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Chapter 1

Caleb Holdstock stood on the threshold of a brand new world.

He adjusted the pack on his shoulders as he stared at the glowing doorway painted on the wall of his basement. Beyond that hole in reality lay a whole other realm—the Wyrdworld, where fantasy creatures roamed and magic was as real as the buttons on your shirt. This was the moment. His moment.

He couldn’t wait to start exploring.

Caleb was alone in the basement. He’d come down as soon as he finished eating, unable to contain his excitement at the day to come. His grandfather’s staff, the tool the residents of the land beyond the door referred to as a vorlesen, bounced against his hip as he shifted from one foot to the other.

Without that tool, Caleb would be standing in an empty, dank basement. It was only when he’d touched the silver dog’s head atop the staff to the chalk outline on the wall that the portal to the Wyrdworld had come alive. It was magic, plain and simple. He was a magician now, he’d learned. Only the residents of the Wyrdworld called it something else entirely.

The ability to open such rifts in reality marked Caleb as a Crafter—a person capable of commanding powerful energies, then using those energies to refine objects into better versions of themselves. According to Eira Greenwreath—the elf woman who’d become his friend and his lover—the ability to Craft items was one of the rarest and most sought after gifts in all the Wyrdworld.

A good thing, too. He was going to need to make his mark in a hurry.

As if thinking about her had summoned her, Caleb heard footsteps on the basement stairs. By the time he turned, Eira was nearly to the basement floor—she took the stairs two at a time, hopping down them as nimbly as a dancer. Eira was a thief and a rogue by trade, though not anymore now that she was in a relationship with him, and the way she moved was as lithe and sleek as a serpent. Caleb could watch the elf strut all day.

“Yui’ll be down in a minute,” she said, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. For a moment Caleb stared at her, his imagination set on fire by the gesture, but she grinned. “No, it’s not what you think,” she said, wiggling her eyebrows with a lewd expression. “I just spilled a little coffee, that’s all.”

Caleb grinned. “You excited about today, too?”

It was hard not to be. It had been two days since Caleb, Eira, and Yui escaped the Item World he had conjured by tossing his dog’s head staff at Yui’s broken wheelchair. Doing so had trapped them inside the pocket universe—but it had also snared their adversary, the half-crazed bounty hunter Belleteyn D’Amore. Belleteyn had been sent from the Wyrdworld to track Eira down and drag her back to the fantasy realm’s mafia, a shadowy group known only as Omega, because Eira owed them a considerable amount of money.

But when she’d discovered a Crafter under her nose, Belleteyn had tried to add Caleb’s staff to her collection. The fight had been fierce, and if it hadn’t been for the lucky arrival of a flock of catgirls—the lewd, cuteness obsessed creatures known to the Wyrdworld as Malkini—Belleteyn might have gotten away with Eira and Caleb’s birthright.

She’s still out there, somewhere, Caleb thought, watching Eira sashay her way across the concrete floor of the basement. We didn’t kill her—we just knocked her down a peg or two. And now that she’s in the Wyrdworld, she’s probably preparing for us…

Maybe. But the last time Caleb had seen Belleteyn D’Amore, she’d been having her brain rotted by the ‘aura of adorability’ cast by dozens of lewd, giggling catgirls. Revenge probably wasn’t at the top of the bounty hunter’s mind.

Probably.

Eira came in close and wrapped an arm around Caleb’s waist. She stood on tiptoe, the buckles on her skintight black leather thief’s outfit jingling as she nibbled his bottom lip before kissing him, hard. Like every time he kissed the elf, he felt her body press against him, practically melting with heat. A few moments later, and a familiar tingle began to spread through his body.

Oh shit, he gasped, his heart hammering in his chest. Fuck, I’m stoned…

He still didn’t understand the magic that caused that, but it was the underpinning of almost all historical human-elf relations. Everything about Eira’s body felt absolutely magical to him, and he knew that the elf felt the exact same way about him. Being inside of her soft, silky walls was heaven itself, and just kