hardware store,” Eira said, cutting Caleb off before he could respond. He was going to say library, that he’d run into Eira while doing research into his grandfather’s history. Her idea made more sense. “We bonded over the funny names in the paint aisle.” 
 
    A look of amazement lit up Yui’s face. “That was yesterday,” she said, glancing over at Caleb. Her face said she hadn’t realized what a casanova he was. “So you two just ran into each other at the hardware store and ended up spending the night together?” 
 
    It wasn’t exactly a tactful question. But he and Yui had always been able to talk like this to each other about relationships. And either because of him or because of her Wyrdworld upbringing, Eira didn’t seem to mind at all. 
 
    “I like to move fast,” Eira said with a glint in her eye. “Plus I’m only in town for a few days, same as Caleb. I only swung by Wolfe’s Hollow for the Renaissance Faire.” 
 
    Any questions Yui had about Caleb and his hookup were immediately put on hold by the mention of the event.  
 
    “What!?” Yui gasped. “Caleb, you didn’t tell me there was a Ren Faire in town!” 
 
    “It’s this weekend,” Eira said with a laugh. “I do an extremely good elf cosplay. I gave your friend a little sneak preview of it last night.” 
 
    Yui’s jaw dropped to the floor. “Jeeesus, Caleb,” she whispered, giving him a surreptitious little fist bump. “You have learned well, my student.” 
 
    This was so awkward. And yet, at the same time, it wasn’t awkward at all. 
 
    If he’d been walking up the drive with any other two people in the world, Caleb would have been red in the face and completely unable to speak by now. But he felt no sense of shame or guilt with Yui—she was his best friend, and the two of them could talk about absolutely anything. And the spark he felt between himself and Eira hadn’t faded after their hookup the previous night. If anything, their connection felt even stronger in the warm light of morning. 
 
    “So what brings you to our humble neck of the woods?” Eira asked as they reached the porch. Caleb could tell Yui was going to need some help making it to the front door, so he took up a position behind her chair as she rolled to the foot of the stoop. “Caleb told me part of your college burned down?” 
 
    “Oh, don’t even get me started!” Yui said in a tone that practically begged to get her started. Her eyes lit up when Eira mentioned the fire—Caleb imagined it was probably the biggest thing that had happened in Yui’s school for a decade. “The Dean of Studies is going crazy, trying to figure out who the culprit was. They didn’t even want to grant me a quick sabbatical to leave classes for a week—as if I were some kind of suspect in an arson case! I mean, look at me!” Yui glanced down at her non-working legs. “Do I look like the sort of girl who could carry cans of gasoline around in the middle of the night?” 
 
    Worry creased Eira’s brow. “They think someone set the fire on purpose?”  
 
    Yui leaned forward, dropping her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. She’d never been able to resist sharing a juicy piece of gossip: it was perhaps her single toxic trait. She was incorrigible that way. 
 
    “So, officially no,” Yui said, wiggling her eyebrows. “The school put out a statement and everything, claiming it was an electrical fire that burned down the labs. But the rumor around campus is that someone with a grudge did it. The school’s being really cagey about it, and they’re apparently bringing in a private firm to investigate the whole thing on the hush hush.” 
 
    “Wow,” Caleb said. “That’s crazy.” 
 
    It didn’t really matter to him, as long as Yui was alright. She didn’t seem bothered at all by the loss of her lab, especially once she’d found out she was going to get credit for her class anyway. 
 
    But Eira suddenly looked concerned. 
 
    “They really think that?” she asked, looking down at Yui. “You don’t know of any students who might have had a reason to do a thing like that, do you?” 
 
    Yui snorted. “Seriously? You’d have to be totally fucking crazy to burn a building down. I don’t know any twisted firestarters—or at least if I do, they’re smart enough to hide it.” 
 
    Huh? Why was Eira so interested in this? It wasn’t her state; it wasn’t even her realm. He could understand being concerned for Yui, of course, but this seemed a little bit beyond the pale. 
 
    “Fair enough,” Eira finally said. “I’m glad you’re okay. I know you mean a lot to Caleb.” 
 
    A faint blush rose to Yui’s cheeks. “Yeah, definitely! I’m glad I could be here. But really, if I’m interrupting anything, or cramping your style, I could always drive back into town and get set up somewhere in Wolfe’s Hollow.” 
 
    “That’s probably a good idea,” Caleb said. He felt grateful that Yui had been the one to bring it up, as it would make things easier.  
 
    “What!?” To Caleb’s surprise it was Eira, not Yui, who seemed shocked by this declaration. “Yui, do not listen to this man! We would be thrilled to have you here!” 
 
    “The place needs renovations,” Caleb cut in. “Look at the damned porch! How is Yui supposed to get around the place before I make any adjustments to make things easier for her?” 
 
    Eira crossed her arms beneath her breasts. “Then we’ll just help her,” she said, cocking an eyebrow. “Besides, I thought the whole point of flipping a place like this was to make it easier for someone like Yui to live there. Wouldn’t having her here to point out the issues you overlooked be helpful?” 
 
    He thought Yui had looked shocked before. Having the girl she thought was just Caleb’s one-night stand come roaring to her defense had her jaw on the floor. Her arms gripped the sides of her wheelchair like she was a little afraid she might fall upwards into the sky. 
 
    “I’m sure the place could use a disability expert,” Yui said as she looked up at the windows on the mansion’s second floor. “Not to mention a feminine touch. Though maybe you’ve been helping Caleb with that, Eira.” 
 
    “Oh, not at all!” Eira grabbed the handles on the back of the chair and tilted Yui upwards, helping her device onto the porch with a gentle shove. “You’d be very much appreciated, I can tell.” 
 
    Caleb watched the two of them with growing amazement. “Hey, don’t I get a say in any of this?” 
 
    The two women looked back at him as one, their faces those of two women so obviously in cahoots with each other that it seemed like Eira and Yui had been best friends for years. 
 
    “Oh come on, baby, we have to be hospitable,” Eira said, taking his arm. “Besides, you’ve told me so much about Yui. I really want to get to know her better, and I know we could show her a good time around Wolfe’s Hollow. Plus, there’s the Ren Faire to think about…” 
 
    Caleb shook his head. He’d been outmaneuvered, that was for sure. How had the two women gotten onto the same page so damned quickly? They were on the same wavelength almost as deeply as he and Eira were. Dimly, he wondered if Yui felt a little bit of that ’spark’ he experienced around the beautiful elf, but he quickly dismissed the thought. 
 
    Once inside, Caleb and Eira gave Yui a tour of the place. Obviously they couldn’t go up onto the second floor, or down into the basement—not unless Yui wanted to be carried, which she didn’t seem to be down for. She oohed and ahhed over the condition of the place, pointing out a few flaws that needed to be fixed but mostly just mooning over how cool and rustic Caleb’s new home was. By the time they’d finished, Caleb had added a few things he hadn’t noticed before to his list of improvements to make. 
 
    I’ll be damned, he thought, putting his phone back in his pocket. Eira was right. Having another set of eyes really is useful. 
 
    It wasn’t until they’d shown Yui the room on the first floor where she could crash and cleaned it up a bit that Eira’s expression changed. “Caleb, could you come out on the porch for a sec?” she asked, gently giving his shoulder a squeeze. “I promise I won’t take you away from Yui for long.” 
 
    It wasn’t the way a girlfriend would talk about Yui, or even a fling—but things between the three of them were rapidly becoming something deeper than that. Eira didn’t seem to have any problem with how much he was doting on his friend, and the three of them got along like they’d all grown up together, not just him and Yui. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” Yui said, climbing into bed and grabbing her laptop. “Wi-Fi password’s the same thing you always use, right? I’ve got some emails to catch up on. You two go do… you know, couple things!” 
 
    With a smile, Eira led him out of the room. 
 
    He thought they’d talk as soon as they were in the hall, but the elf girl took him all the way to the front porch. Yui’s van squatted behind his truck like a great black beetle, silent and impassive. 
 
    He could tell from the way Eira was acting that something was wrong. Great, she’s pissed, he thought, swallowing hard. Maybe she’d had second thoughts about having Yui over. Or maybe he’d given his friend too much attention, and Eira was jealous. 
 
    “Look, I know this is awkward,” he began. He pointedly didn’t blame Eira for making the invite, as that would have just alienated her. “But we’re really good friends and—” 
 
    Eira put a hand on his chest. Her eyes bored into his, searching his gaze for something he couldn’t put words to. 
 
    “Caleb,” Eira whispered, “why the everloving fuck did you not tell me your best friend was part Fae!?” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The rest of the day passed in a blur. Caleb spent the bulk of the afternoon making repairs on his grandfather’s mansion, while Yui and Eira got closer. All that long day, the two of them had their heads together every time he was in the same room—they were thick as thieves. 
 
    He wondered what the hell they were talking about. They certainly seemed to get along, though, which was nice. 
 
    Caleb had a lot to think about, which he did while he cleaned up the place. By the time the sun began to dip over the horizon, his stomach was rumbling like the surface of a frozen over lake about to crack. He’d hoped for a repeat of the amazing feast Eira laid out for him last night, but the girls had other plans. 
 
    “Let’s go into Wolfe’s Hollow for dinner,” Eira said, giving him a kiss and a squeeze on his rear. “Yui hasn’t gotten to see any of it but the car rental place yet. Besides, we never got those groceries.” 
 
    Of course. Eira whipping up a three-course meal would look pretty suspicious when their pantry was bare. He was only more than happy to agree. 
 
    They took Yui’s van into town, seeing as it was parked closest to the road and her wheelchair would fit into the vehicle easier than it would into Caleb’s truck. Doing so meant that Yui would have to drive, though, as Caleb didn’t have the faintest idea how to handle the special levers and buttons that allowed Yui to manipulate the gas and brake. And Eira couldn’t drive, period. 
 
    The drive wasn’t a long one. With Caleb guiding her down the muddy backcountry roads, it felt like they were going on yet another adventure from their college days. They slipped back into their easy repartee, and Eira was definitely no third wheel in their conversations. 
 
    They pulled into Wolfe’s Hollow just as the sun began to set. Caleb enjoyed pointing out a few locations as they drove through town: the library, the home improvement store where he’d ’met’ Eira, and a number of little shops. Yui ate it all up, soaking in the small-town charm. 
 
    “So where’s the Ren Faire going to be?” Yui asked. “That’s supposed to be the big draw around here, right?” 
 
    To Caleb’s relief, Eira took the question like a local. “Down there,” she said, gesturing towards the south end of town. “They turn basically everything below the train tracks into a medieval playground. You’re going to love it!” 
 
    Going to? Caleb hadn’t invited Yui to the Renaissance Faire. He hadn’t even realized he was going to the Renaissance Faire. Evidently, this was something Yui and Eira had decided without him. 
 
    His feelings must have shown on his face. Yui shot him a pleading look from the rearview mirror, and Eira turned around in her seat and gave him a naughty smile that seemed to promise it would be worth his while to say yes. 
 
    “We can’t not go,” Yui protested, her hands squeezing the steering wheel tighter. “Come on, please? I’ll pay for all of our passes!” 
 
    The looks on both women’s faces could melt even the hardest heart. Against them, Caleb had no defense. Besides, Eira would look cute in one of those hot little Ren Faire outfits. 
 
    “Sure,” he said with a shrug. “And you don’t need to pay for me.” 
 
    “It would be my pleasure,” Yui insisted. “Oh, we’re gonna have so much fun!” 
 
    “Yui and I already have an idea of how we’re going to dress,” Eira purred, winking at him. “You don’t get to see it yet, though! It’s a surprise.” 
 
    The restaurant turned out to be a nice, upscale establishment, which was a little surprising. Wolfe’s Hollow didn’t strike Caleb as the sort of place to have a Michelin Star chef on staff, but the decor was nice and the food looked amazing. The maitre d’ seemed a bit irritated at having to make space for Yui’s wheelchair, which rankled, but it wasn’t long before the three of them were escorted to the back patio and to a table. 
 
    The place was packed. And as soon as their food arrived, Caleb understood why. The food was delicious. The feast Eira whipped up for him was always going to be an all-timer that he never forgot, thanks to her magic, but as far as ordinary human food went, this was right up there. 
 
    Caleb and Eira both had steaks, while Yui ordered a plate of lobster ravioli. As they ate, Yui told Eira all sorts of stories about her childhood and the fun she and Caleb had had together, though she was careful not to mention the accident. And Caleb was careful not to mention anything about the secret world he’d found in his grandfather’s basement. It was difficult at times to refrain from mentioning it at all, but he managed—even though there were a couple of close calls. 
 
    Strangely, Eira didn’t have the same problem. Caleb figured this wasn’t her first rodeo; she’d snuck into the human world before. She had a decent idea of how to blend in without looking suspicious. 
 
    After dinner the three of them returned to the house. Caleb helped Yui unload the wheelchair from the van, then watched as she rolled inside. The first thing he’d done that afternoon was put some boards across the porch so she could use them as a ramp—a temporary fix, but one that allowed her to be a little bit more independent. 
 
    “I’m going to get a couple things done,” Yui said, glancing from the door. “Don’t stay out too long! I hear there’s bears in these woods!” 
 
    “We’re just going for a quick walk,” Caleb assured his friend. 
 
    Yui nodded at that. Once she was inside, Caleb turned to Eira. 
 
    “That was really nice,” the elf girl was saying. “I had no idea the chefs in your realm were such good cooks. They almost managed to match what I eat back home—” 
 
    Caleb whirled on her. Eira’s eyes opened a fraction wider, but otherwise she didn’t react. 
 
    “Alright,” he said, glancing over at the front door. Yui was nowhere to be seen, which was good. “Time for you to spill the beans, Eira. What the fuck did you mean about Yui have fairy blood?” 
 
    “Fae blood,” Eira corrected, a smirk on her face. “And yes, that girl absolutely is part Fae. Probably not all that far back in her family tree, either.” 
 
    Caleb shook his head. This was what he’d been thinking about the entire drive, not to mention for a big chunk of dinner. He’d wanted Eira to explain it to him straight away, but an interruption from Yui forced him to table it for the immediate moment. The ’quick walk’ was just an excuse—if he had to guess, he figured Yui probably thought the two of them were using it to make out or fool around. 
 
    Instead, they were talking about fairies. 
 
    “That doesn’t make any sense,” Caleb said, walking behind the van. If Yui saw them standing out in the driveway, she’d wonder why they weren’t walking one of the paths around the mansion. “Okay, me I get being tied to the Wyrdworld. My grandfather was a Crafter, even if everything I hear about him sounds like something out of a fantasy novel instead of real life. But Yui? She’s just an ordinary girl. She’s never been to your world.” 
 
    “I never said that she did,” Eira replied, her hands on her hips. “Look, this isn’t up for debate, Caleb. I can tell when someone has the Wyrdworld in their blood. I literally smell it on your girlfriend, so don’t try to tell me she’s perfectly ordinary—” 
 
    “She’s not my girlfriend…” Caleb shot back. 
 
    Before he could get any further, Eira put a finger in his face. “And another thing,” she whispered, her eyebrows lifting to her hairline. “Are you kidding me?” 
 
    Huh? He was caught completely off guard. 
 
    “After we’re done out here, you need to go inside and apologize to that girl,” Eira said, her tone softening. “What I saw this morning and tonight at dinner was not a girl who’s ’okay with just being friends’. She is into you, Caleb.” 
 
    He laughed in disbelief. “No she’s not!” 
 
    Eira stared at him. “You really don’t see it, do you? Pointed God, that girl’s carrying a torch bigger than the Statue of Liberty’s and you think she wants to be your friend!? How oblivious are you?” 
 
    For once in his life, Caleb had no idea what to say. The vehemence of her response shocked him, and made him realize he’d been misinterpreting her signals all along. 
 
    “Maybe there’s some reason for that, though,” Eira said, thinking it over. “In fact, I might have been brought into your life just in time to help the two of you bridge the gap.” 
 
    “Bridge the gap?” Caleb couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “This isn’t about Yui, Eira. All of this has been about me.” 
 
    A strange smile spread across Eira’s face. “I know you think that—and so do I,” she said, looking like someone had played a great joke on them both. “But that girl’s charmed, Caleb. The amount of Fae blood in her’s off the charts. If you hadn’t known her for so much of her life, I’d almost be tempted to call her a changeling. But I know she’s not. Besides, the timing is all wrong.” 
 
    There were many things Caleb could have asked at that moment. Why the timing was off, as Eira said, and why she’d suggest so casually that his best friend since childhood wasn’t a human being at all but some sort of refugee from the Wyrdworld. Or maybe he could have asked why it seemed like Eira was trying to hook him up with Yui—and why she didn’t seem the least bit bothered by the idea that he and his best friend would have a romantic relationship on top of the one he already had with Eira. 
 
    But one particular word in Eira’s speech stuck in Caleb’s mind. It felt wrong. Wronger than wrong. 
 
    “Charmed!?” he asked, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “You think Yui’s had a charmed life?” 
 
    He expected Eira to cringe with shame at saying such a thing. But she held her ground. 
 
    “I think she’s a lot happier than you give her credit for,” she said, glancing over at the closed front door of the mansion. Neither of them wanted Yui to accidentally overhear them—not when they were discussing something like this. “She has a good life, a lot of friends and a bright future. Plus she’s rich, right?” 
 
    Of course she was. Just how rich was something Caleb had never bothered to ask—it wasn’t the sort of thing they talked about. But Yui was very, very comfortable. 
 
    “She… yeah, she is,” Caleb admitted. 
 
    “Because of the wreck.” It wasn’t a question. 
 
    Caleb nodded. “She sued the family of the driver,” he explained, remembering. Those days had been hard, mostly a blur of tears and mourning Yui’s lost future. But he remembered giving a deposition for the upcoming civil trial. “It turned out he was some rich failson—a billionaire’s kid, out on a joyride and driving on a suspended license. His parents didn’t want any of it getting out and becoming public knowledge, so they offered Yui a bunch of money to make it go away. She took it.” 
 
    Eira nodded like she’d already heard this. “It was a lot of money,” she said in a low voice. “But not enough to make her set for life, the way she clearly is right now. That came later, didn’t it?” 
 
    How did Eira know all this? The answer seemed obvious. 
 
    “She told you about it, didn’t she?” He expected Eira’s face to light up, but instead she  just shook her head. Leaving him even more confused than before. 
 
    “Yui hasn’t told me anything about her injuries,” she said matter of factly. “Call it Wyrdworld intuition. Or a woman’s. I’m right, aren’t I?” 
 
    She was. Yui had been smart about investing her money—immediately after the settlement hit her bank account, she divided it up and sank it into a number of funds and commodities. One of them was an up and coming cryptocurrency, which turned out to be one of the few that became a household name and skyrocketed in value. 
 
    Yui cashed out her digital wallet not long before the big crypto crash. In retrospect, the timing was perfect—Eira certainly would have called it ’charmed’, and maybe Caleb would, too. She’d taken her digital ball and gone home right before the bottom fell out. 
 
    Caleb had never asked her exactly how much money she’d made, but Yui was almost certainly a multi-millionaire. Set for life, as Eira had so colorfully proclaimed. 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah,” he admitted. He explained everything he’d been thinking. 
 
    By the time he was done, Eira’s expression was triumphant. “See? What did I tell you? Fae blood.” She shook her head, chuckling. “Turned her tragedy to triumph.” 
 
    Caleb sputtered wordlessly. “You can’t honestly think that,” he said after a few moments. 
 
    “Of course I do,” Eira said with a snort. “Why wouldn’t I?’ 
 
    “She’s…” Caleb trailed off. “She’s disabled, Eira.” 
 
    The elf girl nodded slowly. “I thought you might say that,” she whispered. “You really do have a problem with it, don’t you, Caleb?” 
 
    What? They were really moving into uncharted territory now. Caleb could feel his blood pressure rising—it was like someone was gently squeezing both sides of his head. 
 
    “Eira,” he said, “I don’t have the faintest idea what you mean by that—” 
 
    “I think you do.” She put a hand on her hip and looked Caleb up and down as she spoke. “You spend all this time helping out those who are less fortunate. You care so freaking much that you’re renovating your grandfather’s house so that someone like Yui can live in it in the future. And yet you still have prejudices, don’t you?" 
 
    Caleb couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “Eira, you’re treading on dangerous ground right now,” he said, shaking his head. “I am just about the last person on this planet you should be accusing of this sort of thing!” 
 
    “I know. Believe me, Caleb, I know you’re a good man. Better than anyone I’ve ever met. But until you face this part of yourself and conquer it, you’re never going to be able to repair your relationship with Yui. You’ll never stop blaming yourself for what happened to her.” 
 
    “Blame!?” Caleb laughed mirthlessly. “The blame is on me, Eira. I’m the reason all this happened! The reason that Yui is... is...” 
 
    “Lesser?” Eira asked. Her voice was barely above a whisper. 
 
    As soon as she said it, pieces clicked together in Caleb’s brain. It felt as if someone had just socked him in the gut, knocking the wind out of him. He leaned against the back of the van, his eyes closed tight. 
 
    Suddenly there were arms around him. Eira’s arms. 
 
    “I know this is hard,” she murmured. Her lips felt warm against his ear, and the way she gripped him was so reassuring and amazing that his heart beat faster. “Deep down, you think you ruined Yui’s life. But you didn’t. I’m not even talking about it being your fault—because it wasn’t. But even if it was, the rest of it isn’t true.”  
 
    “How could it not be true?” Caleb buried his face in Eira’s shoulder and finally let himself go. Years of buried resentment, of guilt that he’d never been able to release—it all bubbled up to the surface, nearly sweeping him away. 
 
    “Because she’s not lesser at all,” Eira said, kissing his cheek. “You think your friend is less for what she’s gone through, Caleb. But she’s actually more. So much more.” 
 
    She held Caleb while he fought through his emotions. It wasn’t the first time he’d heard something like that, not by a long shot. But it was the first time he’d begun to believe it, even a tiny little bit. 
 
    As Caleb’s despair began to ebb, he found the strength to laugh against Eira’s shirt. “You sound like you want me and her to hook up or something,” he said, sounding amazed. 
 
    He felt Eira grin. “I do,” she purred. 
 
    Caleb blinked. Slowly he removed his face from Eira’s cleavage, then pulled back and examined her face. “You’re serious,” he finally said. 
 
    “I think she’s been waiting a long time for you to forgive yourself," Eira said, gripping his shoulders. “And I wasn’t kidding about the size of that torch the poor girl’s been carrying. I know you don’t see it, but there’s probably not a soul in Wolfe’s Hollow after tonight who hasn’t seen that girl mooning over you or talked to someone who has...” 
 
    “Wait, wait,” Caleb said, interrupting. “I can’t hook up with Yui, Eira. I’m with you.” 
 
    The elf girl’s brows furrowed together. She looked honestly confused. “Why would that stop you?” 
 
    She’s got to be joking, Caleb thought. 
 
    “Because...”  
 
    Suddenly he was struggling to come up with an answer. All the ones he could think of sounded surprisingly lame, when you broke them down to their component pieces.  
 
    “Because most women aren’t willing to share their guys with another girl,” he finally said, realizing he sounded a bit sheepish.  
 
    His response made Eira snicker. “I’m not most girls,” she purred, putting a hand on the back of his neck. “And I think you and Yui together would be hot as fuck, frankly.” 
 
    Before he could raise another objection, Eira pulled him in close and kissed him. The kiss was long and slow, with lots of tongue. By the time she was done with it, he wasn’t thinking about much other than how amazing she was. 
 
    “I’m an elf,” Eira whispered against his neck as she broke the kiss. “We’re not jealous lovers, as a rule. I don’t see why you can’t have a relationship with me and Yui at the same time, assuming Yui would go for it, of course.” 
 
    “Of course,” he murmured back. Such a thing felt about as likely as the sun rising in the West and setting in the East. Yet coming from Eira’s lips, it felt almost plausible. 
 
    “You don’t have to decide that right away.” She gave him a kiss on the forehead, her lips puckered tight. Something about it felt even more intimate than the long, lingering one she’d given him a few moments ago. “Just know that you don’t have to worry about me, Caleb. I’m down for whatever you want to do.” 
 
    Whatever he wanted to do? That sounded almost impossible to believe. To have that kind of latitude granted to him by a member of the opposite sex was not the sort of thing that happened to guys like Caleb Holdstock. 
 
    But maybe they happened to Caleb the Crafter. The heir to his grandfather’s magical powers. 
 
    Eira gave him another kiss, this one as quick as a punctuation mark. “Go talk to Yui,” she insisted, gesturing at the big house with her chin. “I think you’ll find her a lot more receptive than you’d imagine.” 
 
    “Easy for you to say,” Caleb muttered. “It’s not you who’d be taking the risk.” 
 
    That brought a wink out of Eira. “It is harder for guys, true,” she purred, gently brushing a speck of dirt from his shoulder. “Even when dealing with a horny little elf from the Wyrdworld, the onus is still on the man to make all the moves. But trust me on this, okay? Yui’s into you.” A strange smile spread across her face. “If you need me to give you two privacy tonight, I completely understand…” 
 
    Caleb swallowed hard. Was this girl saying what he thought she was saying? Even for Eira, that sounded almost unbelievable. 
 
    “I’ll… I’ll let you know,” Caleb said, shaking his head. “Probably nothing’s going to happen. So don’t get your hopes up, okay?” 
 
    Eira just gave him another one of those enigmatic smiles. “I think I’ll take that walk now.” She nibbled her bottom lip as she looked down the trail, estimating the curve of the slope as it led down into the woods. “I’ll be back in a bit. You go talk to your girl, Crafter. See what develops.” 
 
    And before Caleb could say another word, Eira took off in a jog, leaving him standing alone in the driveway. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Caleb’s head swam as he made his way back inside the house. Eira’s words rang in his ears, the truth of them leaving his mental defenses in a shambles. Despite his best intentions, he’d been harboring some attitudes towards his best friend that weren’t healthy. And hiding from himself the simple fact that Yui was way, way more than just a friend. 
 
    Now that Eira had made him see it, he wondered how he’d managed to be so blind before. Every interaction, every little touch on the bicep or between his shoulder blades, every sex joke delivered with just a bit too much gusto—it all added up to a much bigger picture. Like one of those posters from the 90’s where you had to cross your eyes to see the flowers or the geometric shapes hidden inside. 
 
    But was Yui ready for the same revelation? 
 
    Eira certainly seemed to think so. So much so that she’d given them the house to themselves for a bit. 
 
    Caleb decided that one way or another, he might as well make the most of it. He climbed up onto the porch, taking care not to disturb the makeshift ramp of boards he and Eira had set up, and made his way into the house. 
 
    The place already felt a little more like a home than it had the previous day. Yui hadn’t been exaggerating about adding a ’feminine touch’ to the place—though the adjustments she’d made to his grandfather’s home were individually small, together they added up to a completely different ’vibe’ when he walked around the first floor. He found he liked it. 
 
    Yui was in her room. She’d staked out the largest space on the first floor, right down the hallway from the kitchen. It looked as if it had once been some sort of game room, and he and Eira had had great fun moving some of the furniture from the rest of the first floor into the room in order to make it feel more like a proper chill pad for Yui. The bed had an old frame, a little rusted and creaky, but Caleb had driven into Wolfe’s Hollow that afternoon and purchased a new mattress and a fresh set of sheets. Yui didn’t mind the rest a single bit. 
 
    In fact, Yui had even tried to pay for the improvements, but Caleb insisted. He couldn’t have her cover everything, even if she was trying to be on her best behavior around Eira. 
 
    When Caleb entered, Yui had her laptop out. Her fingers tapped at the keys in a flurry of movement, while her speakers played some math rock from the mid 2010’s at a low volume. She looked like she was focused on her work, and Caleb was about to turn away and sneak back upstairs when she glanced up and saw him. 
 
    “Oh, hey!” Yui said. A smile spread across her face. “That was a quick walk, dude. Everything okay?” 
 
    Caleb found his smile matching her own. It was easy to smile around Yui—she had a way of making his day better no matter how bad or stressful it had been. Just another instance where he probably should have put two and two together a hell of a lot earlier. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck. “Eira’s still walking—she wanted to give us a little time to get caught up, just the two of us. You mind if we chat? If you’re busy…?” 
 
    Yui slid the laptop to the side, then patted the mattress. “Mi casa es su casa,” she said, gesturing at the foot of the bed. “Literally, in this case. It’s your house, Caleb. Do whatever you want.” 
 
    Oh, if only it were that simple, he thought. He sat down near the foot of the bed. Close to Yui, but not too close. 
 
    She leaned forward as much as she was able, eager to hear whatever Caleb had to say. She adjusted the pillow against her lower back, her legs two inert lumps beneath the blankets. 
 
    “So how’s everything been going?” she asked, a faint smirk tugging at the corner of her mouth. “Has it been good, being up here in the mountains?” 
 
    Had it? Caleb gave the matter a few seconds of serious thought. Then, quite without meaning to, he burst out laughing. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s good,” he said, having to neither lie nor exaggerate. “If I’m being honest, Yui, the last few days have been some of the best of my life. I… I wish I could explain everything that’s been happening to me since I got to Wolfe’s Hollow.” 
 
    For a moment, it all rested on his tongue. The strange door in the basement, the adze, the Item World, and the staff he now carried. That staff lay in his bedroom, hidden beneath the bed, and they’d already agreed he’d carry it when they went to the Renaissance Faire. It was to be part of his wizard costume. 
 
    “Wow.” Yui looked thrilled that he was doing so well. “It sounds like this was exactly what you needed after everything that happened with Gene. I’m sure your new girlfriend has a lot to do with that,” she added in a conspiratorial whisper. 
 
    “Eira?” He’d been so intent on coming to discuss him and Yui’s relationship that in his focus he’d almost let the elf girl slip from his thoughts. “Yeah. She’s great. A really awesome girl.” 
 
    “She’d have to be, to let me stay here so easily,” Yui agreed with a nod. “And look, I’m really sorry if me coming here puts a cramp in your style. I don’t want to be the third wheel—as you can see, I’ve already got plenty of wheels in my life.” She gestured at the wheelchair with a grin. 
 
    It was an old joke between them. He laughed. 
 
    “It’s totally fine,” he assured her. “Eira is… surprisingly cool with you. In general, I mean.” 
 
    “Yeah, she and I get along like a house on fire,” Yui confessed with an impish smile. “I mean, I’d be glad you were finally hooking up with someone on the reg regardless, and I was going to try to get you laid here anyway, but I’m really glad it’s with someone as cool as Eira. I can tell the two of us are going to be friends.” Her gaze sharpened. “So you’d better not break her heart!” 
 
    “Woah!” Caleb held up his hands. “The two of us just started seeing each other. Also, what the fuck do you mean, you were going to get me laid?” 
 
    He already knew. Moreover, she knew he knew. Even as he joked about it, memories flooded his mind: of all the times at college when Yui had agreed to be his wing-woman. She could charm the pants off of a rock if she really put her mind to it, and no one who looked at her could resist her disarming jokes about being a ’pillow princess’ or needing to do a ’wheel of shame’ instead of a walk the next morning. 
 
    Now Caleb wondered how much of that was her trying to help him, versus how much was just sublimating her own jealousy. 
 
    “Duh, of course,” Yui said. “I’m not dumb, Caleb. I know what a guy needs when he goes through some shit like what you went through with your granddad’s funeral. And I’m glad you’re getting it from a girl as cool as Eira.” 
 
    “Well… thanks,” he said, glancing down at his fingers. 
 
    Yui took his hand. “Hey, seriously,” she said, her eyes sparkling. “I’m here for you, and I’m happy for you. I know we haven’t seen each other as much lately, but... I’m here. And I want you to know, I’m super glad that you’re getting the chance to be with someone who likes you. Someone who can treat you the way you deserve.” 
 
    He gave Yui a shocked look. “You know I’ve been with Eira for, like, three days, right?” 
 
    That brought a smirk out of Yui. “Oh, I know,” she said, giving his hand a squeeze before letting it go. “But something tells me the two of you are going to be a thing for quite a while. Maybe you’ve even found your person. Call it a woman’s intuition.” 
 
    He’d been hearing that phrase a lot lately. 
 
    “So what did you want to talk to me about?” Yui asked. She looked like the very picture of innocence—like she wasn’t just unaware of the way Caleb felt about her, she wasn’t even able to conceive of it. “Oh, is it about the Ren Faire!?” 
 
    Maybe that could be a way to ease into this conversation. Sure. 
 
    “You’re really excited for that, huh?” he asked. 
 
    “Um, absolutely!” Yui looked thrilled. “I haven’t been to one in ages. It’s seriously going to be so much fun!” 
 
    Yeah, it most definitely would. Caleb could already picture the three of them tearing it up, drinking and feasting and enjoying the atmosphere. Not only would nearly everyone in Wolfe’s Hollow be there, but there’d be plenty of people from out of town, too. 
 
    “Before you say anything, I already bought the tickets,” Yui confessed. “I know you said you wanted to pay for them, but they’re my treat. Honestly, after everything you’ve been through with your granddad and the funeral, you just really deserve a break, you know?” 
 
    Caleb wasn’t sure what to say. He felt strangely humbled by Yui’s gesture. “Gee, thanks.” 
 
    Yui turned the screen of her laptop around and pulled up a window with the tickets in them. “Don’t be mad,” she said in a playful tone. “And don’t ask me what I’m going to cosplay, either! It’s going to be a surprise. Eira and I are working on it together.” 
 
    Caleb was interested in what Yui would do, but he knew enough to keep his mouth closed. He could picture two or three obvious possibilities, along with a couple that would be harder to pull off without some serious Wyrdworld help. On the opposite side of the scale, there was little doubt as to what Eira would dress up as. The elf girl would just go as herself. 
 
    “You and her are getting along really well,” Caleb said, scooting a little closer. “You like her a lot. Especially for a girl who’s still practically a one night stand.” 
 
    Was that a flush on Yui’s cheeks? Maybe it was the mention of one night stands that did it. She looked slightly flustered, and for just a moment, her eyes flickered over him in a way that felt almost predatory. 
 
    It was a quick look, but he felt his heart jump. 
 
    “I mean, yeah,” she said, quickly recovering. “There’s not a lot of girls who’d be cool with you being so close to a member of the opposite sex, you know? I’m just glad that she doesn’t have any objections to you bringing me along when you go to the Renaissance Faire. The last thing I would want is to force you to choose between your best friend and your girlfriend.” 
 
    It was, given the circumstances, maybe one of the most ironic things she could have said. So ironic that Caleb couldn’t keep himself from laughing, even when Yui’s brow furrowed with concern that she’d said the wrong thing. 
 
    “What?” Yui asked. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Eira seems… well, it’s kind of funny, really.” Suddenly he was unable to meet Yui’s eyes. “She seems to think that you and me… um, it’s hard to explain…” 
 
    It would have been, but he found he didn’t need to. Yui’s face filled with shock, her mouth forming a perfect little ’o’ of surprise. 
 
    “I’m not going to come between you two!” Yui said, a little louder and firmer than she really needed to. “You’re a great guy, Caleb, and any girl would be lucky to have you. The last thing I want is to mess things up between you and this girl…!” 
 
    Now it was Caleb who was leaning over and taking Yui’s hand. He gave it a little squeeze. The closeness with her melted some of the awkwardness within him, and he found he was able to look into her eyes again. It felt so natural for the two of them to be this close. This intimate. 
 
    “Yui, that’s not what she’s worried about,” Caleb said with a chuckle. “Eira doesn’t think I should have to choose.” 
 
    He thought Yui looked shocked before.  
 
    “Caleb,” she said heavily. There was something in her eyes that had only stayed deep beneath the surface, only captured in fleeting glimpses. That thing was rising to the surface now, filling her with that most dreaded of all emotions: hope. “Oh Caleb…” 
 
    He gave her hand a squeeze. “So much has happened in the last few days,” he said quickly. The urge to tell her everything rose up within him, and he suddenly realized he was going to do it. Why the hell not? Why hide things from his best friend? “In a very real sense, I’m not the same guy you saw during my grandfather’s funeral, Yui. I feel… shit, I feel new.” 
 
    Yui looked like she couldn’t decide whether she was more excited or more terrified. “Caleb, there’s… there’s a lot I want to say to you,” she whispered, her eyes filling with tears. “I’ve seen the guilt inside of you. So much guilt. And I should have said something about it before now, really I should. But I guess I’ve been working out my own issues, too.” 
 
    “Yui,” Caleb said. “I’m going to tell you something. At first, you’re going to think I’m crazy. But I want you to just listen to me, alright? Give me time to tell the entire story, from start to finish. And afterwards, I’ll answer whatever questions you want to ask. Alright?” 
 
    Her eyes searched his own. He’d never trusted Yui more than he did in that moment. She looked into his eyes, staring at his face, and an understanding smile spread from one corner of her mouth to the other. 
 
    “Of course I will,” Yui said. “Go for it.” 
 
    So he did. 
 
    “The day I came to do an inventory on my grandfather’s house, I found a safe in his office. At first I thought it had to have copies of legal documents or something, or maybe some money. I tried a couple passcodes to open it, and the combination turned out to be my birthday…” 
 
    He told Yui everything. True to her promise, she didn’t interrupt once—though it was clearly a struggle for her to hold back during several points. 
 
    Most of all when he told her about Eira. 
 
    She looked shocked and then angry when he told her about the woman who’d broken into his home and held a knife to his neck. When she found out that woman was Eira, all the color drained from Yui’s face. He thought she was going to hop into her wheelchair, roll out to the trail, and beat the elf girl’s ass right then and there, so he held up his hands and made it known that there was far, far more to the story. 
 
    And there was. Caleb hadn’t realized just how much until he began to tell it. 
 
    He explained the door in the basement, and the Wyrdworld. Yui’s face filled with disbelief as he explained their adventures in the Item World, but she was hanging onto the blankets like someone watching the season finale of an exciting TV show as he detailed the way they’d fled through the field of malkini, pushing them back with endless headpats. 
 
    He told her about his adventures after coming home—how Eira was in his lap during the call outside of the hardware store, and how they’d made love for the first time after dinner that night. He didn’t give her all the gory details, but he made it clear that there was something truly magical about relations between elves and humans. 
 
    Lastly, he told Yui about the conversation he and Eira had just had outside the house. Throughout all of it, Yui listened attentively, and her expression showed that even if she didn’t believe every single bit of what had happened to Caleb, she could tell he’d gone through some serious shit. 
 
    It wasn’t until he got to the part about Fae blood that her jaw really dropped. 
 
    “She thinks I have what!?” Yui asked. “This is crazy. I… I don’t know what to make of all this, Caleb.” 
 
    “Neither do I!” he admitted. “I know it sounds completely insane, Yui. If I heard someone tell me this story, I’d think it was something from a science fiction novel or something like that. But it happened. The staff is real. I’ve got it upstairs, under the bed, and I can show it to you…” 
 
    Yui shook her head. “I believe you,” she said, swallowing hard. 
 
    He was more than a little taken aback. “You do?” 
 
    A faint smile lit up her face. “Caleb,” she whispered. “You’re the one person in my life who’s always been true to themselves, and you’ve never made me think you’re anything another than a good person.” She was still shaking her head, and there were tears brimming in her eyes. “Eira really told you all that about me? That I’m carrying a torch?” 
 
    Caleb’s stomach twisted, but he’d come too far to turn back now. “Yes,” he said. “Yui, until she laid it all out for me, I was completely blind. But now, I see what’s going on. I never really got over what happened when you were a teenager, and neither did you. We were on the cusp of something, and we let a tragedy turn us away from it. Yui, I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry…” 
 
    Yui was full on crying now. “No, Caleb, I’m sorry. I’m the one who turned you down, remember? You… you wanted to marry me…” 
 
    With a sob, she buried her face in Caleb’s chest. Her legs couldn’t move her, but her arms encircled him with a surprising amount of strength. She clung to him, shaking as years’ worth of missed opportunities and frustrations drained from her youthful frame. 
 
    Even if nothing else happens after this, Caleb thought, holding his best friend tight, I’m glad I did this. I’m glad we got it all out in the open, and I’m not hiding anything anymore. 
 
    As the wave of emotion from deep within Yui began to ebb, she laughed against his chest. “Are you really telling me the bitch who almost stabbed you is the same girl who helped me up the ramp and wants to get me blasted on mead at the Renaissance Faire? Seriously?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t blame her too much for it,” Caleb said, looking down into Yui’s face. “She hasn’t told me the whole story, but I gather she had a really rough home life—” 
 
    Yui kissed him. 
 
    Fireworks went off inside of Caleb as his lips met hers. After so long, feeling Yui shudder and melt and open her mouth beneath his felt like the greatest fucking thing in the world. His free hand strayed to her lower back, using his strength to pull her across the bed closer to him. 
 
    By the time Yui broke the kiss, she was panting. “That was good,” she whispered. “Really good.” 
 
    “I know,” Caleb laughed. “I can feel your heart pounding, Yui. Shit, you’re so excited!” 
 
    “Maybe it’s just my Fae blood,” Yui said with extreme sarcasm. “Oh, that traitorous little skank and I are going to have words the next time I talk to her—!” 
 
    Yui grabbed him and pulled him close, kissing him harder this time. Her hands went places they hadn’t dared to travel before, too—places that made him moan and grunt. She let out a little snicker as she nibbled on his bottom lip, then she broke the kiss and rested her head against his shoulder. 
 
    “You really want this?” she said in a whisper. “You really want… me?” 
 
    He kissed her forehead. “Yui, I love you more than life itself.” The confession didn’t shame him—they were past that now. “I love you so much that I built my whole life around you without even realizing it. And I apparently found the one girlfriend in the whole fucking world who’d be cool with sharing me with you…” 
 
    Yui giggled at that. “Not the world,” she said, her tone turning serious for a moment. “You said she’s from the Wyrdworld. All that’s real, Caleb? The Crafting, the elves, the freaky cats? You mean it?” 
 
    “I do. I’ll take you there, if you want.” 
 
    “I do want it,” she said, tugging at his shirt. “And I want you. Oh fuck, I want you so bad, Caleb. I’m a little terrified of how badly I want you, if I’m being honest with myself.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to be afraid of,” Caleb said, lying next to her in bed. “I love you, Yui.” 
 
    “I love you, too,” she sobbed, stroking the side of his face. “Shit, I’ve known I loved you since we were in third grade, Caleb. I’m so sorry that I let this come between us.” She glanced down at her legs. 
 
    “Hey,” he said. “You’ve gotten me laid plenty. So I’d say we’re even.” 
 
    “I want to get you laid right now,” Yui growled in a husky tone. “C’mere, gorgeous.” 
 
    There were a few logistical issues to take care of, but Caleb had heard more than enough of Yui’s jokes to figure out what to do. The two of them made out hot and heavy, his fingers stroking her beneath her shirt and caressing her nipples until she ached and the slit between her legs was warm and shining. Then he laid her down, spread those legs, and knelt between her thighs. 
 
    Yui looked down at him, an expression on her face like she was the most amazing thing she’d ever seen in her life. “I wish I could wrap these fucking stems around your head,” she purred, leaning down and running her fingers through his hair. “I want to ride you like a fucking pony, Caleb. If only I could…” 
 
    A flicker of despair filled her face. Caleb decided he wanted to banish it as quickly as possible. 
 
    He leaned between Yui’s thighs and let his tongue slide across the hard, unyielding nub at the apex of her sex. She hissed in surprise and delight, the upper half of her body lifting off the bed as she groaned and arched her back. 
 
    Oh yes. She had no trouble feeling that. 
 
    “You,” Caleb said, burying his face between Yui’s thighs, “are fucking beautiful. I wouldn’t want you any other way, Yui.” 
 
    “No?” she asked, panting hard. 
 
    Caleb shook his head. “I’ve got you right where I want you,” he said, sliding two fingers into her. “And I’m going to take my time. You’ve made me wait years for this, Yui—I’m going to make this last.” 
 
    “Oh fuuuuck,” Yui groaned, her head hitting the pillow as Caleb’s lips and tongue caressed her slit. “Oh shit, I’m in so much trouble! You are dangerous!” 
 
    He dug his fingers into her rear, lifting her to his face so he could pleasure her even deeper. Yui bit her lip and relaxed into the sensation, letting him take control. She couldn’t rock her hips into him or squeeze, so he relied on the signals from her face and her upper body: the hardness of her nipples, the rapid rise and fall of her shoulders, the sweat forming on her forehead and cheeks. 
 
    It took a while to stoke Yui up to a peak, but Caleb found the ride even more enjoyable for its length. 
 
    “Oh god,” Yui gasped, her upper body beginning to tremble. “Oh yes, Caleb, oh fuck that feels so good! Yes, right there, baby, right fucking there! Don’t stop, please for the love of all that’s holy don’t fucking stop…!” 
 
    He didn’t stop. It wasn’t until the first throes of orgasm rolled over Yui’s body, ripping away her control and causing her clit to throb against his tongue like a second heartbeat that Caleb finally pulled back, crawled up to her, and kissed her deep. 
 
    Yui clung to him, riding out the utter bliss he’d given her. Tears of joy streamed down her face as she held him tight, and he knew that in her wildest dreams she’d never seen the two of them doing this. 
 
    “Caleb, that was incredible,” she whispered, looking up at him with a love and devotion that made his chest hurt. “I’m yours, baby. Please, please take me.” 
 
    “I want to,” Caleb said, glancing back down at Yui’s waist. “Are you okay if I just…?” 
 
    He got on his knees and lifted her legs. There was no strength in them, but he lifted them onto his shoulders anyway, letting his body do the work. It still tightened everything between Yui’s thighs, making it even hotter and silkier than before. 
 
    Yui watched him go, her mouth hanging open. “That is fucking hot,” she whispered. “I like watching you like this, Caleb. I can tell how excited you are to be inside me.” Her gaze strayed to his cock, and she licked her lips. “Oh, you’re so hard! I want you to fuck me hard, too, Caleb. Don’t worry about me—I’m not a doll, and I won’t break. You can pound me just as hard as any little sorority slut. I just wish I could fuck you back as hard as you deserve…!” 
 
    Grinning, Caleb ran the head of his cock up and down Yui’s slit. He was about to push into her when something occurred to him. 
 
    “Oh shit!” he said, glancing around the room. “I almost forgot. I need a condom…” 
 
    “No you don’t. More than my spinal cord got fucked up in the accident,” she said, watching his reaction. “I… I can’t get pregnant. You don’t have to worry about knocking me up.” 
 
    “Yui, that’s terrible. I had no idea—” 
 
    “No!” Yui slapped his hand. “Do not get weepy on me, Caleb! Not after you just gave me the most intense orgasm of my life! You are not going to let this get in between us. Understand me?” 
 
    He nodded. “Understood.” 
 
    Then she grinned. “All this means is you can fuck me without a rubber,” she purred, running her hand between her thighs and spreading her folds. “You can fuck me bare, Caleb, the way you deserve. I want to feel your cum dripping from my pussy…” 
 
    No red blooded man in human history could have turned down a request like that. Doubly so from a girl as beautiful as Yui. With a grunt, he pushed deep inside of her, impaling the beautiful woman on his prick. Her walls were so tight around him that he barely fit; the snugness made him growl and moan as he bottomed out inside of her. 
 
    “Oh yes,” Yui moaned, rocking back on her shoulders. “God, Caleb, that’s so good. Does that feel good for you, baby?” 
 
    “Yesss,” he hissed through his teeth. 
 
    Yui smirked. “I know I said I’m a pillow princess,” she said, referencing the jokes they’d made at so many frat parties and campus mixers. “But the nice thing about that is that you don’t have to hold back, Caleb. I want you to really give it to me—pound me like you want to hurt me! I can take it, baby, I promise—” 
 
    Her words broke off in a ragged cry of passion as he thrust into her as deep and hard as he could. “Shit, that’s so tight,” he grunted, gripping her thighs with his arms as he drilled her. “Yui, you’re amazing!” 
 
    “Don’t hold back,” she begged. “I know you need to cum, Caleb. I could see you grinding your cock against the mattress the whole time you ate me out! I’m not going to judge you—I know you need to empty those balls! Pound me, Caleb! Fuck me hard and cum, pump my pussy full of your hot, sticky seed…!” 
 
    Woah! Where had this woman come from? 
 
    He’d always known Yui had a bit of a wild side. No girl made jokes as fucked up as she did without having a little bit of a freak inside of her. But this was so beyond the pale that he almost couldn’t believe it was real. For a single moment he wondered if this was all some sort of trick—if Eira had glamoured herself to look like his friend and encouraged him to fuck her. 
 
    But no. This was Yui. He knew her the way he knew his own hand in a dark room—there was no way the elf girl could have mimicked her sense of humor. Her kinky devotion. Her love. 
 
    He thrust harder, faster. His hips became a blur as his balls bounced against Yui’s thighs, pummeling her harder and harder against the headboard. He could tell she wished she could feel it—that she could feel the beautiful pain other girls talked about when their men spanked them or gave them especially rough sex. 
 
    He glanced up into Yui’s face as the base of his shaft began to tingle. It was like they were both on the same wavelength—he could see his thoughts written across her face. 
 
    “My tits,” she whimpered, arching her back as best as she was able. “Spank my tits!” 
 
    Caleb did. His hand came down on the supple flesh of her large breasts again and again, jiggling the firm flesh as he bottomed out inside of her. He enjoyed being a little rough with her, like any man would, but what really got his motor going was the effect his slaps had on Yui. The girl looked like the sex had just gotten ten times better—suddenly her walls clenched around him, and he knew it was going to be a race to see which of them came first. 
 
    “Yes, yes, yes!” Yui cried, her eyes rolling back in her head. “Caleb, I love you so fucking much! Caleb, Caleb, fuck meeeee!” 
 
    In the end, the bliss hit them both at the same time. Caleb’s first orgasm washed over him at the same time as Yui’s second, his manhood jerking and throbbing inside of her as he shot his load. She was right—not having to worry about condoms or birth control felt so much better than shooting into a little piece of latex. His load belonged deep in his beloved, not in some rubber. 
 
    He held onto her until he was done cumming, then placed her legs the way they’d been on the mattress and pulled her to him. She tossed an arm over his bare chest and nuzzled him, giggling madly with girlish bliss. She looked giddy. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Caleb asked. He tilted her chin to face him, watching the way she smiled. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?” 
 
    She shook her head, tears of release streaming down her cheeks. “That was amazing, Caleb. That was the best sex I’ve ever had. Hands down, no comparison.” 
 
    He chuckled, holding her close. It felt so great to have her body all over him—to know that she was his, and that the barriers between them had finally, finally fallen at long last. 
 
    “I hope we didn’t piss off Eira,” Caleb said, staring at the ceiling. 
 
    A beat passed. Knocking came from the other side of the ceiling, where it became the floor of the next story. 
 
    “You didn’t!” a muffled voice called down. Even through two layers of carpet, Eira sounded thrilled. “I’m so glad you two crazy kids finally hooked up!” 
 
    “Me too!” Yui said with a laugh. “I’m almost happy enough to overlook the fact that you tried to stab my man!” 
 
    Eira was silent for a moment. Then the sound of awkward laughter came from upstairs. 
 
    “Yeah, water under the bridge!” Eira said. “We’re all over that now, Yui…” 
 
    “You can’t really be mad at her about that,” Caleb whispered. 
 
    Yui’s face lit up with an impish grin. “Oh, I know,” she said in a small voice. She gave his bare chest a playful punch. “But she doesn’t know that. I’ve got to keep your other girlfriend in line, especially now that I know she’s from another world.” 
 
    My other girlfriend, Caleb thought. Damn, I’m the luckiest son of a bitch in the world. 
 
    A few minutes later, he drifted off to sleep with Yui in his arms. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The morning of the Renaissance Faire dawned bright and clear. 
 
    Caleb’s eyes fluttered open. The weight of Yui’s body against his brought back a flood of memories, and he realized that the events of the previous night had truly happened. They’d been real. Thank you God, he thought, grinning like a fool. 
 
    At some point during the night they’d shifted positions. Now he was the one laying on his back, with her cuddled up against him. She lay beside him with her head against his chest, her arm draped across his shoulders, and her legs sticking out at an awkward angle. Caleb could feel her little coos and sighs against his neck, and it brought a smile to his face. 
 
    After they drifted off to sleep, they’d woken up a couple of times throughout the night, and each time found their way into each other’s arms.  
 
    It had been a perfect night. The best night of his life. 
 
    He lay in bed, watching the sunlight slowly creep across the wall. Yui’s breath was soft and even, her posture completely content as she lay snoozing next to him. Caleb could have laid there for hours, just enjoying the feeling of her body against his, but a knock came at the door. 
 
    “Caleb,” Eira called through the wood, “are you awake? It’s pretty late in the morning—we ought to start getting ready for the Faire...” 
 
    “Yeah,” he called. “Give me a minute to get Yui up, and I’ll be right out.” 
 
    “Sure!” Eira’s voice held a note of giddy excitement. “If you two need a few minutes to, ah, wake each other up, I totally understand...” 
 
    Caleb shook his head. How had he gotten so lucky with not one, but two women? It defied belief. 
 
    “We’ll be out soon,” he promised. Then, thinking, he added, “Should we grab breakfast on the way?” 
 
    “Already working on it,” the elf girl purred. “Bring our girl downstairs. I whipped up something special just for her.” 
 
    Our girl? For a moment, his mind filled with a picture of Eira and Yui together in bed. By the time he got control of himself again, the elf girl had already retreated back down the stairs. 
 
    When she was gone, he rolled over. “Hey, Yui,” he said, nudging her. “Wake up, sleepyhead.” 
 
    She stirred. Her eyelashes fluttered, and she yawned hugely. “What time is it?” 
 
    “Late,” Caleb said. “We need to get ready for the Faire. It’s probably open already—I think it starts at nine.” 
 
    Yui shot to full wakefulness. “Oh shit!” she cried, using the arm around his chest as leverage to prop herself up. “Yeah, we need to get moving.” 
 
    She sat up in bed, her bare breasts catching the morning light. Caleb drank her in, unable to tear his eyes away. Yui noticed. 
 
    “You’re going to have to stop looking at me like that,” Yui said with a smirk. “Otherwise, we won’t even make it out of the house!” 
 
    “Wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world,” Caleb admitted. “A day in bed with you, making up for lost time...” 
 
    He could tell Yui was tempted. But she wanted to see the Renaissance Faire almost as much as she wanted to see him inside of her again.  
 
    “Raincheck?” she asked, nibbling her bottom lip. “Not that last night wasn’t amazing. Fuck, Caleb, that was the greatest night of my life...” 
 
    He kissed her. “Mine too,” he said. “Come on—Eira’s making breakfast.” 
 
    He helped Yui out of bed and into her chair. Still topless, she rolled her way into the bathroom and took care of a few things. When she came back, her hair was up and she was wearing a fresh blouse and a pair of leggings. He didn’t question what wizardry allowed her to do that—she clearly had a lot of practice taking care of herself. 
 
    “I’m starving,” Yui purred, rolling up next to him. “You and I worked up quite an appetite last night, Caleb.” 
 
    He leaned down and kissed her. “I’m still hungry for more. But it’ll have to wait until after the Faire.” 
 
    He could see that Yui felt the same way. The walls between them were finally broken, and both of them were eager to ’make up for lost time’ as Caleb put it.  
 
    “If we can find a quiet spot at the fairgrounds, I might have to give you an encore performance,” she said in a husky whisper. Then her nostrils flared as a delectable smell hit them both. “Holy shit, what is that amazing smell? Is that Eira’s cooking?” 
 
    Caleb helped Yui downstairs, where Eira had a feast waiting. There was a plate of bacon, a stack of pancakes, and a pan full of scrambled eggs. But the pièce de résistance was the little something ’special’ the elf girl had whipped up. While they’d been upstairs talking about how great last night had been, Eira was busy making a stack of whisper-thin crepes. Each of them had a little heart burned into the surface, with a big dollop of fresh strawberry jam to add the red. 
 
    “Eira,” Yui gasped, taking in the sight of the bounty on display. “This is incredible!” 
 
    “I just wanted to welcome you into our motley crew,” Eira said with a smirk. “You know everything now, so there’s no point in hiding my abilities. I wasn’t sure what you liked to eat, so I made a little bit of everything. Eat up!” 
 
    “I love it!” Yui said, rolling up to the table. “Thank you so much!” 
 
    She piled her plate high, and Caleb did the same. As he did, Eira caught his eye and winked, the tip of her soft pink tongue sliding from the side of her mouth. She hadn’t glamoured her face, and so she looked like the elf she truly was. 
 
    Conversation stilled as both Caleb and Yui chowed down. There was hot, strong black coffee as well, and both Caleb and Yui drank so much they would have gotten the jitters if it wasn’t for the incredible amount of food in their stomachs. 
 
    While they ate, Eira just sipped her coffee and watched. Finally she spoke, breaking the ice. “I had so much trouble getting to sleep last night,” she said, looking from him to Yui and back again. “Someone kept making all these banging noises. Thumping every few hours, all night long…” 
 
    Caleb managed to keep his face neutral, but Yui’s cheeks exploded with a blush.  
 
    “I am so sorry!” she said, putting her fingertips over her lips. “We really weren’t trying to be a distraction—” 
 
    Eira started to laugh. “I’m just teasing you, honey! Really, I could not be happier for either of you. I’m so glad that you and Caleb finally, finally hooked up.” She leaned back with a satisfied smile. “I told your man I thought the universe brought me into his life in order to help make this happen. Now I’m sure of it.” 
 
    A look of doubt flickered across Yui’s face. “You’re really… you’re okay with this?” she asked, glancing down at her food as if she’d just realized for the first time that it might be poisoned. “I know you and Caleb have just started hooking up, and I don’t want to steal him from you…” 
 
    Eira made a strange sort of noise. One eyebrow shot up, and she gave Yui a long, lingering look. 
 
    Then she came around the table, grabbed Caleb by the collar, and kissed him hard. 
 
    It felt amazing. Being with Yui three times last night had done nothing to diminish the pure, magical spark he felt when his lips touched Eira’s. He felt the elf girl melting against him, the heat between her legs boiling over, and before he knew what was happening, Eira had one hand under his shirt massaging the muscles of his chest and another on his boxer shorts. 
 
    She squeezed with both hands, moaning, then broke the kiss. Strangely, her eyes weren’t on Caleb when she did, but on Yui. 
 
    “Uh huh,” the elf girl purred. “I figured you were one of those girls.” 
 
    Caleb looked, hoping to see what Eira had noticed. Yui squirmed in her chair, her face filled with disbelief as she watched the boy she’d had a crush on all her life making out with her new elf friend. 
 
    Disbelief… and something else. 
 
    Caleb wouldn’t have believed it himself, if Eira hadn’t brought it to the fore. But even after taking her three times last night, seeing the love and devotion in her eyes as she shuddered and came all over his rod, there was a simple truth he needed to process. 
 
    Watching Caleb make out with another woman made Yui hornier than she’d ever been in her life. 
 
    “You told me all those stories about being his wing woman.” As Eira spoke, her hand idly stroked Caleb’s bulge through his boxers, making him grit his teeth and moan. “Using your charm to get him laid. You’re into this, aren’t you? Watching the object of your affections get pleasure from another woman.” 
 
    Yui didn’t bother to deny it. “Uh huh,” she panted, her throat as dry as a desert. 
 
    Eira gave a throaty laugh. “So you see? You’re not stealing my man, honey. We’re sharing Caleb. Just like Caleb and I are sharing you.” 
 
    Caleb didn’t think Yui’s eyes could get any wider. “What?” 
 
    The elf girl chuckled. “Oh yes. Did you think this only went one way?” She made eyes at Yui, wiggling her brows in a way that was even more lewd than the malkini in the Item World. “We’re not just going to be sharing Caleb, you sweet little thing. I’m going to be sharing you with him, as well!” 
 
    Oh fuck! Caleb couldn’t believe what he was hearing. How could Eira be so sweet and so shameless at the same time? 
 
    “Maybe you’d like a demonstration?” the elf girl teased. Her fingers worked at the waistband of Caleb’s boxers, tucking them beneath his balls. He groaned as the cool air of the kitchen caressed his manhood, which was rock hard from all the toying with it Eira had done. “I mean, if that’s okay with Caleb, that is.” 
 
    “Um,” Yui panted. Sweat beaded on her brow; she looked like she might cum in her panties just from watching this. 
 
    “What do you say, Caleb?” Eira asked. “You mind if your hot little elf slut gets a quick taste of you while your girlfriend watches?” 
 
    Caleb looked over at Yui. An almost imperceptible nod jerked her head. 
 
    “Yeah,” Caleb whispered. “That would be great—” 
 
    It was as far as he got. 
 
    The elf girl sank to her knees next to the chair, moving to the far side of him so that Yui could see everything that she was about to do. She wrapped her slender fingers around the base of his pillar, then planted a kiss on the swollen crown and winked over at Yui. 
 
    “Mmh, I can taste you on him,” she giggled, fully cognizant of the effect this cuckqueaning had on Yui. “I can’t wait to get the taste of your sweet little slit directly from the source, Yui. But for now, I’ll settle for sucking you off of Caleb—” 
 
    She opened wide and took him all the way to the base without a hint of hesitation. Caleb already knew that elf girls like Eira had no gag reflex, but the speed and eagerness with which she began to suck him off still shocked him. Her cheeks embraced him, hollowing as she slurped at his manhood. 
 
    Caleb groaned—and so did Yui. The sound of wet sucking filled the kitchen, the feral tang of both women’s arousal mixing with the delicious scent of the food. 
 
    Again Caleb felt that incredible tingle spreading through his body. It was almost but not quite like being high; almost like an out of body experience without the dissociation. He felt like he was right there, experiencing Eira’s mouth around him as intimately as could be, but also watching it happen like the world’s hottest porn movie. Next to them both, Yui whimpered like she’d just discovered her new favorite fetish. 
 
    “Oh my God, look at the way she’s sucking you,” Yui whispered. She sounded almost like she was talking to herself, like a woman in a trance. “She’s doing a better job than I did!” 
 
    Part of Caleb wanted to hold back, to show Yui that the pleasure she gave him was just as good. But Eira was a woman on a mission. The way her lips wrapped around him, she didn’t just want his cum—she demanded it. Her mouth worked him like a Hoover, hitting every special spot on his shaft at once. 
 
    He knew he couldn’t hold back any longer. He was going to blow. 
 
    “Ah…ah… unnngh!” Caleb cried. 
 
    His hips lifted off of the seat as he came, upthrusting into Eira’s throat. Thick, hot ropes of liquid seed sprayed into the elf girl’s mouth as he rode out his pleasure. His rod jerked again and again, each time bringing a wave of pure, sweet pleasure as he cried out and shot. 
 
    Eira kept right on sucking, eagerly swallowing down his seed. As his bliss finally began to ebb, Caleb slumped against the back of the chair, utterly satisfied. 
 
    My balls are empty and my stomach is full, he thought, chuckling to himself as he shaded his eyes with a forearm. Could this get any better? 
 
    Eira rose back into her seat, crossing one leg over the other. With her mouth still full of his load, she took a long sip of her coffee and let out an mmmmh of pleasure, swallowing it down along with the hot beverage. 
 
    “I like a little cream with my coffee in the morning,” she purred, looking from Caleb to Yui and back again. “You look like you died and went to heaven, Caleb.” 
 
    It felt like it. The bliss was intense, powerful, and the aftershocks felt almost as good as the act itself. As he returned to himself, guilt filled his stomach—he’d just done that right in front of his best friend! 
 
    “Yui, shit,” Caleb said, turning. “I’m sorry—I didn’t know she was going to do that…” 
 
    Caleb trailed off. Yui didn’t look upset. She looked ecstatic. So much sweat shined on her face that she looked like a rag that had been wrung out and left to dry. She beamed at him, giving the pair sitting at the table a look like she wasn’t sure yet which of them she felt more jealous of. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Yui finally said. She stroked her long hair, her eyes shining with lust. “It was… shit, it was hot as fuck watching the two of you do that. You enjoyed it?” 
 
    He had. He couldn’t deny it—having an audience added a whole other level of heat to getting a quick BJ. But guilt filled him all the same. The old ways of thinking told him that it was wrong to enjoy his women this way, even though both Eira and Yui couldn’t have been more clear about this being exactly what they wanted. 
 
    “Yeah,” Caleb said. “It’s not the same, Yui. You really don’t have anything to worry about…” 
 
    Her brows furrowed together for a few moments as she tried to understand what he was talking about. Then it clicked, and she laughed. 
 
    “Oh, Caleb,” she said, leaning over as best she could and taking his hand. “Sweetheart, I’m okay. Really, I am. I want you to get as much pleasure as you can handle. Watching you and Eira really, really turns me on.” She flushed deeper, her gaze flickering over to the still-grinning elf girl. “I can’t wait for all three of us to hook up at the same time!” 
 
    That sounded incredible. If they had more time, he’d have done it right then and there. Even if it meant they would have been late for the Renaissance Faire. 
 
    But Yui and Eira had other plans. 
 
    “Alright,” the elf girl said, sitting up straighter. She leaned forward, her elbows on the table in a gesture of dismissal. “You go upstairs, Loverboy. Get your costume on and meet Yui and I down here. I’m not going to let you see her cosplay until the last possible moment.” 
 
    Amusement showed on Caleb’s face. “You’re going to give me the best blowjob of my life and then kick me out? Talk about mixed signals.” 
 
    “Nothing mixed about it,” Eira said, making a swirl with her index finger. “I got my cream, now go get your shit on. We’re going to be late, go go!” 
 
    As he rose, both women watched his rear. “God, he’s got a cute butt,” Yui said, sighing dreamily as Caleb made his way across the kitchen. 
 
    “He most certainly does,” Eira agreed. “Want to help me spank it later?” 
 
    He chuckled to himself as he made his way upstairs and threw on his wizard robes. Eira had picked them out from a local costume store and made a couple of quick alterations to them. They weren’t terribly fancy, but they’d do. The outfit came with a tall hat, like Gandalf’s at the beginning of Fellowship of the Ring, and he put that on, too. 
 
    Lastly, he pulled his staff out from beneath the bed. The silver dog’s head winked at him, as if it had been waiting for this opportunity to get some fresh air and see the outside world. 
 
    Caleb lifted it, testing its weight. The thing felt good in his hands, like it had been made specifically for him. He swung it this way and that, reasoning that if nothing else, he could always use the staff as a walking stick—or a club. 
 
    As he stared into the dog’s eyes, he chuckled to himself. He sat down on the edge of the bed, gently polishing the top of the silver with the edge of his wizard’s robe. 
 
    It’s ridiculous, he thought, still shaking his head. He’d discovered there was an entire world hidden beneath his grandfather’s basement—a world where he could potentially command powers unlike anything the world had ever seen—and he still hadn’t been back there since accidentally being swept into the Item World. Part of that was because of Eira, of course, but still. It was a little surprising he hadn’t gone running back into the Wyrdworld to explore it the moment he had the opportunity. 
 
    “Got so much on my plate,” he muttered, tucking the staff to the side. Between his grandfather’s house, Eira, his new relationship with Yui and everything else going on in his life, he barely had time to think straight. 
 
    Once the Renaissance Faire was over, he’d have more time to renovate the house. He’d ask the Dean at his college to give him a little extra time off—he’d just resolved at that very moment to ask for another week—and with it, he’d do some exploring in the Wyrdworld. It would be dangerous, sure, but with Eira as a guide, he felt certain he’d be alright. 
 
    Besides, he still needed to clear up whatever situation had led to the elf girl trying to rob him in the first place. 
 
    Caleb dismissed his worries as he sat up, grabbing his staff. Today was about fun, exploring the Renaissance Faire and having a good time. He checked himself out in the mirror and nodded; he looked proper wizard-like. 
 
    And maybe tonight, I’ll seal the deal, he thought. Even after the treatment Eira gave him at the breakfast table, the thought made his loins stir. Eira and Yui at the same time. Wouldn’t that be amazing? 
 
    The Wyrdworld and its problems were far from his mind as he made his way downstairs to check out Eira and Yui’s costumes. He was just looking forward to the Faire. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time Yui’s van rolled to the south edge of town, the Wolfe’s Hollow Renaissance Faire was in full swing. 
 
    Some of the volunteers had put up tall wooden poles all around the fairgrounds and strung them with multicolored flags. A large wooden sign at the front of the parking lot welcomed them to the “(K)nights of Chivalry,” and gave the hours for each day of the Renaissance Faire. 
 
    As they pulled in, Caleb could see lots of people wearing costumes. A few wore the simple dresses and tunics typical of the historical medieval period, but most folks had taken the liberty of modernizing their outfits at least a little bit. He saw people in stovepipe hats with steampunk buckles on the front, goth girls mixing their leather bodices with the skirts of a medieval peasant, and plenty of people who hadn’t dressed up at all wearing jeans, t-shirts, and flip flops. 
 
    A few people even seemed to have missed the memo entirely. As Yui pulled their van into a handicapped spot right next to the entrance, Caleb noticed a half dozen women dressed in long, flowing petticoats and Victorian jewelry. They look like something out of Proust, he thought, shaking his head at the historical anachronism. Or maybe they just really like that Bridgerton show. 
 
    Caleb had been to a few Ren Faires in his time. Like any veteran, he gave the place a quick once over, calibrating what he thought of as his ’freakiness gauge.’ You could never tell with an event like this just how family-friendly it was—or how adult it might get after dark.  
 
    A lot of the attendees were older and a little daringly dressed, but there were plenty of families, too. Kids ran around in homemade costumes, fighting with plastic swords they’d bought at the gift shops. One was busy defending a cute young girl in a tiara from an older boy wearing a giant dragon hat on top of his head. With a heroic roar, the boy with the sword slew him, both of them falling all over each other and laughing. 
 
    From a glance, Caleb guessed that this Ren Faire would be pretty tame as long as the sun was up. That was fine with him—he had more than enough fun to handle once he got back to the house. 
 
    Together, he and Eira helped Yui out of the front seat and into her wheelchair. It was tougher than usual, since they needed to avoid messing up her costume. 
 
    “Hey, be careful!” Yui said, giggling as Caleb set her down. “Are you groping me?” 
 
    He planted a quick kiss on her cheek. “Both of us know I don’t need to do anything like that,” he said, giving her a loving look. “You ready?” 
 
    As Yui rolled toward the front gates, the kids who’d been playing their swords all gawked at her. For a moment, Caleb’s gut filled with ice and he anticipated them saying something stupid that would hurt his woman’s feelings, and he prepared to cut them off. 
 
    Then the little girl with the tiara gasped. “Wow!” she cried, pointing at Yui. “You’re a princess! With a horse!” 
 
    Yui grinned. She had replaced her sedate outfit with a silky pink dress covered in ruffles, and had placed a sparkling plastic tiara on her head. Both were about the baseline for what was considered a costume at a Ren Faire, but it was the work she and Eira had done to her wheelchair that was the real star. White fabric had been draped over the sides, painted to look like a medieval saddle and bridle, and a cute stuffed horse’s head had been attached to the front of the wheelchair. The pole had been affixed between the bottom wheels, and stuck between Yui’s legs. 
 
    The overall effect was that of an illusion. Yui was a princess, and her wheelchair had been transformed into her noble steed. 
 
    “Woah!” one of the boys said, waving his sword. “That’s super cool!” 
 
    Yui hid her response well, but she sounded just a little bit choked up when she replied. “Thank you so much!” she said, giving a special wave to the little girl with her tiara. 
 
    “Do you need us to protect you, fair lady?” the oldest boy asked. 
 
    He looked like he would have done it, too. The poor lad looked smitten by Yui—less so by Eira. The elf girl wore no glamour, and changed back into her outfit of black leather and buckles. No one would have guessed the knives tucked into her belt were something other than props. She looked like exactly what she was: an elven rogue. 
 
    Yui shook her head. “I have my handsome wizard and my fair elven rogue to watch over me,” she said, gesturing at Caleb and Eira in turn. “Thank you, though!” 
 
    The kids kept staring until they were at the gates, looking spellbound by their performance.  
 
    “I told you people were going to love your costume,” Eira said, elbowing Yui. “Doesn’t she look incredible, Caleb?” 
 
    “She does,” he said, putting a hand on her shoulder. “She really, really does.” 
 
    Yui’s passes got them through the entrance. They walked through a narrow portcullis made of wooden stakes, with more colored flags decorating the top. Above the door lay a banner, proclaiming the KNIGHTS OF CHIVALRY along with a list of local sponsors for the event. Finally, they were through into the Ren Faire proper. 
 
    Inside lay a bustling medieval village. Most of the buildings were just tents, of course, but the craftspeople involved had gone to great lengths to give the fairgrounds the illusion of being realistic. Wooden carts filled with goods and tools sat outside the shops, and a woman in the center of the market was teaching a number of guests how to weave medieval baskets. 
 
    If you ignored the occasional Metallica t-shirt and the credit card readers at every booth, you could almost imagine you’d been sent back in time. 
 
    A little chill traveled down Caleb’s spine as he looked over the festival. There was something magical about a Renaissance Faire. The combination of cosplay, alcohol, jousting, and the really hardcore larpers who came together to recreate an era now lost to history all gave the main thoroughfare a palpable energy. Despite himself, Caleb was impressed. 
 
    The people of Wolfe’s Hollow put on a hell of a good event. 
 
    “So what do you want to do first?” Caleb asked the others. 
 
    Yui looked back and forth across the market square, her eyes narrowing. “How about over there?” she asked, pointing at a nearby booth. “That looks cool!” 
 
    The woman inside had her hair in twin braids and wore a long brown dress covered in embroidery. She was showing a handful of young women how to sew, their hands moving in rapid, practiced movements. While most of them were making cross stitches of various comic book logos and things like that, the woman giving the class was in the middle of a large, medieval-looking project.  
 
    As Caleb and his party came closer, he saw some of the details—a man looking over a gathered group of peasants, performing some sort of miracle that involved a light flying up into the sky. He held a wand in his hand— 
 
    No, Caleb realized. Not a wand. A staff. 
 
    His staff. 
 
    Was that man in the tapestry supposed to be his grandfather!? 
 
    Yui either didn’t notice what the woman was sewing or didn’t recognize the scene for what it was. She rolled to the edge of the circle, watching the women work, a spellbound look on her face. “This is so cool!” 
 
    The woman looked up from her work, noting the newcomer. “Be welcome to the Women’s Circle,” the leader said, a smile spreading across her face. “Wouldst thou like to aid in our creations?” 
 
    Thees and thous, Caleb thought. The other people in the circle might have just been tourists, but the woman in charge was definitely a hardcore larper. Probably a volunteer. She looked to be middle-aged; perhaps she was a member of the staff, even. 
 
    “Sounds good,” he said, looking around. The woman had a bunch of materials on hand—fabrics and needles and the like. The other women in the class looked friendly, and one of them pointed at Yui’s ’horse’ and let out an amazed laugh. Soon all the women were eagerly welcoming the pair into the circle. 
 
    Caleb moved to sit down with them when the head woman cleared her throat. “‘Tis a Women’s Circle,” the middle-aged woman said with a self-deprecating smile. “While you are most welcome at our Faire, gentle wizard, you must be a woman in order to sit with us.” 
 
    Caleb laughed, then shook his head. “I’m not, so that’s a bit of a problem,” he said, looking around the circle. Considering all the problems he’d had over the last few days, however, this was one he didn’t mind in the slightest. “I don’t suppose I could cast a spell or something like that...?” 
 
    The woman shook her head, a good-natured smile on her face. “The class will only last another half an hour,” she said, gesturing at his companions. “Perhaps you could rejoin them once we are done?” 
 
    Caleb looked back and forth between Eira and Yui. The elf girl shrugged, clearly indifferent, but Yui had a pleading look in her eye. The last thing he wanted was to disappoint her—especially when she was the one most excited about the Renaissance Faire to begin with. 
 
    He glanced down the lane, where a cluster of shops waited. Beyond that were the concessions stands, and past that, a wide field for jousting. Sure, he thought. I could have some fun by myself. 
 
    “Alright,” he said, shrugging his shoulders. “I’ll see if I can find some other fun. How about I come back in a half hour with some mead for my companions? That sound good, girls?” 
 
    “Have fun, honey,” Yui said, turning her attention back to the women. “Isn’t he great?” she whispered, giggling with several of the women. “Such a handsome, powerful wizard...” 
 
    The woman in charge chuckled, then gave Caleb a respectful nod. “None shall harm your princess while you explore,” she said, a strange look spreading across her face. She sounded like she meant it—and had the power to protect her charges, if it came to that. “You have my word, wizard. Your princess and her... horse will be safe.” 
 
    Caleb turned to Eira. “Keep on eye on the sewing circle, alright?” 
 
    The elf girl yawned, then picked up a piece of fabric and some thread. Her fingers worked nimbly at the task—so nimbly that several of the other women sitting on the carpet stared in amazement. 
 
    “Yeah, we’re good,” Eira said, sticking out her tongue. “Go watch a joust or something. But definitely come back with the booze.” 
 
    Amused, Caleb made his way away from the circle. Well, he thought. This definitely isn’t what I expected. What should I do with all this time for myself? 
 
    The fact that it looked like Gene Holdstock on that woman’s half-completed tapestry still befuddled him. He wished he could have asked the middle-aged woman about what she was making, but that would have given the game away.  
 
    Hopefully he’d be able to talk to the middle-aged woman later and get some answers. 
 
    Like it or not, those answers weren’t going to come to him until later. So, like many a larper before him, he decided to go do a little shopping. 
 
    As Caleb had expected, the main thoroughfare was lined with food carts and vendors. He walked past a cart selling funnel cakes, the sweet smell of fried dough filling his nose and making his mouth water. Next to that was a booth selling homemade candles, along with medieval-styled greeting cards covered in bards and Monty Python-level humor. Beyond that lay a stand selling homemade soaps, crystals, and jewelry. 
 
    This is pretty cool, Caleb thought, looking over a line of ornate, hanging necklaces studded with jewels. He wondered if Yui would like any of them, but resolved to let her pick out something she would enjoy later. There was a stall for everything, it seemed. 
 
    Caleb ended up following the path the vendor had laid out, winding his way through a crowd of people and getting distracted by the sights. He passed a couple of knights in full cosplay armor who were busy taking photos with attendees, then nearly bumped into a guy wearing a giant wolf head’s mask. 
 
    “Hey!” the guy said, his voice muffled by his costume. “Cool wizard outfit!” 
 
    Caleb nodded and continued on. Finally, he arrived at the jousting field. 
 
    The smell of horses mingled with the other scents of the Renaissance Faire: patchouli, cooking food, and too many people. Two jousters were in the middle of a match, riding horses along the length of the arena as they readied their lances. The stands were clearly the bleachers from a local school’s baseball field, covered in leather to look more old-timey. They were about half full, mostly stuffed with people drinking from horns and steins. 
 
    Suddenly someone let out a yell. One of the knights—a man in a black tunic—had just charged his opponent, a guy who wore a blue tunic over his gunmetal gray armor. They collided in a clash of metal and wood, and the man in blue fell from his horse and landed in the mud. A cloud of dust rose as the fallen knight scrambled to his feet, helped up by the fellow on the first horse. 
 
    Someone in the dugout flipped a scorecard over. From the looks of the scores, the Black Knight had been winning all day and was way in the lead. Most of the people in the stands were cheering for him. 
 
    The Knight dismounted and pumped a fist in the air, posing for applause. The people in the stands cheered, and several took out their cell phones and took pictures of the triumphant jouster. 
 
    Popular guy, Caleb thought. I’m sure he’ll have all the wenches hanging off of him later tonight… 
 
    As he thought it, the Black Knight tugged off his helmet with a gasp. He grabbed a bottle of water from a nearby bench and downed it in almost a single gulp, then wiped his forehead— 
 
    Her forehead. 
 
    Holy shit, the Black Knight was a woman. 
 
    Beneath her helmet lay a pretty face with olive skin and cheekbones nearly as high as Eira’s. Her hair was done up in a single, severe black braid, which must have been done up around her head like a turban in order to fit into the helmet. She was taller than he’d expected, but as he looked, he realized her boots had stiff heels to give her a couple extra inches when walking around the field. 
 
    Her eyes were violet. They sparkled as they took in the sight of the crowd, and her pouty lips twisted into a pleased smile. 
 
    Then she saw him. 
 
    The Black Knight gave a sudden start, a look of startled recognition on her face. It only lasted a moment, but was strong enough that Caleb felt a cold finger travel down his spine. That woman, the one who was kicking so much ass in the jousts: she knew him. 
 
    Which was weird, because he’d never seen her before in his life. 
 
    In an instant, her face was a mask. A cold smirk tugged at the corner of her mouth as she turned back to the crowd, lifted a gauntleted fist in greeting, and bowed. She stepped behind the stands and was gone so quickly, Caleb half wondered if there was magic involved. 
 
    “And the Black Knight advances yet again!” the announcer said, speaking through a megaphone. “Belleteyn D’Amore, the Black Knight, remains the challenger to beat this year at the Knights of Chivalry Renaissance Faire! Will any knight, fair or foul, be able to knock her from her seat today? We’ll find out later this afternoon! Our next two competitors will be taking their places in ten minutes…” 
 
    By then, Yui and Eira would be done with their sewing event. Maybe they could all watch a little jousting together. But first, Caleb resolved to go and get some mead. 
 
    The main brace of the concession stands were a short walk from the jousting field, close enough for anyone to slip over for a quick bite or another flagon of ale between rounds. There were stalls selling beer, hot dogs, those oversized turkey legs that were such a staple of Ren Faires everywhere, and even a few vegetarian options sprinkled around. 
 
    Caleb didn’t bother with the food. He was still plenty full from the feast Eira had whipped up for them all that morning. He just wanted some mead. 
 
    A comely barmaid stood on a raised platform beneath a colorful awning, dishing out flagons of the honeyed alcohol. She gave a wink as he approached, her bright green eyes sparkling thanks to color contacts. Her face was covered in painted on freckles, and her low-cut top revealed so much cleavage it threatened to spill out from her bodice. 
 
    “Good morning, handsome wizard,” the barmaid said, leaning on the bar with an elbow. “Care for a taste of something sweet?” 
 
    Under normal circumstances, Caleb might have been over the moon for this girl. Now, with two beautiful women waiting for him back in the market, he knew better. Flirting was her whole game—she was undoubtedly a champion at it, just like she was a champion at separating horny larpers from their money. She probably had a whole website for her racy cosplay photos. 
 
    “I need three flagons of mead,” Caleb said, glancing up at the price board above the wench’s head. “Something to carry them in would be great too, thanks.” 
 
    The woman looked a little put out that he wasn’t staring at her. “’Tis only two flagons of mead per customer,” she said in a little voice. 
 
    Ugh. Caleb had been afraid of that. “I have two companions,” he said, jerking a thumb over his shoulder. “They’re doing the sewing thing in the market. I’m only drinking one drink myself—the rest are going to them.” 
 
    The redheaded bartender shook her head. “Rules are rules,” she said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “A wizard ought to know that better than anybody. I can give you two now, and you can come back with one of your companions for the other later. Savvy?” 
 
    Ugh? Pirate talk? This girl wasn’t even great at the whole Ren Faire thing when you got past the flirting. 
 
    “Sure,” Caleb said with a shrug. He had already reasoned that he’d give the mead to both Eira and Yui, and abstain himself. He could get a drink later, once they came back this way to watch the jousts. 
 
    The barmaid shrugged, and was about to turn around and pour when a voice spoke behind Caleb. “Two per customer, you said?” 
 
    Caleb froze. He slowly turned, feeling strangely like a character in a horror movie. 
 
    Standing behind him with a big smile on her face was the Black Knight. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The barmaid stared at them both. “Is this one of your friends?” she asked. 
 
    She was not. The Black Knight stood a pace or two behind Caleb, like she’d been waiting for him to turn around and notice him for some time now. She’d changed out of her armor, and was wearing a severe-looking black overcoat with a distinctly fantastic theming to it. A wide-brimmed hat sat atop her head, making her look almost like a Pilgrim—or an Inquisitor. 
 
    Her braid hung down her back, as dark as her clothing. She takes the whole Black Knight thing seriously, I guess, Caleb thought. A silver pendant in the shape of a spiraling serpent hung between her breasts, forming a pleasing contrast with her dusky skin.  
 
    “Um,” Caleb said. 
 
    “I’ll take one,” the Black Knight said, holding up a finger. “And my friend the wizard will take the other two. Savvy?” 
 
    The barmaid didn’t like having her own slang thrown back at her. She turned away with a sour look and began pouring the flagons of mead. 
 
    While she did, the Black Knight stuck out her hand. “Belleteyn D’Amore,” she said, giving his hand a vigorous shake. “And you are?” 
 
    “Caleb Holdstock,” he replied. “Thanks for the save, by the way.” 
 
    A mysterious smile spread across the woman’s face. “Not a problem.” 
 
    Just then, the barmaid returned with the mead. “Here you go,” she said, a little irritated at being tricked. “Two for you, and one for your friend.” 
 
    Caleb paid in a hurry and left the stall. The woman walked with him back toward the jousting field, a little spring in her step. Caleb could have been wrong, but his feeling that the woman somehow knew him was stronger than ever. More than that, she was excited to have finally cornered him. 
 
    “I haven’t seen you around Wolfe’s Hollow before,” Belleteyn said, slowly passing her flagon of mead from one hand to the other and back again. “Are you a local I somehow haven’t made the acquaintance of, or are you a tourist in town for the Ren Faire?” 
 
    “I’m neither,” Caleb said. He didn’t like how defensive he sounded with Belleteyn, but he couldn’t help it. There was something off about the woman. “I’m new in town, but I’m not a local. And I’m not a tourist.” 
 
    “How interesting,” the woman purred. One hand gently stroked her long, black braid. Doing it made her look like she was cosplaying some minor Aes Sedai from The Wheel of Time. 
 
    “I’m neither,” Caleb said. He didn’t like how defensive he sounded with Belleteyn, but he couldn’t help it. There was something off about the woman. “I’m new in town, but I’m not a local. And I’m not a tourist.” 
 
    “How interesting,” she purred. One hand gently stroked her long, black braid. Doing it made her look like she was cosplaying some minor Aes Sedai from The Wheel of Time. “Do you have family in the area, then?” 
 
    Huh? What was with all these questions? This woman seemed strangely pushy. Caleb didn’t like it, but he felt compelled to answer her. Maybe it was seeing her fearsome performance on the jousting field that did it. 
 
    “My grandfather,” he said, shaking his head. He really needed to start heading back to the sewing circle. Eira and Yui ought to be done any minute—in fact, they were probably waiting for him with that middle-aged woman who referred to him as ’wizard’. “He’s dead.” 
 
    He figured that would be enough to persuade the woman that she’d stepped into an awkward situation. But Belleteyn didn’t cringe at the news. If anything, she looked even more excited. 
 
    “No!” A knowing smile spread across her face, like a fox who’d just been informed of their promotion to henhouse guard. “You don’t mean… you couldn’t be!” 
 
    Couldn’t be what? Caleb wondered. It was obvious the woman knew him—that all of this was merely an act. Something about it rubbed him the wrong way. 
 
    Belleteyn leaned in closer. “Are you the grandson of Gene Holdstock? The Gene Holdstock? The mighty Wizard Knight?” 
 
    This was getting stranger and stranger by the moment. “Yeah, that’s me,” he said breezily. He took the third flagon of ale from Belleteyn’s hands, adjusting the other two in order to make them all fit. Holding three was hard, but hopefully he wouldn’t have to do it very long. “I’ve really got to run—I’ve got some friends waiting for me.” 
 
    “Oh, of course!” The Black Knight turned, gesturing at the lane leading back to the market. “I just have one question for you, Caleb Holdstock. After that, I’ll leave you perfectly alone. Forever, if you’d like.” 
 
    Forever? That felt awfully final, but Caleb was just happy to be getting back to Yui and Eira. 
 
    “Sure,” he said. “Shoot.” 
 
    He figured she wanted to ask something about his grandfather, or maybe about the big house in the mountains he’d inherited.  
 
    Belleteyn leaned in close, dropping her voice so that only he could hear. “Where’s the elf?” 
 
    Caleb’s blood ran cold. Time slowed down, the people around them in the busy food and drink stalls seeming to slow down to a crawl as he stared into Belleteyn’s violet eyes. 
 
    “Oh, my friend?” Caleb said, recovering his composure. “I’m going back to her now. Great cosplay right?” 
 
    “Eira Greenwreath,” Belleteyn stated, rolling the syllables over her tongue with pleasure and malice. “A wanted fugitive, who owes money to the Omega Consortium. In debt to dark elves—never a good place to be.” She grinned wickedly. “Tell me where she is, and I’ll let you go. Is she here? Or is the little thief back at the Waypoint you’re squatting in?” 
 
    He’d heard just about enough. “Get the hell out of my way,” Caleb growled, feeling truly pissed off. “I don’t know who the hell you think you are, but you don’t know the first thing about me—” 
 
    He moved to push past her, but Belleteyn put a hand on his chest. “Too bad,” she said, a bemused look spreading across her face. “You might have been fun to play with.” 
 
    Purple sparks exploded from her fingers. 
 
    Caleb blinked. When he did, he was looking up at a clear blue sky. He was laying on something wet, and the smell of mead was all around him. Several people in costumes crowded around him—he recognized the guy in the wolf man getup he ran into earlier. 
 
    “Dude, are you okay?” the wolf man asked. His hand grabbed Caleb’s, covered in a furry glove. “You just passed out. Happened out of nowhere!” 
 
    The world blurred at the corners of Caleb’s vision as he sat up. He felt like a towel that had just been through the washing machine, with an extra cycle in the dryer. 
 
    “I… I must have fallen down,” he said, lifting himself on his elbows. “What happened? There was a woman…” 
 
    “Your friend ran off,” a feminine voice said behind him. 
 
    He glanced over his shoulder to see the barmaid standing behind the bar, both elbows on the wood as she gave him a dismissive look. She looked pleased in a sick sort of way to see him fallen—and that look was what brought back Caleb’s memories. 
 
    “She took your fancy staff and ran that way,” the barmaid said, pointing in the direction Caleb had originally come. “I’m supposed to offer free refills on any mead that gets dropped or spilled, so I guess I’ll fill you up three more flagons. Even though you were rude.” 
 
    Caleb couldn’t have cared less about the mead. The woman’s words rang in his ears, and he swore they had to be wrong. He rolled this way and that, scrabbling in the dirt for his staff. His adze. His inheritance from his grandfather, the thing that made him a Crafter. 
 
    It was gone! 
 
    That woman—Belleteyn or whatever name she gave the people at the Ren Faire—she’d stolen it from him and run off. Right into the side of the Renaissance Faire where Eira and Yui were taking that cool sewing class. 
 
    Eira Greenwreath. The woman’s words echoed in his head. Wanted fugitive. Where’s the elf? 
 
    It hit him all at once. The woman knew about Caleb because she knew about the Wyrdworld. She hadn’t expected to see him here in Wolfe’s Hollow—she must have been looking for Eira. And taking out her frustrations on a few assholes in medieval cosplay on the jousting field while she was at it. 
 
    Suddenly something in his uncle’s notes floated to the surface of his memory. Beware of serpents. 
 
    The silver pendant the woman wore was a serpent. It hung between her tits like she wanted every man she met at the Ren Faire to be looking at it. Only now did Caleb realize there might be a reason for that besides the obvious one. 
 
    Forgetting his injuries, he took off at a dead run. The barmaid yelled something behind him about the spilled flagons, but he wasn’t paying attention. He had to get to his friends! 
 
    He made it back to the market in record time. By the time he got there, the sewing circle had broken up—and those who remained on the square of carpet looked deeply, deeply upset. Other than a couple of bleary-eyed tourists, the only people there were the middle-aged woman who’d run the thing and Yui. Eira was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    He marched up to Yui double time. “Where is she?” he asked. 
 
    Neither Yui nor the woman watching over her needed to ask who he meant. “She left,” Yui said, her words crackling with emotion. “A woman showed up right at the end, all dressed in black. She had your staff!” 
 
    “I know,” Caleb said, his gaze flickering between Yui and the middle-aged woman. How much did she know about all this? Had she realized Caleb’s staff was more than a simple walking stick, or was she still in the dark? “She stole it. That’s not the important thing right now. Where’s Eira?” 
 
    “Your friend left with the woman,” the middle-aged weaver said gravely. “She arrived right as the sewing circle was breaking up. She seemed extremely agitated, and insisted on your friend coming along with her.” 
 
    Oh, shit. Eira was gone? 
 
    Yui put her face in her hands. “I couldn’t stop her,” she said, letting out a sob. “I wanted to—I tried to yell for help. But Eira told me not to. She said it would only make it worse!” 
 
    Eira was probably right. Caleb remembered the purple sparks the woman had summoned with a wave of her hand. Anyone capable of conjuring such powerful magic on command was a nasty customer, indeed. 
 
    “As they left,” the middle-aged woman continued, “I heard your friend the elf mention that they had business to take care of ’back at the house’. I’m not sure what that might mean to you, young man, or even if it means anything at all. But I thought it would be good for you to know.” 
 
    “It sure is,” Caleb said through gritted teeth. It would have been his most likely guess for where the Black Knight was taking Eira, but the confirmation was good to have. She was going to drag Eira back to his grandfather’s mansion. 
 
    She’d probably use his staff to open that door to the Wyrdworld he found in his basement. The chalk entranceway appeared in his mind, hastily drawn on the concrete. His grandfather’s note on it, warning him of things he couldn’t possibly have understood. 
 
    Not for the first time, he wished he’d known his grandfather while he was alive. God only knew how different his adventure would have been if he’d had a little bit of guidance to speed him along his way. But such was life. 
 
    If Caleb was going to get out of this situation, it wasn’t going to happen because of some aged, wise mentor. He was going to need to save Eira himself. 
 
    “We’ve got to go,” he told Yui. “If we book it, we might be able to catch them.” 
 
    Yui looked up at him, a look of amazement on her face. “Wait, what? You’re telling me she’s going to…?” 
 
    She caught herself just before she spilled the beans about the Wyrdworld. It was a close thing, and from the look on the middle-aged woman in her flowing robes, she was beginning to suspect something was up about Caleb and his friends. 
 
    “Young man,” she said, dropping the wizard for the moment. “A word, if you would.” 
 
    Caleb already had his hands on the handles of Yui’s wheelchair. “We really have to run,” he said, trying to balance his desire to be polite with his need to catch up with Belleteyn. The Black Knight—for that was still how he thought of her, with her braid streaming from her dark helmet—had a head start on them, and there was no telling how much Eira might be able to slow her down. Or how slow she might be to open that portal in the basement. 
 
    The middle-aged woman made a face. “I’m aware of your predicament,” she said, giving him a sympathetic look. “More than you know, perhaps.” 
 
    Now what the hell did that mean? 
 
    “When your life is a bit less hectic, I highly recommend you contact me,” she said quickly. The woman reached into her robes and brought out a small brown card, the same color as her flowing robes. “You may find it illuminating, young man.” 
 
    Caleb tucked it into his wallet without looking at it. “I don’t think my life is likely to get any less hectic any time soon.” 
 
    The woman smiled. “I think you’re right about that,” she said, giving him a nod. “Good luck, Caleb. Try to remember me when you have a free moment. Keep in touch.” 
 
    There was clearly more to this woman than met the eye, but Caleb didn’t have time to investigate it. Later, once he saved Eira from the woman with the serpent necklace, he might look this woman up. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Yui said, giving him a fierce look. “Eira’s waiting for us!” 
 
    The wheelchair made a tremendous rattle as Caleb raced back toward the parking lot.  
 
    The race was on! 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Caleb had never seen Yui drive like this before. 
 
    She was normally sedate and safety focused behind the wheel. Perhaps it was because of her handicapped placard, but Yui never broke the speed limit or drove recklessly like most of Caleb’s acquaintances. She didn’t even make right turns on red unless she absolutely had to. 
 
    But over the last fifteen minutes since they’d left the Renaissance Faire, Yui threw every bit of caution she’d ever acquired out of the window. 
 
    The van veered dangerously down the country roads, spitting gravel in all directions as Yui took a curve a touch too sharp. She let out a yelp as she gripped the steering wheel, her voice filled with both terror and excitement at what they were doing. 
 
    “She knocked you out with sparks?” Yui was saying. “What, like a magic spell?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Caleb said. There were no secrets between him and Yui any longer—anything that happened to him would be relayed in full, no matter what it told them both about the Wyrdworld. “Eira did something similar when she originally broke into my house—back when she was trying to steal my grandfather’s adze. I can’t believe I fell for the same trick twice!” 
 
    “It wasn’t a trick,” Yui said, shaking her head as she guided the van through another switchback. Two of the vehicle’s wheels left the gravel road entirely as she swerved, nearly sending them into a nearby thicket. “It was a magic spell! Shit, Caleb, magic is real!” 
 
    Caleb just nodded. He knew that Yui was going through a period of adjustment while she got used to the idea of the Wyrdworld, elves and magic spells. He’d had to go through the same process himself, not long after Eira revealed her true identity. Knowing these things existed in an academic sense was one thing; seeing proof of them in the real world was quite another. 
 
    They made a world-record time as they tore ass through the forest. Yui pulled the van up to the top of the driveway, screeching to a halt in front of his grandfather’s mansion. Caleb’s truck sat at the top of the drive. 
 
    Sitting just behind it was a jet black SUV. 
 
    It looked like it had just been pulled out of service shadowing a celebrity or a politician. The windows were tinted, and there was no license plate—just a special badge marking the vehicle as ’FOR OFFICIAL USE’. What use that was, or what clandestine agency had authorized such a thing, Caleb could only guess at. 
 
    He climbed out of the seat and moved around to grab Yui, but she rebuffed him. “What are you doing—go!” she cried, gesturing at the house. 
 
    “But you—?” 
 
    “I’ll crawl between the seats,” she said, looking at her wheelchair. “I’ll figure something out. Go stop that woman before she steals Eira and we never get her back!” 
 
    Caleb hesitated for a moment, part of his brain telling him he ought to help Yui into her chair. Then he heard a scream from inside his grandfather’s house. 
 
    Fuck it. He ran. 
 
    As he did, he trailed his fingers across the hood of Belleteyn’s SUV. The metal was still red-hot; she must have cut the engine only minutes ago. Maybe he had time to save Eira! 
 
    Maybe he had time to get his staff back. 
 
    The front door stood wide open. Caleb raced through the foyer and down the hallway. Another scream came, this time a cry of rage and defiance. He could hear a woman yelling, her voice echoing from the direction of the kitchen. From the way it was muffled, he got the sense the screamer was being dragged down the stairs into the basement. Eira! 
 
    Caleb burst through the doorway into the kitchen. The basement door lay open, hanging off one of its hinges. Someone had been clinging to it, he could tell—and they’d nearly ripped it to shreds before they’d been forced off the wood. 
 
    “Let me go, you fucking whore!” a feminine voice shrieked. “This wasn’t part of the deal!” 
 
    That was definitely Eira. 
 
    Caleb looked around the kitchen for anything he could use to defend himself with. The woman with the silver serpent necklace had magic, which meant he was probably screwed no matter what he brought with him, but it couldn’t hurt to have a weapon. 
 
    What he really needed though was to get his staff back. He wasn’t sure whether it was even capable of magic, but he’d sure as hell feel better with it than without it. 
 
    For the moment, he settled for a knife. A number of them lay embedded in a block on the kitchen counter—he selected the largest and tested his thumb against the edge. Sharp enough to cut meat, which meant it was sharp enough to do some serious damage. 
 
    Gripping the hilt of the knife so hard his knuckles turned white, Caleb descended the stairs. 
 
    The dim atmosphere of the basement had been replaced with a brilliant glow. Specks of magic filled the air, blue and white and occasionally flashing with the same violet color as the Black Knight’s sparks. Caleb took the stairs slowly, trying for stealth as he stalked his prey. 
 
    He was lucky—Belleteyn had her back to him. The woman stood over Eira, who she’d just dealt a swift kick to in order to keep her in line. In front of them both, against the concrete wall, the chalk door shimmered and shone. 
 
    The portal wasn’t completely open yet. Whatever method Belleteyn used to get into the Wyrdworld must not have been as reliable as a Crafter’s. It took time. 
 
    Exactly what he needed. 
 
    “You really didn’t think Omega would let you go, did you?” Belleteyn was saying. Caleb got the impression she enjoyed moments like this—the twisting of the knife, the blowing out of the brief candle that represented hope in those who she brought in. This was probably what that bitch lived for. 
 
    As if proving the point, Bellteyn lifted the staff—his staff—and waved it in Eira’s face. “You and I both know what this device is. Probably a great deal more than the man who was carrying it!” 
 
    Eira looked worse for wear. The elf probably hadn’t resisted at first, trusting in whatever Belleteyn told her was necessary to resolve the issue without involving Caleb or Yui, but she’d certainly put up a fight once she realized what the woman with the silver serpent necklace actually intended. 
 
    “This device would have paid your debt,” Bellteyn said incredulously. “Turning it in to your handler at Omega would have given you a second chance at your miserable, pathetic life. Instead I come here and find you playing homemaker? The fabled Eira Greenwreath?” 
 
    Eira looked up and saw Caleb for the first time. 
 
    To her credit, she managed to keep the look of shock off her face. Only a little flicker in the set of her cheeks showed her surprise, and Belleteyn was far too busy gloating to notice it. 
 
    “It’s not what you think,” Eira said. “Caleb is different. He’s wonderful. He’s going to be the greatest Crafter the Wyrdworld has ever seen—” 
 
    Thwack! Belleteyn slapped Eira across the face with the staff. 
 
    For a moment, Caleb’s vision flashed red, and he nearly leapt forward with the knife and stabbed it into Belleteyn’s back. But the motion would have given him away, and the serpent likely would have twisted out of his reach in time. Besides, he didn’t want to kill Belleteyn—he wanted to capture her. To get some answers about who she was and where she’d come from. 
 
    Eira took the hit like a champ. She spit blood on the concrete floor, then gazed up at Belleteyn with a fiercely defiant expression. 
 
    “I can’t believe you,” Belleteyn was saying. The Black Knight shook her head, a look of disbelief written across her features. “You’re in love with this human! This Caleb, this whelp of Gene Holdstock’s brood who’s yet to prove himself anything more than a cock with a circulatory system attached!” 
 
    Eira spit again, then grinned. “It’s a nice cock,” she said, meeting Belleteyn’s eye. “Small wonder so many of our sisters vacation in the human world.” 
 
    The Black Knight shook her head, her shoulders setting with disgust. “I am not one of those women,” she said, as if she literally couldn’t understand how a creature as beautiful and independent as Eira could get addicted to human dick. 
 
    “Clearly,” Eira shot back. 
 
    Caleb couldn’t see Belleteyn make the face, but he knew it was there. He took an experimental step across the concrete floor, then another. The sound was quiet enough that the Black Knight didn’t hear. 
 
    Another step put Caleb almost within arm’s reach of Belleteyn. If he could wrap his arm around her, get his knife under her throat the way Eira had done to him, she’d be checkmated. Any attempt at magic she could muster would be stopped before it could be summoned, quashed by the threat of a slit throat. Just another step… 
 
    That’s when Yui descended the stairs. 
 
    Descended was perhaps not the right word for it. “Falling in a grim parody of a drunken stupor” might have been closer, but still failed to convey the horrifying poetry of her white-knuckle fall down the basement stairs. 
 
    Lacking any better way to reach him, Yui had just gunned her chair for the top step and prayed for the best. The chair bounced on each stair, cracking a few and breaking at least one with the weight of the metal. Halfway down, she pitched forward and tumbled over the banister, grabbing it to slow her fall as she slammed to the concrete floor. Next to her, the wheelchair hit the wall, bent and broken in a dozen places. The whole thing was trashed—Yui would never use it again without some serious repair. 
 
    The noise made Belleteyn turn. Her violet eyes widened as she realized the man she’d been talking about stood directly behind her. 
 
    Caleb took his chance. 
 
    He grabbed for Belleteyn, slashing out with the knife in a wide arc. The dark-haired woman threw herself backward, nimbly bending at the waist like a ballet dancer about to go under a limbo pole. Caleb’s strike, already hesitant to kill, sailed just over her breasts, slashing through nothing but empty air. 
 
    As she bent, Belleteyn gave a high kick worthy of any cabaret dancer. Her boot heel struck Caleb right in the gut, knocking him back. The knife fell from his fingers, landing on the concrete between him and Yui. His shoulders hit the half-broken staircase, the edge of the banister digging into his back. 
 
    “You!” the bounty hunter hissed, looking shocked. “And your little princess, I see. You really shouldn’t have followed me—” 
 
    Belleteyn was flung forward as Eira slammed into her back. The elf girl grabbed her around the waist as she toppled, wedging her knee against the small of the woman’s back. The two of them went down in a heap, grappling. 
 
    The staff slipped out of Belleteyn’s hands. It rolled across the basement floor, coming to rest next to the opposite wall. The silver dog’s head faced Caleb, and he’d never been more certain that the ruby in one of its eyes winked at him. 
 
    He had to get that staff! 
 
    While Eira dug her nails into Belleteyn’s shoulders and the bounty hunter tried to get away, Caleb sprang across the room. He landed next to the wall and scooped up his staff, feeling a charge of magical energy as it touched his fingers. Just holding it made him feel more powerful than before, no actual magic required. 
 
    “No,” Caleb said. “You shouldn’t have followed me, Belleteyn. I don’t know who the fuck you are, but you shouldn’t have messed with my friends!” 
 
    The bounty hunter rolled out of Eira’s grip. Belleteyn went up on one knee, saw Caleb holding the staff, and swore. She made a little sign with her hand, as if she were trying to ward off evil, and purple sparks flew from her fingertips. 
 
    This time the staff protected Caleb. The magic didn’t hit him—but the sparks still blinded him. They went off like a fireworks display, leaving everyone in the room who hadn’t been prepared for them reeling. 
 
    As his vision cleared, Caleb saw that the door to the Wyrdworld had begun to open. How? Had the bounty hunter’s spell finally begun to work? 
 
    Belleteyn stood before the door. She held an unconscious Eira over her shoulder—the elf girl had been knocked senseless by her spell. Belleteyn glanced at the entrance to the Wyrdworld and its inky black sky, then back at Caleb and his staff. He knew she wanted it, but he also saw that she’d just made a necessary decision. 
 
    The bounty hunter was going to run. 
 
    She’d bail on the staff as long as she knew she could get Eira out of the basement and into the Wyrdworld. That seemed to be her true objective, and stealing his grandfather’s treasure was just an unexpected bonus. 
 
    “You two are quite troublesome,” the bounty hunter admitted. She gave Eira’s booty a smack as she spoke, like she was taking out a little bit of her frustration on the elven woman. “Maybe if your girlfriend could actually stand up and fight, I’d even be a little afraid of her.” 
 
    Yui heard that. She lifted herself on her elbows, crawling across the concrete floor with a determined look on her face. “You give her back!” she yelled. 
 
    For just an instant, fear showed on Belleteyn’s face. Then she remembered who she was dealing with, and her smooth expression slammed down like a shutter. 
 
    “What are you going to do about it?” the bounty hunter snarked. “A woman with no legs and a Crafter who doesn’t understand the first thing about using his powers. You two are utterly hopeless!” 
 
    Behind Belleteyn, the gateway completed its opening sequence. A chilly wind blew from the opposite side of the portal, bringing with it the scent of faraway fragrances and spices. A massive crescent moon shone in the sky behind Belleteyn’s head, as big and orange as any Halloween decoration. 
 
    “I’ll kill you, bitch,” Yui snarled. 
 
    “I’d like to see you try,” Belleteyn said. Abruptly she yawned, as if this banter were already beginning to bore her. “But I’ll make you a deal, Crafter. You want the elf?” 
 
    Memories flashed through Caleb’s mind. Eira with a knife held to his neck. Eira guiding him through the Item World. Eira beneath him, whimpering about his big human cock while they fucked his grandfather’s old bed to splinters… 
 
    “Yes,” he said, meaning it to the depths of his soul. “If you take her, Belleteyn, I’ll track you to the ends of the Wyrdworld to bring you down.” 
 
    The bounty hunter smirked. “Cute.” Her eyes strayed to the silver dog’s head atop Caleb’s staff, and her face changed. “One chance, Crafter. Hand over your vorlesen, and I’ll drop the elf tart. You give me that staff, I’ll give her to you, and we’ll consider it a fair trade. Deal?” 
 
    Tempting. But Caleb already knew the truth. If he handed his grandfather’s staff over to Belleteyn, she’d run into the Wyrdworld with it, carrying Eira over her shoulder. He’d probably never see either of them again. 
 
    He took a step forward. Belleteyn flinched, but she didn’t run. The woman had enough sense to at least try to get a bonus out of the deal. He’d have to remember that she was a smart customer. 
 
    “How do I know that you won’t just take both and leave through that portal?” Caleb asked. 
 
    It was the obvious question. Belleteyn snickered when he brought it up. 
 
    “You don’t,” she said. An answer just as obvious. “You’ll just have to trust me, Caleb. How bad do you want this elf?” 
 
    “Caleb, don’t do it!” Yui cried. “It’s a trap! You know she’s lying!” 
 
    She tried to rise, as if she could somehow will her legs back into working order. He’d heard of things like that happening in extremely stressful situations—adrenaline causing people to push through their limits, lifting cars off of people and stuff like that. But no amount of adrenaline could reverse biology. 
 
    Caleb moved to the left. Belleteyn moved to the right just as fluidly, matching him step for step. The bounty hunter was still close enough to the door to make a break for it, but Caleb was a little closer now. Yui’s broken wheelchair rested to his immediate left, against the wall. 
 
    An idea began to form in his mind. It wasn’t much of a plan, but what the hell else could he do? 
 
    “I tell you what,” Caleb said, taking another step to the left. Belleteyn was forced into the position of either having to step away from the door a bit, or accept Caleb getting closer to her. Mercifully, she chose the former. Evidently she still figured she could escape if she needed to. 
 
    Good. He needed her to underestimate him. 
 
    The line about Yui’s legs infuriated him. But the crack about his Crafting skills, as nastily intentioned as they were, had inadvertently given him an advantage over Belleteyn he hadn’t realized he had. She thought he knew nothing about his powers. 
 
    That wasn’t true at all. There was one thing he could do perfectly well: almost without thinking. 
 
    Now he just needed to do it. 
 
    Again his eyes flickered to Yui’s broken wheelchair. He sized it up for a moment, guessing at its weight. He’d hauled it around more than enough times to know he knew how to do what needed to be done. Eira had mentioned some of the abilities a Crafter was capable of, and it was those that he was thinking of right now. 
 
    Yui was busy crawling across the floor. She moved like a woman in a trance, heading for that faintly glowing door in the wall. Did she think she could cut Belleteyn off, given enough time to try? 
 
    “What?” Belleteyn asked. “Hurry up with your counter offer, human. My shoulder’s starting to hurt from carrying your fat little elf.” 
 
    Eira was anything but. Belleteyn was just looking for another avenue from which to hurt him. Women like her did it as naturally as thinking about it. 
 
    “Switch spots with me,” Caleb said, nodding at the door. “I’ll stand in front of that, and you stand over here where I am. I toss you the staff, you put Eira down, and I let you leave.” 
 
    The form on Belleteyn’s shoulder began to stir. “Huh?” Eira whimpered. “Where am I—?” 
 
    “Quiet,” Belleteyn hissed. Another shower of sparks from her fingertips sent Eira back into unconsciousness. “You just want to be able to block me from escaping. You won’t actually do it.” 
 
    “You have my word,” Caleb said. “Put Eira down, and I’ll give you the vorlesen. You can have my grandfather’s staff. I won’t try and stop you from leaving, either. That’s the best deal you’re going to get.” 
 
    Belleteyn paused, thinking it over. Immediately, Caleb knew two things. 
 
    She was going to say yes. And she wasn’t going to back it up. 
 
    Some people had such a powerful poker face that they could stab you in the back with a smile and you’d never see it coming. Some of them were so good at it that even after jabbing the knife in and twisting it, the partners they’d done it to would make rationalizations as to why they hadn’t ’really’ meant it. 
 
    Caleb would forever be grateful that Belleteyn wasn’t one of those people. Betrayal shone in her eyes like the lume of a watch that had just been plunged into darkness. She was obvious about it. 
 
    Belleteyn pretended to think it over, then nodded. “Sure. Sounds fair to me. Move over to where I am, Caleb. But slowly. I’ll be doing the same thing.” 
 
    The process took much longer than it would have if any parties involved trusted each other. Caleb made his way in a long circle across the basement, stopping in front of the faintly glowing portal to the Wyrdworld. The realm on the opposite side of the door called out to him on a primal, instinctive level, like it was the universe to which he truly belonged. 
 
    Belleteyn took her place near the stairs. She stood next to Yui’s broken wheelchair, one foot on the lowest step leading to the upstairs and the kitchen. Yui lay practically at her feet, still trying and failing to rise in her adrenaline-fueled shock. 
 
    The bounty hunter smiled at Caleb and winked. 
 
    Then she scooped Yui up with her free hand, held her tight, and withdrew a knife from her sleeve. 
 
    The blade was every bit as black as the one Eira had used during her nighttime robbery attempt. The keen edge poked against Yui’s collar, the pain focusing her out of her trance and bringing her back to the present moment. When she realized there was a knife at her throat, she screamed. 
 
    “Quiet!” Belleteyn commanded. “Or I’ll gut you like a fucking pig!” 
 
    Yui’s mouth snapped shut. A silent sob shook her shoulders, and the look she gave Caleb on the opposite side of the room was so pleading that it made his heart hurt. 
 
    The bounty hunter mistook the look on his face. “That’s right,” she said, grinning with wicked intent. “Did you really think I’d trade away my bounty for a piece of jewelry? Shit, you really are a wet brained fool, aren’t you, Caleb?” 
 
    His hand gripped the hilt of the staff tighter. The dog’s head winked at him, and he knew the power was within him, ready to be unleashed. He didn’t need to wait until he was in the Wyrdworld itself. The proximity to the door would be enough. 
 
    “This wasn’t the deal,” Caleb said, unperturbed. “Put them down, and you’ll get the staff. You have my word.” 
 
    “And I’m sure your word is completely trustworthy,” Belleteyn snickered. “I know you would have held up your end of the bargain, human. But I don’t want to trade your elf for your vorlesen. I want it all. Now toss me the fucking staff!” 
 
    When Caleb’s face didn’t change, she brandished the knife. “Are you even listening?” Belleteyn hissed. 
 
    “Oh, I know,” Caleb said. A smirk tugged at the corner of his mouth. “I just wanted to make sure you didn’t change your mind at the last second. Now I don’t feel guilty about doing this—!” 
 
    And he chucked the staff across the basement floor. 
 
    For a moment, Bellteyn tensed up. Caleb worried that she might flinch and use that knife to cut either Yui or Eira, but the bounty hunter quickly realized Caleb wasn’t trying to hit her—he was tossing the staff. Exactly as they’d agreed. 
 
    Except he wasn’t aiming it at Belleteyn. 
 
    The staff arced through the air, tumbling over and over. The silver dog’s head on the top let out a hollow noise as it struck Caleb’s target: Yui’s broken wheelchair. As it did, a brilliant flash of light enveloped the mass of steel, causing it to shimmer and lose its proportions. 
 
    It was becoming a portal. 
 
    To the Item World. 
 
    Belleteyn realized what was happening just a moment too late. She shoved Yui to the side and ran for the portal, Eira’s ass bouncing up and down on her shoulder as she sprinted for the door to the Wyrdworld. Even with the portal opening behind her, she still might have made it. If she made it through the wall, she would have been safe. 
 
    But she’d let Caleb put himself between her and the breach. 
 
    She feinted to the left, then dove from the right at the glowing door. Caleb dropped into a crouch, then leapt, wrapping his arms around Belleteyn’s legs as he tackled her to the ground. Eira fell from her shoulders, rolling across the concrete to lie next to Yui. 
 
    “No!” the bounty hunter cried, kicking him. “You can’t! Let me go—!” 
 
    It was as far as she got. 
 
    The portal expanded across the entire basement, opening a fissure to the Item World. Caleb’s last vision before the brilliant light washed over them all was of Yui, Eira, and Belleteyn, their bodies distorting as the power of the Item World sucked them into the portal created by Yui’s wheelchair. 
 
    Then the portal washed over Caleb, and everything went dark. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The first thing Caleb saw when the light faded was the sky. 
 
    It wasn’t the sky of his world. It wasn’t even the inky, black twilight of the Wyrdworld. This was something new; something he’d never seen before. The sky was luminescent, like an oil slick—every shade of the rainbow moved across it, though the effect of staring at it for too long made him feel vaguely sick to his stomach. He closed his eyes, willing it to be gone when he opened them again. 
 
    It was still there. 
 
    Caleb was lying on a hard, flat surface. He rolled over, only to catch himself as he nearly went over an edge: he lay next to a sudden, steep drop. He rubbed his eyes, trying to make heads or tails of what he was seeing. It looked like some kind of crazy optical illusion. 
 
    Stretching beneath him were an endless set of stairs. Multiple stairwells criss-crossed over each other through the luminescent sky, forming a latticework that looked like something MC Escher might have designed in the middle of a bender.  
 
    The stairs were huge—giant sized. Each step was long enough for a man to lay on, and wide enough for an entire platoon to walk down abreast. When he looked up, he saw the same set of stairs stretching into the distance above his head, going higher and higher and higher. 
 
    I’m in an Item World, he remembered. I created one with Yui’s wheelchair, and it’s filled with stairs. How ironic. 
 
    Caleb sensed that whoever was behind the distribution of Item Worlds had a messed up sense of humor. He looked forward to meeting them and shaking some sense into them—but first, he had work to do. 
 
    He had to find his friends. 
 
    Caleb staggered to his feet. “Yui? Eira? Where are you?” 
 
    He tried his best to get his bearings. He couldn’t see Eira or Yui anywhere—and there wasn’t any sign of an exit. In the Item World he’d explored with Eira by his side, the way forward had been obvious—there was only one path, with a gold flag at the end and a staircase leading to the next level of the Item World, what Eira called a ‘stratum’. But here, there were just endless stairs. 
 
    If he had a slinky, it literally never would have stopped descending. 
 
    Where the hell were his friends? If this place was as large as it looked, he might never find them. But the Item World he’d created with his staff, the device that Eira called a vorlesen, hadn’t been all that big. It was a circus tent, with a funhouse filled with mirrors inside of it. 
 
    Maybe this one was smaller than it looked as well? Perhaps it looped, and going down the stairs long enough would bring someone back to the top. 
 
    “Yui!” he called, leaning over the side of the staircase. “Eira! Where the hell are you…?” 
 
    He almost missed the platform. For one thing, it was moving pretty fast—and for another, it was almost totally transparent. It appeared to be made of tempered glass, and the slight frosting around its edges was the only thing that kept it from looking completely see-through. The colorful sky made it even harder to spot. 
 
    When Caleb squinted, he realized the sky was full of them. Little platforms, leading from one staircase to the next. They provided some sort of… what? Transit system within the Item World? 
 
    Whatever they were, they moved a hell of a lot faster than walking would. If he wanted to find his friends, and find the exit from the world within Yui’s wheelchair, he needed to get a move on. 
 
    The next time one of the platforms passed his staircase, Caleb hopped down onto it. The drop was short, and he blunted most of its effect by rolling onto his side as he landed. The platform felt refreshingly solid, and had none of the slipperiness he would have expected from something that looked so much like glass. 
 
    What was harder to get used to was being able to see through the platform. Caleb soon found he couldn’t look down—seeing that endless, multicolored sky was almost too much for him to take. He had no fear of heights, no troubles with vertigo in his past, but something about this Item World just made him feel like his stomach was doing flips. 
 
    As soon as he landed on the platform, it changed direction. The lurching movements of the glass sent him onto his back, then he managed to get to his feet and stand. Whatever power there was inside of this Item World, it seemed to know him—and also seemed to know exactly which direction to go. 
 
    I sure hope it does, Caleb thought. What happens if Belleteyn manages to get out of here before we do? She can’t slam the door shut on the way out, can she? 
 
    It was a disturbing thought. Really, there was still so much Caleb didn’t know about Item Worlds. He wished he had Eira with him to explain things and answer his questions. 
 
    And he wished he had Yui there so he could keep her safe. 
 
    The platform veered to the right so suddenly that Caleb nearly lost his balance and fell. Riding it made standing in a subway car with no bar to hold onto seem almost sedate by comparison, and he was just starting to consider leaping off and taking his chances with the stairs when he noticed the glint of silver in the distance. An item lay across one of the crooked sets of stairs. 
 
    His grandfather’s staff. His vorlesen. 
 
    The platform rose right next to the stairs and then paused, as if whatever power animated it was waiting for Caleb to claim what was his. It felt good to be guided in such a manner, but it also freaked him out just a little bit. 
 
    “Can you hear me?” he asked the platform, glancing down at the nearly transparent surface between his feet. “Bob up and down or something if you can. Show me you’re there…” 
 
    The platform was as still as an empty pool. Guess not, he thought. 
 
    He leapt from the glass platform to the staircase. His staff looked no worse for wear—the silver dog’s head had a small scuff on it where it had struck Yui’s wheelchair, but a few moments polishing it with his shirt removed the mark entirely. It felt good to have the thing back in his hands again, even if he still didn’t know how to use it to the fullest. 
 
    He turned back to the platform, only to see it rise into the air and disappear. 
 
    “Hey!” he called, lifting the staff in the direction of the fading glass platform. “Where are you going!?” 
 
    The platform took no heed. It just vanished into the sky, leaving him alone and contemplating what to do next. 
 
    Great. That was just great. 
 
    He considered the vorlesen in his hands, and the seemingly endless number of stairs. If this was an Item World, that meant there were monsters in here, didn’t it? Maybe the platform had been scared away, or perhaps it was trying to avoid those things. 
 
    If that was the case, the last place he wanted to be was standing out in the open. He needed to find his companions, and then the exit. In that order. 
 
    Caleb began climbing the stairs. The climb wasn’t particularly difficult, but the constant motion of the stairs made it feel both tedious and taxing. Every few steps, he stopped and called out for his companions as loudly as he could. 
 
    “Yui!? Eira!?” he bellowed, tucking the vorlesen beneath his shoulder in order to cup his hands around his mouth. “Can you hear me!?” 
 
    There was no reply. His heart thundered in his chest. Panic was a constant concern, and he kept it at bay only by remembering how much his friends needed him. 
 
    Caleb kept climbing. Soon he was huffing and puffing, wondering why he hadn't decided to go down rather than up. But even as he climbed, his legs burning in protest, he could sense something happening. The world was beginning to change. Was he getting close to the end of the Item World? In a sense, that would be a good thing. But he wouldn't leave without Eira and Yui. 
 
    Above his head, he saw the stairs end in a wide platform. Finally, he reached the top. 
 
    No gold flag waited for him. There wasn't even a staircase that led to the next stratum of this Item World—maybe that wasn't how this one operated.  
 
    Instead, a stone archway stood at the top of the stairs. It stretched to the sky, looking imposing and somehow unfinished at the same time. Like a monument that had been abandoned in the middle of its creation, or those giant statue legs in that poem he’d had to read in high school about how nothing really mattered and even the mightiest deeds are eventually forgotten. Uplifting reading. 
 
    Lying in front of the stone archway was a woman. Unfortunately for him, it wasn’t either of the women he wanted to see. 
 
    Belleteyn D’Amore lay unconscious on the stone platform, dead to the world. 
 
    Caleb made his way over to her, the staff flashing in his fists. The temptation to smash it over her head was almost too great to resist, but killing the bounty hunter would have done nothing but leave blood on his hands. 
 
    Besides, he had more important things to do than play whack a mole with someone who’d wronged him. 
 
    As he approached, Belleteyn’s eyes opened a crack. The bounty hunter’s thick braid was undone, and her hair hung in a messy halo behind her back. She looked like she’d just woken up the morning after a frat party. 
 
    “You,” the bounty hunter grunted, turning away. “What the fuck did you do?” 
 
    Caleb didn’t have time for her bullshit. He swung the staff in a low arc, catching the bounty hunter in the side. She groaned and rolled over, clutching her ribs as she gasped. 
 
    “Shut up,” he said, feeling an anger that shocked him. He normally wasn’t like this. But this bounty hunter, this creature, had put his friends in danger. She didn’t get politeness after a thing like that. “Where’s Eira? Where’s Yui?” 
 
    The bounty hunter forced out a laugh. “You think I know that?” she asked, glancing up at him. “I’m just as shocked as—” 
 
    The kick came before he even realized she was in motion.  
 
    She slammed her boot into his shin, then hooked her heel around his leg and tugged on him. Caleb lost his balance and fell, landing on his butt on the stone platform. The vorlesen slipped from his hand, rolling a short distance away. 
 
    Before he could roll over and grab it, Belleteyn was on top of him. The bounty hunter moved with a surprising speed, though perhaps not so surprising for those who’d seen the Black Knight perform in the jousting field. 
 
    She straddled Caleb in a way that felt surprisingly sexual, wrapping her legs around his torso. Her hands grabbed his throat, cutting off both his words and his air. He struggled in her arms, but her grip was super tight. All that exercise had made her into a beast. 
 
    “I should have killed you when I had the chance,” Belleteyn muttered. Her hair fell around her face, the veins in her arms throbbing as she choked the life out of Caleb. “Gods, who thought a human college student could cause me so much grief?” 
 
    Darkness encroached on the edges of Caleb’s vision. The world began to blur as he kicked madly, trying and failing to get enough leverage against the stone floor to shove the bounty hunter off him. But she refused to move. 
 
    His strength ebbed out of his body. His struggles grew weaker and weaker, while Belleteyn’s fingers gripped him as tightly as she possibly could. 
 
    “Kill you,” the bounty hunter hissed. “Fuck…!” 
 
    As Caleb’s consciousness retreated, the sound of a horn filled the phantasmagoric sky over the platform. 
 
    Suddenly air and light came rushing back in. The fingers around his throat slackened just enough for him to gasp as Belleteyn looked up at the noise. 
 
    Caleb knew this was his only chance, and that he wouldn’t get another one. With all of his remaining strength, he grabbed Belleteyn’s face with both hands and jabbed his thumbs into her eyes. 
 
    The bounty hunter screamed. Belleteyn fell backwards, grabbing at her eyes, and Caleb rolled to the side, coughing and sputtering. 
 
    His grandfather’s staff lay next to him on the stone slab. He snatched it up, spinning around and raising the weapon in anticipation of a blow that didn’t come. Instead, Belleteyn was staring up at the sky, clutching her wounded face. 
 
    “No,” the bounty hunter groaned, turning away. “Fuck, no! This can’t be happening!” 
 
    A flock of dark figures flew against the multicolored sky. For a moment they looked like nothing so much as stones loosed from an errant sling; then their wings unfurled and Caleb realized what they were. 
 
    Birds. Massive, flying birds with the wingspans of Volkswagens. 
 
    He had no idea what the birds were supposed to represent, but Belleteyn clearly did. The bounty hunter ran for the shelter of the stone arch, swearing and cursing at the sky. She barely spared Caleb a glance as she ran—as if she no longer cared about getting revenge. 
 
    As the birds flew closer, Caleb realized that the shapes he saw on their backs were riders. Each of the birds had a saddle on their back, with a figure riding them like that old arcade game he was never very good at. Several of the figures wore suits of armor and carried long, pointed weapons. A few had no armor at all, and were… purring? 
 
    No fucking way. 
 
    The formation dropped until it was nearly level with the stone platform and barrelled forward. The riders let out whoops of abandon as they picked up speed, their weapons flashing in the psychedelic lights. 
 
    Caleb had just found himself in the crosshairs of an entire horde of malkini. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Get ‘em, brah!” the lead catgirl screeched, tugging the reins of her flying mount.  A half dozen of the creatures flanked her on either side, weapons at the ready and dark helmets strapped to their heads. There’d be no cute flurry of headpats to keep these monsters contained. 
 
    Caleb was in deep trouble. 
 
    The riders bore down on him fast. Clutching his vorlesen in his hands, Caleb tried to think of a plan of attack. Quickly, he realized his best plan of action was probably to follow Belleteyn and run. He was no match for a squad of flying catgirls—but crucially, neither was the bounty hunter. 
 
    Malkini leapt from their mounts, landing all over the stone platform with giggles and cries of Brah! Their lances reflected the light of the psychedelic sky, and the manner of the creatures didn’t seem like warriors who were in it for the kill. But those weapons were deadly all the same. 
 
    “C’mere, brah!” One of the catgirls advanced on his left flank, spear held at the ready. “Pet me, brah, pet me!” 
 
    “Look in my eyes, man!” another cried, her cute orbs already beginning to flash pink. “Come on, let’s get cute together!” 
 
    That was exactly what Belleteyn wanted. If Caleb got distracted by the catgirls, she’d just come up behind him once he was insensate and strangle him to death. She’d steal the vorlesen, escape the Item World, and make sure Yui and Eira never saw the real world again. 
 
    As the nearest catgirl closed the distance, Caleb swung the vorlesen with all his might. It collided with the malkini’s helmet, ripping it from her head. As the armored hat landed with a clatter on the stone, Caleb shot forward and gave the malkini a hard, somewhat severe headpat. 
 
    “Oh noes!” the catgirl cried. “Cuteness overload!” 
 
    The malkini rolled onto her back, felled. One down; God only knew how many left to go. 
 
    More catgirls landed all over the platform. Most of them had the oversized lances that reminded Caleb of the jousting field back at the Renaissance Faire, but several of them carried short swords instead. A few had no weapons other than their claws, and were dressed more like ninjas than medieval knights. 
 
    Caleb had no time to ponder the distribution of monsters in the Item World. He swung the vorlesen in a wide horizontal arc, using the dog’s head to push the nearest malkini and her lance out of stabbing range. 
 
    Another lance whizzed by his head, so close he felt it prick his ear. That one hadn’t come from the malkini—it had been thrown from behind him.  
 
    When he turned, he saw Belleteyn standing over a couple fallen catgirl soldiers. She’d taken their lances and was tossing them like javelins, trying to get a hit on Caleb. Another spear flew from her hands and he ducked, dodging it by about a foot. 
 
    “Not fair!” Caleb cried, ripping the helmet off a nearby malkini and devastating it with a headpat. “I’m already dealing with enough shit over here!” 
 
    “All’s fair in love and war!” the bounty hunter shot back. “Give me the spear, and I’ll let you live!” 
 
    Caleb swung again, knocking back one of the ninja catgirls. “Are you crazy? This hunk of wood and silver is the only thing standing between life and death right now!” 
 
    Belleteyn flashed a wicked smile. “Exactly!” 
 
    Caleb ignored her and fought. No more lances came his way—in fact, he was gratified to see that the malkini didn’t experience any gender discrimination. They looked just as interested in overwhelming and brainwashing Belleteyn with their ‘aura of adorableness’ as they were in making Caleb serve them. 
 
    “Brah, quit trying to hit me!” one of the catgirls cried. This one was more nimble than the others, backing up and dodging out of the way of the dog’s head staff. “I’m just trying to show you something really cute!” 
 
    “Well I don’t want to see it!” Caleb roared. “Stay! The Hell! Away from me!” 
 
    Something twisted inside of Caleb. Suddenly he felt a new avenue of power open up within him. It felt like someone had cracked one of those rave glowsticks inside of his brain, and now it was lit up like a Christmas tree. 
 
    He twisted the vorlesen vertically, holding it up like a walking stick. “Back!” he commanded, flexing his power. “Back I say, you goddamn catgirl savages!” 
 
    The dog’s ruby eyes winked. 
 
    Then its mouth opened and a tornado ripped from the depths of its throat. 
 
    Caleb hadn’t known he was going to do it until it was already done. A massive cone of wind erupted across the stone platform, spraying from the dog’s silver mouth like a thunderhead. Malkini were scattered to the winds, knocked on their cute rears or flung over the side of the platform to be eventually plucked from the blue by their avian mounts. 
 
    Wow, Caleb thought. Holy shit, was that ME!? 
 
    It was just about the most badass thing he had ever done. 
 
    He wasn’t sure if the wave of wind lasted for a second or a minute. But when it faded, the dog’s mouth snapped closed again as if it had never moved in the first place. Fully half the Malkini who’d jumped onto the platform to harass him had either been flung over the edge or were rolling around on the floor, their helmets ripped from their skulls. They’d be easy prey for his headpats now! 
 
    It was a little absurd, the sight of Caleb racing across the psychedelic vista to grope the heads of dozens of fallen catgirls. It was certainly nothing he’d ever have expected to find himself doing six months ago. But as he mopped up the remains of the catgirl raiders, he was forced to accept a truth he’d just learned about himself. 
 
    He was having more fun than he’d ever had in his whole goddamn life. 
 
    Only a few malkini remained on the stone platform who were capable of fighting. They clustered around the stone arch, their eyes glowing with that pale pink light that Caleb mentally noted as the hallmark of their ‘aura of adorability.’ Strangely, Belleteyn stood among them. Had the malkini given up on converting her to the cult of cute, or had she already succumbed? 
 
    Caleb advanced, ignoring the catgirls. “Where are my friends?” he grunted, shaking the vorlesen menacingly. “Answer me, or you’ll get another Category 5 spanking!” 
 
    Belleteyn just snickered. “So you got lucky once,” she said, shaking her head. “Any idiot can coax a spell out of a vorlesen if he plays with it long enough. That doesn’t make him a crafter.” She snickered. “You’ll  never see your princess and your elf again!” 
 
    The malkini seemed shocked by this. One of them turned, her spear held loosely at her side. “There’s a princess involved in this?” the catgirl asked. 
 
    “Brah!” another chimed in. “Princesses are cuuu-ute!” 
 
    Belleteyn shook her head, her expression dripping with disdain. “You stupid cats. You’re a fucking plague on the Wyrdworld!” 
 
    She kicked the malkini closest to her, punting it over the side of the stone platform. The other creatures all let out cries of dismay. A few moments later, one of the avian mounts scooped up the falling soldier, and they looked happier. 
 
    “Tell me where they are,” Caleb demanded. “And if you can’t, then help me find them! They mean everything to me, Belleteyn—I mean it! You can still walk out of this unscathed if you’re willing to help me for once in your miserable life!” 
 
    That last part made the bounty hunter’s lips twitch. She didn’t like the insinuation behind those words one bit. 
 
    Meanwhile, the malkini were totally into it. “Ooh, he’s looking for his princess?” one of them asked. “This is totally a quest!” 
 
    “A cute quest, brah!” another jumped in to say. “Come on, lady, let’s help him out!” 
 
    Belleteyn shook her head, looking like she couldn’t believe the turn this had taken. “I’m not helping this asshole,” she said, stepping away from the malkini. “I’m going to kill him!” 
 
    She drew her long, black knife, twirling it between her fingers. Caleb gulped. From the way she handled the weapon, she clearly knew how to use it. 
 
    “Hey!” Several of the malkini started after Belleteyn. “Murder isn’t cute, brah! You shouldn’t kill people in an Item World! You should just shower them with cuteness!” 
 
    Belleteyn picked up the nearest malkini and hurled it off into space. The catgirl let out a long wail that was half terrified, half exhilarated as she disappeared into the oil slick sky. 
 
    “I have had enough of this!” the bounty hunter roared. “Elves, catgirls, cuteness quests… I have never had to suffer so much to collect a simple fucking bounty!” She pointed the knife right at Caleb, her lips twisting with hate. “Killing you won’t make everything better, it’s true. But at least it'll give me a few moments of relief!” 
 
    There was no way out. He was going to have to fight. 
 
    So Caleb spun the vorlesen in his hands, twirling it like something out of a martial arts film. By some miracle, he managed not to drop it. 
 
    “Bring it, bitch,” he said, all confidence and false bravado. “If you think you can!” 
 
    For a moment, Belleteyn’s cocky expression faltered. Then the bounty hunter charged, lifting the knife above her head in a downward stab. 
 
    Caleb used the hilt of the vorlesen to parry, leaping to the side. Belleteyn matched him stride for stride, staying up in his face and never giving him a moment to collect his thoughts. She stabbed up, slashed down, moving like someone pushing all the buttons in a fighting game at the same time. It was disorganized, but it was working. Caleb backed up again and again, ceding ground to the bounty hunter. 
 
    Sensing that victory was close at hand, Belleteyn pressed the advantage. She struck again and again, pushing Caleb all the way to the edge of the stone platform. Her lips pulled back over her teeth in a triumphant snarl as she stutterstepped this way and that, preparing to fake him out and land the final blow. 
 
    Caleb swallowed as he glanced over his shoulder. Nothing but oil slick sky and endless stairs waited for him beneath. He knew that if he fell, there’d be no cute bird mount to pluck him from the sky and save his ass—he’d either fall forever, or more likely slam into one of the staircases and break his neck. 
 
    Either way, he’d never get in Belleteyn’s way again. 
 
    “Any last words?” The bounty hunter taunted. “Shall I tell your little whore elf that you loved her?” 
 
    The fight drained out of Caleb. His heel slid over the edge of the platform, nearly sending him into the empty space beneath. He only just caught himself. 
 
    As he did, he caught motion out of the corner of his eye. Two more dark, winged forms were swooping down at the platform, moving like they were in the world’s biggest hurry. Reinforcements? 
 
    Yes. 
 
    But not malkini. 
 
    When Caleb realized what he was seeing, he laughed in Belleteyn’s face. The move was so unexpected that the bounty hunter hesitated for the briefest of moments, stunned by Caleb’s sudden about face and surge of confidence. 
 
    A moment was all he needed. 
 
    He headbutted Belleteyn in the nose as hard as he possibly could. 
 
    There was a horrible cracking noise that made Caleb think of what he and Eira did to his grandfather’s bed. But this wasn’t wood—it was bone. He’d just shattered the bounty hunter’s septum. 
 
    “Mah dose!” Belleteyn shrieked, staggering back. “By the Nine Furies, you broke mah dose—!” 
 
    One of the two winged creatures overtook the other. It streaked across the platform like a bolt of lighting, its rider jumping from the saddle and rolling across the stone floor. They covered the ground between Caleb and Belleteyn in an instant, a pair of silver knives flashing from their belt. 
 
    “Nice to see you again,” Eira said, putting her dagger to Belleteyn’s neck. “Bitch.” 
 
    Belleteyn recovered from her broken nose faster than any human being Caleb had ever seen before. The bone didn’t set, but it was as if the bounty hunter simply decided not to feel the pain. She straightened up, putting as much distance between her jugular and the edge of the blade as possible, then spit on the stone between her feet. 
 
    “Elf,” the bounty hunter hissed. “Ready to turn yourself in?” 
 
    The sight of Eira was such a relief. Caleb’s heart jumped into his throat as he drunk in the sight of the beautiful, fierce elf. He had no idea where Eira got her new weapons from and didn’t care. She looked beautiful, and she’d just saved his bacon. 
 
    Eira gave him the kind of look that most men would kill to see just once in their lives. “Hey, babe,” she purred, cocking an eyebrow. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Never better,” Caleb said, brushing himself off. “Just fought a whole herd of catgirls. You?” 
 
    Eira’s smile spread from ear to ear. “Just stole a couple birds off those catgirls. After we gave this”—she planted her knee in Belleteyn’s lower back—“overly dramatic bounty hunting bitch the slip. I know how to get out of here, Caleb.” 
 
    She did? That was great, then. They could be home before supper time. 
 
    “The arch is the key,” Eira said, gesturing over her shoulder with her chin. “There’s no flag or anything like that, but all you have to do is—” 
 
    Belleteyn brought her shoulder up and shrugged herself free of Eira’s grip. A quick slam of her elbow into the elf girl’s taut stomach made her double over with pain, and Belleteyn grabbed one of the elf’s silver knives and took it for herself. The other she kicked over the side of the platform. 
 
    “Eira!” Caleb roared, his vision turning red. “No!” 
 
    He raced forward, only to find the point of a knife aimed directly between his eyes. From the look in her eyes Belleteyn was just itching for an excuse to use it. 
 
    “Don’t fucking move,” the bounty hunter hissed. She grabbed Eira and threw her over her shoulder, all while keeping the knife pointed at Caleb’s vitals. A quick application of purple sparks kept the elf girl from making any trouble. “So the arch is the key, huh? Thanks for the tip, slut. I think I know just how to activate the exit, too.” 
 
    The arch was just steps away. If Belleteyn slipped out with Eira, Caleb would never see her again. She would be lost forever. All the moments they’d shared would be cold comfort with her body in his bed and her companionship on his adventures. 
 
    “Put her down,” Caleb said. “Please.” 
 
    Belleteyn snickered. “I’m not dumb enough to bargain with you a second time, Crafter. Keep your shitty staff. Good luck getting out of here…” 
 
    The bounty hunter trailed off. The final flying mount had just done a turn in the air and was coming around for a landing. The rider had a lance just like the ones from the Wolfe’s Hollow Renaissance Faire—in fact, it was so close to the real thing that Caleb wondered if it hadn’t made its way into the item world from the festival somehow. 
 
    Clutching it with all her might, staring down Belleteyn, was Yui. Leather straps held her upright in the saddle, keeping her from falling from the winged creature’s back. 
 
    “Ah,” Belleteyn said, shaking her head. “The princess. Of course.” 
 
    Yui brought the bird a ways away from the edge of the stone platform. The beating of the creature’s wings kept it level with the floor, while its mighty beak swayed back and forth in the wind. It was clearly taking all of Yui’s upper body strength to keep the lance held upright—dimly, Caleb wondered how long she could keep it up. 
 
    “Black Knight!” Yui cried. She sounded like one of the Ren Faire performers, and spoke in an exaggerated medieval accent. “I am calling thee out!” 
 
    Belleteyn turned toward Yui, snickering. “You want to joust me?” she asked, sounding almost pleased. “You know I’m undefeated in the regional circuit!” 
 
    “Yeah, but this is real life!” Yui cried, rearing back on the reins. “Prepare to taste cold steel, brigand!” 
 
    Belleteyn looked from Eira on her shoulder to Caleb, then back again at Yui. Under normal circumstances, the bounty hunter would have undoubtedly cut and run. There was no gain to be found in sticking around—and in fact, the longer she stayed in the Item World, the more she risked something going wrong and screwing up her mission. 
 
    But Yui had called her out. A woman as prideful as Belleteyn had to respond to that. 
 
    “Yeah, fuck it,” Belleteyn said, lowering Eira to the floor. The elf girl groaned but didn’t stir, still stunned by the bounty hunter’s spell. “Let’s do this!” 
 
    Yui’s mount flapped its wings and squawked loudly. She lifted the spear, gritting her teeth as she prepared to charge. 
 
    “Try anything,” Belleteyn told Caleb, “and I’ll stab your little elf slut through the heart before you have time to say ‘Romeo and Juliet’. You got me?” 
 
    Caleb got her. 
 
    Yui’s mount blurred as it streaked across the platform, moving mere inches over the bare stone. It was a beautiful, fearsome sight, and the way Yui put her entire body into holding the lance aloft was a sight to behold. She aimed for Belleteyn’s heart, seeking not to knock the bounty hunter off of some horse but to impale her with her primary weapon. 
 
    Belleteyn watched Yui come, her stance taut and ready. At the last possible moment, the bounty hunter twisted like a bullfighter, using Eira’s silver knife to score a long cut down the avian creature’s flank. 
 
    The cut slashed right through the leather binding Yui to the saddle. The whole thing snapped, throwing Yui to the stone platform hard enough to nearly knock her unconscious. Wounded, the bird continued flying, leaving a trail of blood as it soared into the sky. 
 
    Yui struggled to rise. She lifted her head weakly and spit blood. “You… you got me…” 
 
    “Point of advice,” the bounty hunter said, shaking her head. “Never challenge a professional. We’ve been through too many battles to get surprised.” 
 
    Yui tried to prop herself up on her elbows.  
 
    Belleteyn watched her struggle and laughed, her voice loud and harsh. “What are you going to do, cripple? Bite my ankles?” The bounty hunter shook her head. “Your persistence is admirable, but completely pointless.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” Yui snarled. 
 
    “Uh huh,” Belleteyn said tonelessly. She seemed to be on the point of picking up Eira and leaving, but something occurred to her. She stood back up, pulling the black knife from her belt. 
 
    “Fuck it,” she said. “You’re a loose end, Caleb. I can’t let you leave here.” 
 
    She advanced with the knife, a grim look on her face. Caleb could tell she didn’t want to hurt him, but she knew that if she took the elf with her and went back to the Wyrdworld, that Caleb would follow. That he’d stop at nothing to track her down, save Eira, and get his revenge. 
 
    All things considered, he couldn’t really blame her. She was exactly right. 
 
    “You really should have let me go when you got the opportunity,” Belleteyn said, shaking her head. “You could have enjoyed your newfound fortune and your cute little crippled princess. But you had to get involved in things that didn’t involve you. Typical man, you can’t keep yourself from—” 
 
    Belleteyn’s eyes widened. Caleb stepped to the side, avoiding Belleteyn as she pitched forward. The bounty hunter went off-balance, pinwheeling her arms, and flopped right over the side of the stone platform. 
 
    Her scream echoed into the depths as she fell. 
 
    Caleb looked. Standing in the spot where the bounty hunter had been, sweat beading on her forehead, was Yui. 
 
    Yui standing. 
 
    Yui who’d just come up behind Belleteyn and given her a push. 
 
    “Surprise, bitch,” she said, wiping her hands on her hips. “Who’s fucking crippled now!?” 
 
    Caleb’s jaw dropped all the way to the floor. For a long moment he couldn’t believe what he was seeing—his brain simply refused to process it. It couldn’t be true. 
 
    “Yui,” he gasped. “You can walk!” 
 
    She grinned. “It’s fucking magic, isn’t it?” 
 
    She jumped into his arms, wrapped her legs around his waist, and gave him the greatest kiss he’d ever received. Fireworks didn’t go off in the background, but for Caleb, it sure as hell felt like they did. 
 
    By the time they broke the kiss, Eira had recovered enough to stagger to her feet. “Fae blood,” she said, nodding at Caleb with a smile. “I told you, Caleb. Tragedy to triumph.” 
 
    “Eira already warned me it’s probably going to wear off once we leave the Item World,” Yui explained. “Don’t worry, I’m bracing myself for it. But she said that in the Wyrdworld, I might be able to walk around like anybody else! Isn’t that exciting!” 
 
    It was. Now that she stood before him, Caleb could see that Yui’s legs had been totally transformed. Years of living in and out of a wheelchair had withered her stems, left them so weak that she’d barely have been able to function even if a magic spell healed her spine. But right then and there, her legs looked as sleek and muscular as if she ran track. 
 
    “That’s incredible,” he said, holding Yui close. “Yui, I’m so damn happy for you…!” 
 
    An awkward smile flickered over her face. “Eira says if I want it to last, I’ll have to move to the Wyrdworld,” she said, a little bit of her glee fading. “But fuck it! I can worry about that later! Besides, I have both of you to help me figure things out, right?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Caleb promised. He gave her ass a squeeze, and for the first time, she truly felt it. “I love you, Yui.” 
 
    She kissed him again. “I love you too! And I love Eira! I… I can’t wait to see what the future holds for all of us…!” 
 
    Just then, a noise from off the platform made them all turn. A formation of winged fliers were rising over the edge of the stone, with a half-dozen malkini sitting in the saddles. They looked like they’d been smacked around a little bit, but were generally alright. 
 
    In their center, trussed up like a Thanksgiving turkey, was Belleteyn D’Amore. 
 
    The bounty hunter struggled in a clutch of makeshift ropes, squirming and screaming. She didn’t look like she was in any pain—instead, it was the sheer humiliation of the situation that was making her go so crazy. 
 
    “Let me go!” the bounty hunter shrieked. “Do you have any idea who I am? Who I work for!?” 
 
    “No idea, brah!” one of the malkini giggled. “Come on, girls! Let’s go bring this prisoner back to base!” 
 
    With a victorious yell, the group took flight. Caleb watched in amazement as the formation of flying birds sailed through the arch marking the exit of the Item World, carrying Belleteyn in tow. The bounty hunter didn’t stop screaming until the portal back to the Wyrdworld opened, ripping them away from the Item World and silencing her cries for the present moment. 
 
    Caleb stood there dumbfounded, smelling the telltale scent of ozone left over from the spell. “Where did those catgirls just take her?” he asked Eira. 
 
    The elf girl shrugged. “Who gives a shit? She’s out of our hair. For the moment, that’s good enough for me.” 
 
    Then she sank to her knees, overwhelmed by emotion. Caleb and Yui joined her, hugging her tight. It was a happy reunion, with lots of tears and kisses and babbling.  
 
    “I really thought I’d lost you all!” Eira confessed, running her fingers through Caleb’s hair. “When Belleteyn grabbed me in the middle of the Ren Faire, I thought the jig was up! I thought, ‘great, just when I’m starting to get my life together, the long arm of the law shows up and ruins everything!’” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Caleb assured her. “You’re safe now. We all are.” 
 
    All that was left was for them to walk through the arch and go home. Caleb had less than zero interest in progressing to the next stratum within the Item World he’d created out of Yui’s broken wheelchair. The point had been to trap Belleteyn, not to refine a busted chair. And thanks to the malkini, he had a pretty good idea of how to get them home. 
 
    And yet… 
 
    Yet it felt as if they had unfinished business here in the Item World. 
 
    For after all, what if Yui’s miracle really did only last until they stepped back into the real world? What if taking her through the portal in his grandfather’s basement that led to the Wyrdworld didn’t heal her injuries, and this was just some kind of a fluke? Didn’t that mean they needed to enjoy this as much as possible, for as long as it lasted? 
 
    Caleb could see in Yui’s eyes that she was thinking the same thing. She shared a glance with Eira, asking a question with her gaze, and the elf girl nodded almost imperceptibly. 
 
    “I don’t want to leave yet,” Yui said, still running her fingers through Caleb’s hair. “There’s so much I want to say to you. So much I want to do…” 
 
    Caleb nodded and glanced around. “If only we had somewhere to do it…” 
 
    Eira coughed. “Actually, the place where those malkini held us captive was pretty nice. We could, um, make a little detour over there before we leave?” 
 
    It was impulsive. It was probably dangerous. And as he looked into Yui’s eyes and saw the utter excitement and readiness for him there, he knew it was going to be the most fun he’d ever had. 
 
    “Sure,” he told them both. “Let’s go check it out!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Item World’s floating platforms turned out to be good for something after all. 
 
    Neither Caleb, Eira, nor Yui could coax one of the flying mounts to help them soar through the Item World after what Belleteyn had done to one of their number with her knife.  
 
    If it weren’t for the translucent glass-like platforms that floated from section to section deep within the world created by Yui’s wheelchair, they’d have had to climb more stairs to reach their destination then there were inside the Empire State Building. Fortunately, Eira managed to flag down one of the platforms, and the trio rode it all the way up to the malkini’s former base. 
 
    It was no palace, but it would suit their purposes. Honestly, as long as it had somewhere half-comfortable to lie down, Caleb would have considered it the Taj fucking Mahal.  
 
    The malkini’s former base of operations within the Item World was made of the same translucent, glass like substance as the platforms they’d used to reach it, which really played hell on Caleb’s ability to walk without looking down. Seeing a phantasmagoric sky and endless stairs every time one’s eyes trended a bit downward was bad for the psyche, and sure to induce vertigo. He needed to lie down. 
 
    Fortunately, there was a bed. 
 
    A big bed. The malkini evidently shared a communal sleeping quarters, which was located on the second floor of the building. The structure was made of the same stone as the arch leading out of the Item World, with thick pillars of crystal supporting its roof in each corner. The building had a half-formed, ramshackle quality to it that made Caleb think of a child’s drawing, or something slapped together quickly in Minecraft. 
 
    But the inside was warm and clean. The place smelled faintly like cat fur, but given the circumstances, Caleb didn’t mind. Neither did his friends. 
 
    “Woah,” Eira said, following Caleb and Yui into the oversized bed chamber. “There wasn’t anything like this in the first Item World you and I explored!” 
 
    Caleb nodded. His eyes were still on Yui. He’d hardly looked away from his childhood crush since she came flying in on that giant bird, her lance at the ready to try and save him from Belleteyn. His eyes traveled up and down her long, sexy legs, devouring every inch of her magically healed stems. Seeing Yui walk was a novelty he was pretty sure he was never going to get tired of. 
 
    “It’s very nice,” Caleb agreed. “If this place wasn’t so temporary, I’d almost suggest that we set up a base of operations here. But of course that doesn’t make a lot of sense.” 
 
    Eira was already nodding. “You can’t run a Crafter’s business from inside a Crafted item. But once we leave here, Yui’s wheelchair ought to be fixed up. Hell, according to the rules of Crafting, it should be refined into a more effective variant.” 
 
    The skin around Yui’s eyes crinkled at the notion. He could tell she wasn’t looking forward to going back to the real world. Once she left the Item World they’d created, she’d be right back to her old self. He wasn’t sure what would happen to those gorgeous legs, but he felt certain Yui wouldn’t want to see it. 
 
    As she frowned, Caleb wrapped an arm around her. “We’ll take care of you,” he promised Yui, holding her close. 
 
    She forced out a smile. “I know you will, Caleb. I’m bracing myself for how it’s going to feel when we go back to the house. I might get emotional if I lose control of my legs again, but I know we’ll go into another Item World as soon as possible. And who knows? Just entering the Wyrdworld might be enough to heal me…” 
 
    Caleb nodded. “Whatever we can do to help you, Yui, we will.” 
 
    She grinned. “You can start by laying down,” she said, gesturing at the bed. 
 
    Caleb was only too happy to comply. The mattress the malkini shared was large enough for a dozen people to lay next to each other on it without touching, and the frame holding up was far sturdier than the one Caleb had broken. Climbing onto it barely made it creak; the thing was practically silent. 
 
    The bed was so big that Caleb could have gotten lost in it. Rather than head out into the uncharted depths at the mattress’s center, he stuck close to the edge, shimmying over a bit to give Eira and Yui room to crawl up with him. The pillows pressed against his head as he lay back, larger than some of the malkini themselves. 
 
    Yui curled up next to him and kissed him deeply. This was no session where he had to take the lead—for once, she had complete freedom of her body and could do as she pleased. She dug her nails into the back of his head as they made out, pulling him on top of her and wrapping her new legs around his waist. Soon Caleb was hard as a rock in his pants. Yui’s hips rose to meet him, showing him just how badly she wanted this. 
 
    Eira knew enough to give the other woman some space. This was the first time the two of them had ever been able to do anything like this, and so Eira simply lay back and watched the two of them go at it. He caught a glimpse of the elf girl licking her lips as she purred with anticipation, her eyes devouring the pair’s actions.  
 
    A mischievous grin played on Yui’s lips as she broke the kiss. Her face flushed red, spots of color appearing on her cheeks as arousal coursed through her body. 
 
    “You know,” she panted, “there’s one thing I never thought in a million years I’d be able to do to you, Caleb.” 
 
    “What’s that?” he asked. 
 
    The grin spread wider. “Ride you,” she giggled, putting a hand on his chest. “Lay back on the mattress, Caleb. I want to get on top of you!” 
 
    That sounded more than perfect to him. Caleb flipped onto his back, bringing Yui with him as the two of them made out in his arms. Somewhere to his right, he heard a moan as Eira grabbed her breasts through her top, rubbing her tits and the slit between her legs through the fabric of her clothes. 
 
    As she broke the next kiss, Yui rocked back on her heels, straddling him. There was no awkwardness or hesitation to her movements, like she’d never been injured at all.  
 
    She grabbed the hem of her shirt and tugged it over her head. The pink princess blouse Yui had been wearing at the Wolfe’s Hollow Renaissance Faire flew from her fingers, tossed into a corner of the room like she’d never need it again. A lacy pink bra of the same shade waited beneath, hugging her perky college tits the way he wanted to. 
 
    With a naughty grin, Yui reached behind her back and unlatched her bra. Her thighs squeezed him over and over again as she worked, as if she still couldn’t believe she had the ability to squeeze. The look on her face was so excited and confident that Caleb couldn’t remember a time when she’d ever looked so sexy. 
 
    Yui took her time removing the bra, slowly revealing her gorgeous tits. She ran her hands over the orbs, cupping them and tweaking her nipples until they were as hard and puffy as little erasers. 
 
    “God, you have no idea how badly I want this,” she purred, rolling her hips in a circle over his manhood. 
 
    Caleb’s lips peeled back over his teeth. “I think I have some idea,” he grunted, running his hand up and down her bare back.  
 
    Yui bent down. Caleb thought she was going to kiss him, but instead her fingers went to his belt. She skillfully unlatched it, tossing it into the same corner where her blouse and bra had disappeared, then she tugged down his pants and boxers to expose his cock. A little groan left Yui’s lips when she saw it throbbing against Caleb’s thigh. 
 
    “You two look so fucking hawt,” Eira whispered from her front-row seat. “I’m not sure which one of you I’m more jealous of—Caleb for getting the ride of his life, or you for getting to ride his big human dick…!” 
 
    “I’m a lucky, lucky girl,” Yui panted, hiking up her skirt. 
 
    The pale pink pair of panties she wore underneath were so sheer and brazenly cut that they looked like little more than dental floss. Yui tugged the fabric to the side, exposing the soft, freshly shaved lips of her sex. The smell of her horny pussy filled Caleb’s nostrils, and it took everything he had not to throw Yui down on the mattress and pound her hard. 
 
    But this was for Yui. She’d never gotten to be on top before. For her, this was a dream come true. 
 
    He wanted to say something sweet to commemorate the occasion. But before he could, Yui sank down, his shaft pushing into her walls as she impaled herself on his prick. Her head lolled back on her shoulders, her mouth opening wide as a gasp exploded from her that could have been from pain or pleasure—most likely both. The expression on her face was pure lust, and the place where the two of them joined felt electric. 
 
    “Oh yes!” Yui groaned, rocking her hips on him. “Oh my God, that angle is perfect—!” 
 
    Yui tested it by bouncing up and down a few times. The heat and friction of her tight channel were almost too much for Caleb to bear, and he found himself upthrusting between Yui’s thighs without consciously telling himself to do so. His jeans and boxers felt tight around his knees, so he kicked them off completely and let them fall off the bed. 
 
    Being inside Yui was always amazing, but seeing her dream come true made Caleb feel like the luckiest man in the world. 
 
    Yui rocked forward on her heels, bracing herself on the headboard with one hand while putting the other on Caleb’s chest. She grinned as her eyelashes fluttered with pleasure, her inner muscles clenching as his cock bottomed out inside of her and hit those special spots he knew drove her wild. 
 
    “Mmmh, that’s so good,” she panted, slowly rocking her hips up and down. “I know what I want, Caleb. Can I tell you how I want you to fuck me?” 
 
    Caleb didn’t trust his own voice. He nodded, his throat dry. 
 
    Yui giggled at how completely entranced he was. “First, I want to ride you until I cum,” she panted, licking her lips as she beamed down at him. Sweat beaded on her breasts, filling him with the urge to sit up, bury his face between them and lick them clean. “Then I want you to bend me over this bed and fuck me from behind, doggy style. I’ve never gotten fucked doggy before, and I need it!” 
 
    “Oh fuck,” Eira whimpered. The elf girl was masturbating shamelessly now, her leather pants down around her ankles and her many buckles undone. Her silver hair was a messy halo around her head, and her heavy breasts rose and fell rapidly as her fingers worked inside her channel. “You’ve never gotten fucked from behind before, Yui?” 
 
    Yui shook her head. “I could never hold myself up,” she admitted with a blush. “Don’t you think I deserve that, Caleb? Don’t I deserve to get fucked good and hard, the way you fuck Eira, before I have to go back to the boring-ass real world and be me again?” 
 
    As she spoke, she reached down and gave his balls a squeeze. She rode him slow and hard, grinding the sensitive nub at the apex of her sex against the crown of his cock every time he entered her. It made him want to scream, it felt so good. 
 
    “Yes,” Caleb panted. “God damn, yes.” 
 
    Yui giggled. “Thought so. But right now, I want these brand new legs to hold you tight while I ride you into the fucking stratosphere…!” 
 
    She wasn’t lying, either. Yui’s new legs were as sleek and powerful as a volleyball players, and once she got going, it was like a dam had burst somewhere inside of her. Yui rode him hard and fast, her hips slamming against his thighs as she impaled herself on him over and over again. Each thrust curved his dick into her at just the right angle, hitting her g-spot like the crown of his cock was ringing a gong. 
 
    The thrill of it drove Yui wild. The newness of being to take Caleb in a way she never had before excited her beyond measure, and it didn’t take long before Caleb felt his childhood crush shuddering and clenching around him, her walls boiling over as her new legs shook uncontrollably. Every thrust deep into her perfect channel brought her closer and closer to climax. He placed his hand on her lower back and sat up, thrusting into her as hard as he could as she rode him to the finish. 
 
    “Yes, Caleb, yes!” Yui’s mouth opened as wide as an opera singer’s, her eyes rolling back in her head until only the whites showed. She screamed his name at the top of her lungs, her fingernails digging into his back and drawing blood as he buried his face in between her gorgeous breasts. “I’m gonna cum, baby! Oh fuck, Caleb, I’m cumming, oh my god I love you so much I’m cumming...!” 
 
    Her words dissolved into a high-pitched cry of passion as she came. Caleb felt her walls clench around him as tightly as a fist, the reverberations traveling like an earthquake through her body as the stimulation sent her over the edge. She bucked wildly in his lap, gripping him tight as an orgasm like nothing she’d ever felt before tore through her frame. Huge, shuddering sobs escaped her ragged throat as she clung to him, tears of relief and triumph streaming down her cheeks. 
 
    She kissed him deeply, whimpering his name as her hips slowed around his cock. Caleb had never felt so loved before. It was the most intimate moment of his life. 
 
    So of course Eira chose that second to lean back on the mattress and cum like a fire hydrant. 
 
    The elf girl had been touching herself the whole time she watched Yui and Caleb going at it, her fingers buried knuckle-deep in her slick channel. As Eira’s orgasm hit, she threw her head back and groaned, her body trembling violently as her juices coated the inside of her thighs and stained the sheets. Eira whimpered and groaned, rolling onto her side as her whole body bucked like someone in the throes of an epileptic seizure. 
 
    “Fuck!” Eira whimpered, her long tongue lolling from her pouty elven mouth. “Yes, oh Pointed God yes!” 
 
    Yui watched, her mouth hanging open. She was still straddling Caleb’s hips, hugging him tightly with both of them sitting up against the headboard. “Holy shit,” she whispered, shaking her head in amazement. “Shit, Eira, that was so hot...” 
 
    “Right?” Caleb grinned, his hands moving around her waist and stroking the small of her back. “She’s incredible. The two of you are so fucking great. I’m so happy that both of you get along.” 
 
    “Oh, we can do more than that,” Eira chuckled. She removed her fingers from her sopping wet pussy and licked them greedily, savoring the taste of her own juices. “I fully intend to enjoy Yui’s new legs to their fullest extent once you two are finished taking your turn. I want to feel them wrapped around my head while I tease that gorgeous little clit.” 
 
    Yui’s mouth dropped open. She looked at Caleb, an expression on her face like she’d just scratched a winning lottery ticket. “And you think you’re the lucky one…” she whispered. 
 
    Caleb laughed, lifting Yui into his arms as he scooted to the edge of the bed. “Get on your hands and knees, babe. I want to fuck you from behind just as much as you want to be fucked.” 
 
    Yui had a little less experience with this position than she did with riding, and it didn’t come quite as naturally to her as bouncing up and down in Caleb’s lap had. At first Caleb put his feet on the transparent floor, using his hands to hold onto her hips, but they couldn’t quite get the heights to line up correctly. With a grunt of frustration, Caleb put a knee on the bed, lifting his ass to try and spear Yui properly. 
 
    Still, she couldn’t seem to make it work. “I don’t know what’s wrong,” Yui said, a flicker of irritation in her voice. “I’m trying to do it, but it’s just not working! God damn it!” 
 
    “Just relax,” Caleb said, putting a hand on Yui’s ass. “We’ll make it work. You’ve never done this before, remember?” 
 
    Just then, Eira rolled across the mattress. The elf girl took up a position next to Yui, striking a similar pose as the human woman, and the sight of the two women kneeling together naked in front of him was enough to make Caleb feel like a king. 
 
    He’d never realized how badly he’d wanted a relationship like this—relationships like this. Not until he had them. 
 
    Eira looked up at Caleb and winked, her soft pink tongue darting out of her mouth. “I think I can help with this. Here, Yui. Let your best gal pal help you get ready for that human dick…” 
 
    Eira put her hand on Yui’s back, right between her shoulder blades, and pushed. Yui went down with a groan, turning her face to the side as Eira forced her upper body down onto the mattress. Yui let out a whimper as her ass and pussy were lifted up, presented to Caleb like an offering, while her head and shoulders remained on the mattress. 
 
    “Face down, ass up,” the elf girl cooed. “It’s not just a song lyric, sweetheart. It’s a way of life.” 
 
    Grabbing his shaft by the base, Caleb pushed the head of his manhood into Yui’s channel. He had no trouble getting his dick lined up with her entrance, thanks to Eira’s quick thinking. He ran his throbbing head up and down Yui’s swollen lips, stoking her desire. She shook her head and groaned, her brand new legs shaking uncontrollably as he teased her entrance without giving her the hard penetration she was begging for. 
 
    “Please,” Yui begged, arching her back beautifully. “Caleb, I need it!” 
 
    Suddenly Eira was at his ear, like the proverbial devil on his shoulder. “Take her,” she purred, her lips warm against his ear. “She’s yours, Caleb. Don’t hold back any longer. Take what belongs to you.” 
 
    His cock slid into Yui's sex like a hot knife through butter. Yui let out a cry of pure bliss as her pussy wrapped tight around him, milking his shaft as he bottomed out inside of her. The pleasure was intense, so much more intense than entering her in missionary or with her on top would have been, and suddenly Caleb was worried about coming too quickly. Yui already had one orgasm under her belt, but he was still on a hair trigger. 
 
    “Oh my god!” Yui groaned, her cheek pressed to the mattress and her ass up in the air. “That’s so good, baby! I'm so fucking wet, you can just go ahead and pound me. Pound me hard!” 
 
    Caleb started out slow, despite Yui’s coaxing. He pulled his hips back, leaning against the edge of the mattress until just the tip of his dick remained inside of her, held that pose, then rammed it home as hard as he could, slamming through her walls like a battering ram. 
 
    Yui’s whole body lurched forward, her fingers tightening around the sheets, and she let out a cry of passion so sweet he’d remember it for his entire life. 
 
    “Again,” Yui moaned. She was drooling onto the mattress, her eyes rolling back in her head as the head of his swollen prick hammered her insides. “More, Caleb, harder! I promise I'm a good girl! I can take it! You won't break me!” 
 
    “Promise?” Eira teased. She gave Yui a swat on her behind, giggling as the other woman boiled over from the mixture of pain and pleasure. “Fuck, I think she really means it, Caleb! Look how desperate she is to get fucked hard!” 
 
    He grabbed Yui’s hips and started to fuck her harder, hammering his length into her sex over and over again. Sweat dripped down his forehead and his chest, the room filling with the sounds of skin on skin and the cries of pleasure pouring from his childhood crush’s lips. His balls slapped against her thighs, his cock driving deep inside of her, and soon he could feel the familiar tingling of an impending orgasm. 
 
    “Yui,” he grunted, his voice raw with lust. “I’m gonna cum!” 
 
    “Not yet,” Yui whimpered. “I’m almost there, baby. Almost there! Just a few more seconds, please! Oh fuck, I'm so close!” 
 
    “I’m not sure if I can,” Caleb gasped, his whole body tensing. “Oh, shit. Oh, God, I can't stop it! It’s going to happen, Yui, it’s...!” 
 
    As his pleasure hit the point of no return, Eira's hand shot between Yui’s legs. Caleb heard the wet sound of the elf's fingers rubbing furiously against the other woman’s clit, and all at once the dam burst within Yui. 
 
    Yui arched her back and screamed. “Oh my god, Eira! Fuuuuuck!” 
 
    Her body spasmed like she'd been struck by lightning, going boneless beneath him.  
 
    Caleb pulled out, and Eira was there to keep pumping his cock to orgasm. A wave of pleasure washed over him, ripping away his senses as he shot all over Yui’s ass and back.  
 
    Once it was finally over, Caleb exhaled deeply. Yui rolled onto the mattress, spreading her legs as she stretched out across the sheets.  
 
    “You guys,” Yui whimpered, looking as stoned as Everest without the snow. “You two are the fucking best!” 
 
    “Agreed,” Caleb said, smiling at Eira. “God, Eira, I can’t believe you’ve only been here a few days. I already can’t imagine what life would be like without you.” 
 
    “Me either,” the elf girl purred. “Hopefully you'll never have to.” 
 
    Afterglow filled his chest like a strong drink, the world warm and spinny with pleasure. Nothing could burst his bubble. 
 
    As Yui recovered from her pounding, Eira crawled over to the other woman and lifted her legs onto her shoulders. Yui let out a giggle as the elf girl knelt between her legs, kissing the top of her thighs. “What are you doing?” she asked, batting gently at Eira's head. 
 
    “What does it look like?” The elf's eyes shone with lust. “I told you just what I was going to do to you once Caleb was finished. You think I can resist tasting that gorgeous pussy?” 
 
    A hot flush rose to Yui's cheeks as she realized what Eira intended. “Eira… I’m a little nervous. But I’m ready. Go for it.” 
 
    Without another moment’s hesitation, Eira buried her face between Yui’s thighs. Yui let out a cry of surprise and delight as the elf’s long tongue teased her slit, swirling around the apex of her passion before Eira pressed her face deep into Yui’s box and started going to town.  
 
    Caleb was rock hard again. Watching the two women he loved embracing each other, pleasuring each other, was as potent an aphrodisiac as anything he’d ever known. 
 
    Eira noticed. She pulled her face back, sliding two fingers deep into Yui’s channel and swirling them around her g-spot.  
 
    “Feel free to fuck me while I eat your girl out,” the elf girl said, wiggling her round, heart-shaped rear back and forth. “I know you need it, Caleb. I want you to know I’ll always be here for you, whenever you need to sink your dick into something tight and yielding…” 
 
    Caleb mounted Eira from behind while the elf girl ate Yui’s pussy with gusto. Her sex shone with juice and he pictured thrusting into her hard and shaking her gorgeous body, but it was the tight little pucker directly above her slit that truly captured his attention. He swore it was winking at him, like the elf girl knew he was interested and wanted him to claim her there. 
 
    “Mind if I take you through the backdoor?” he whispered into her ear.  
 
    The elf girl chuckled knowingly, lifting her head from Yui’s sex as she played with her clit. “I thought you’d never ask. Did you know elves are always sparkly clean down there?” she purred, spreading her cheeks wide for him. “It’s all yours, human! Every inch of me belongs to you…!  
 
    “That’s good to know,” he said as he ran his hand between the elf girl’s legs. He cupped her mound and pushed two fingers into her, stoking her passion while her long tongue lapped at Yui’s sex, licking up every drop of his load. While his fingers quested inside of her, his thumb pushed against that tight, forbidden opening where Caleb had never taken a woman before. 
 
    To his surprise, it yielded for him. Eira let out a low, throaty moan as Caleb pushed his thumb into her asshole, digging it in all the way to the first knuckle. The walls of her back door were soft and silky, and even tighter than the slit between her legs. 
 
    An equation formed in Caleb’s head. Taking Yui from behind had felt incredible, way more intense than riding her or being ridden. And any sex with his elf girl Eira made him feel an intense wave of euphoria, like he’d been dosed with some incredible, expensive drug. 
 
    But both of those things together? Well, that was an experience no young man was likely to ever forget. 
 
    He pushed the swollen crown of his cock into her most private opening, replacing his thumb. Now it was Caleb’s turn to moan. Holy shit her ass was so tight! Just getting his head inside of her took an effort. 
 
    But he wasn’t about to stop now. Not this close to glory. 
 
    Gritting his teeth, he pushed harder. Eira let out a whimper that almost made him stop, then wiggled her big ass back and forth and pushed herself back onto him. The elf girl let out a grunt as her sphincter loosened, allowing Caleb to push his cock deep inside. 
 
    The feeling was indescribable. 
 
    Yui’s backdoor was tighter than a fist and felt hotter than the surface of the sun. Her inner walls gripped him like a second skin as he bottomed out inside of her bottom, his balls gently slapping the backsides of her thighs. He wrapped his fingers around her long, moon-pale hair, using it as leverage. 
 
    Eira groaned and buried her face between Yui’s legs. “Uh haaah!” the elf girl moaned. “I can feel you getting so hard back there! Fuck my ass, Caleb, fuck it!” 
 
    Yui groaned with pleasure and shock. “You’re giving him anal?” she moaned, her voice dripping with pure bliss as Eira’s fingers pumped inside of her. 
 
    “You bet I am!” The elf girl’s tongue lolled from her mouth. 
 
    “Oh fuck,” Yui whimpered. “That’s so dirty! I bet Caleb loves your ass…!” 
 
    Caleb most certainly did. The inside of Eira’s backdoor was every bit as magical as her elven pussy, and had the same effects on his cock. Soon he was high as a kite, pummelling the beautiful elf’s asshole like he was trying to fuck her throat from the opposite direction. Every thrust into her tight, perfect pucker felt better than the one before, and it wasn’t long at all until Caleb felt the familiar rising action that signaled he was getting close to shooting his load. 
 
    His cock swelled bigger and thicker in Eira’s ass, stretching her even more. The elf girl groaned and threw herself back on it harder, sliding a hand between her legs to rub her needy clit while she buried her face in Yui’s legs. 
 
    “Shit, shit, yes!” Yui cried. She latched her legs around Eira’s face, just the way the elf girl had insisted she wanted Yui to before she’d gone down on her. Yui’s nails dug into Eira’s white hair, holding her tight as she hit her peak. “Oh fuck, Caleb! Oh my god I can’t believe I’m going to cum again!” 
 
    Caleb could hardly believe it himself. This was going to be the last time, he could tell—all three of them were about to hit the peak simultaneously, sailing into the wild blue yonder together and cumming as one. Caleb thrust himself deep into Eira, burying his prick to the hilt in her as he felt himself hit the point of no return. 
 
    In the end, they all crested in the same moment. Eira’s orgasm tore through her just as Caleb began to shoot, which caused the muscles of her ass to grip him so snugly that sparks shot up and down his shaft as he came. Yui’s whole body shot off the bed, her ass bouncing like a quarter as she wrapped her legs around Eira and rode her face noisily through her climax. The combination of Caleb’s cum in her ass and Yui’s juices on her face pushed Eira into realms of pleasure heretofore unknown, and the elf girl groaned into the valley between Yui’s thighs as her body arched sinuously with pure bliss. 
 
    Anyone left in any corner of the Item World would have heard them cum. They were that loud. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When it was all over, Caleb slumped onto the mattress, completely spent. That final orgasm inside of Eira left him drained, the magic of her elven body leaving him feeling like he’d been on a bender without a hint of a hangover. The elf girl rolled over and cuddled up next to him, resting her head on his shoulder, and Yui did the same. 
 
    “I’ve finally had both of you at the same time.” Yui laced her fingers through Eira’s on top of Caleb’s chest, both of them hugging him tight. “Can we just stay here forever and never stop doing this?” 
 
    All three of them laughed. 
 
    “We can’t stay here forever,” Caleb said with a happy sigh. “But we’re definitely never going to stop doing this.” 
 
    “Fuck no,” Eira agreed. “My two gorgeous humans. I’m so into you both…” 
 
    “I’m into you, too,” Yui admitted with a giggle. “Almost as much as I’m into Caleb.” 
 
    “Hey!” Eira pretended to be upset. “There's no competition here, alright? I love you both. And don’t you dare forget it, because I can and will kill you if you do. Or, I guess, try and get Caleb killed. He’d probably take me down first if I went after him." 
 
    “You'd never try,” Caleb said with a yawn. “What would you even do without your human to put you in your place?” 
 
    Eira snickered at that. “Fair enough.” She looked around the bedroom. “Should we head back, or...?” 
 
    Caleb lay against the blankets. “We could chill a little bit longer,” he said, his eyes already beginning to close. “You want to stay a little bit longer, Yui?” 
 
    She rolled even closer, rubbing her leg up and down his side. “Just hold me,” she whispered, kissing his cheek. “Hold me tight, Caleb. If this is the only time I ever get to do this, I want to remember it forever.” 
 
    He kissed her deeply. Next to him, Eira was already beginning to snooze. Soon, Yui joined her. 
 
    Caleb lay there for a bit between them, staring up at the ceiling. They’d won the day, repelled the bounty hunter Belleteyn D’Amore, and took their first short steps into the Wyrdworld proper. Not bad for a day’s work. 
 
    But he knew there was still so much left to do. So many challenges that awaited them. There was the matter of Eira's debt, and the legacy of his Crafting powers. Why was it that everyone seemed to know who Gene Holdstock was? And what was this strange group Eira owed her money to? 
 
    Money. Why did his problems always come back to that...? 
 
    Caleb’s eyes traveled across the room. His staff lay on the floor, the dog’s head pommel facing the bed. It had been watching him the whole time. For some reason, that comforted Caleb rather than freaking him out. 
 
    In the shadows, it almost looked as if the dog’s mouth opened a fraction. One of its ruby eyes winked. 
 
    When Caleb blinked, the effect was gone. 
 
    Money, he thought, a new idea forming in his head. Hell. That should be easy enough to solve… 
 
    “Hey,” he said, jostling the women next to him. “Both of you wake up for just a second. There’s something I want to say.” 
 
    Eira snorted, cracking one eye, while Yui yawned and snuggled in closer like she was hoping he’d change his mind and stroke her hair a little bit until she fell back asleep. 
 
    “This is important,” Caleb insisted. “Just a second, then you two can take a nap. Believe me, you’ve earned it.” 
 
    “We sure have,” Eira agreed, winking at him. “What’s up?” 
 
    Caleb looked up at the ceiling. “As soon as we get back,” he said, speaking his plan, “I don’t want to rest on our laurels. I want to go into the Wyrdworld.” 
 
    Yui looked amused. Eira appeared a little worried. 
 
    “You don’t want to wait?” the elf girl asked. “You still barely know how to use your vorlesen. You ought to let me give you some lessons on being a Crafter before you go running off into danger—” 
 
    “It’s not danger,” Caleb insisted. “It’s my home. My inheritance. This is what I’m meant to do—to pick up where my grandfather left off. Your world needs Crafters, and I’m one of them.” He grinned. “I intend to hang out a shingle and offer my services.” 
 
    Slowly, Eira’s face changed. A look of amazement spread across her features as she realized what he intended. Her one hand clutched him tighter, while the fingers of the other gripped Yui’s with just a touch more desperation. 
 
    “This is about me, isn’t it?” she asked in a little voice. 
 
    “Partially,” Caleb said, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “But mostly, it’s about us.” 
 
    Until they went back to the Wyrdworld, they’d never know if the magic that healed Yui was a recurring thing or not. He knew that if it was, that Yui would want to spend as much time in the magical world on the other side of his basement door as possible. After all, what was living with money and privilege compared to having fantastic adventures with your friends? Especially when the former meant you were in a wheelchair, while the latter meant you could run and dance and wrap your ankles around your man’s waist as he fucked you senseless. 
 
    He’d be doing that a lot to Yui, he could tell. 
 
    “I want to go,” Yui whispered. Her eyes shone with a quiet intensity, and Caleb knew she wouldn’t be swayed. This was the new bedrock of her life. “I am going. You’re taking me with you.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t dream of leaving you behind,” he said, giving his childhood crush’s ass a squeeze. “I don’t know if you’ve heard this, Eira, but I’m a big powerful Crafter now? And with two cute assistants to help me refine things, I shouldn’t have any problem clearing these Item Worlds. How long do you think it would take me to make enough gold to clear your debt, with my powers?” 
 
    Eira looked at him like he was the biggest hero she’d ever seen. “Not long at all,” she whispered, like she couldn’t believe he’d offer to do this for her. “Caleb, baby, I’m humbled…” 
 
    Eira got the same slap on her behind that Yui had just received. She took it even better, purring and arching her back. 
 
    “Don’t get too humble,” he insisted. “You’ll be helping me, too. I’m sure Belleteyn isn’t the only person in the Wyrdworld who wants to collect the price on your head. Or steal my vorlesen. Having you to watch my back is an absolute necessity.” 
 
    Eira nodded. “Of course. Caleb, I’m… I’m all yours. Now and forever, okay? I… I fucking love you. Both of you. Shit, I’m crazy for you…” 
 
    “I know,” Caleb said with a grin. “I’m crazy for you two, too. Now let’s get some rest.”  
 
    “We’re going to need it,” Eira said, “because I’m going to cook up one hell of a feast when we get home.” 
 
    That should have been it. But as Caleb drifted off, he felt Yui squeeze his hand tightly. When he opened his eyes, she was staring at him in the darkness. 
 
    “Caleb?” she whispered. 
 
    “Yeah?” He glanced over at Eira, but the elf girl was out like a light. 
 
    She nibbled her bottom lip. “When we go into the real Wyrdworld,” she said haltingly. “Do you think that I’ll… that I’ll be able to…?” 
 
    She didn’t need to fill in the rest. To walk, he thought. 
 
    “I hope you will,” Caleb said, his hand going to her thigh. “And I think you will. Honestly, I think you’re going to start liking the Wyrdworld a whole hell of a lot more than Earth soon.” 
 
    Yui grinned at that. “Well, it’s got you and Eira.” 
 
    He grinned back. “And even if the magic doesn’t hold,” he added, glancing over at his staff. “I promise you this, Yui. I’ll find a way. Alright?” 
 
    After all, a Crafter could refine anything. Turn any object into a better version of itself. How much of a jump would it be to do it with people? 
 
    As he thought about it, he realized it had sort of already happened. The staff, Eira, Yui… 
 
    They’d certainly made him into a better person. 
 
    Yui hugged him tight. “I love you,” she whispered, kissing his chin. “I’ve always loved you, but I love you even more now. Thank you so much, Caleb. Even if this is the only chance we have to be together like this, with me whole… thank you so much.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” he said, kissing her tears. “Now get some rest. I’m going to want to fuck you again when you get up.” 
 
    She giggled at that. In moments, she was out just as deeply as Eira. 
 
    Caleb stared up at the ceiling. He’d made one hell of a promise, but he intended to keep it. Two promises, really. 
 
    To clear Eira’s debt. 
 
    And to find a way to heal Yui forever. 
 
    They were two damn big goals. But Caleb felt like he could pull it off. He was a Crafter, his grandfather’s son, and the power to reshape the world itself was at his command. 
 
    Once he learned to use it, he would be unstoppable. 
 
    Caleb lay back onto the pillows, surrounded on both sides by the two most beautiful women he’d ever seen. Women who loved him deeply, who were devoted to him, who’d probably kill for him. He knew he’d kill for them. 
 
    Even more than fulfilling his grandfather’s legacy, this was what he’d been made for. For these relationships. 
 
    For this love. 
 
    As he drifted off to sleep in his harem’s arms, Caleb grinned. He couldn’t wait to start exploring the Wyrdworld. 
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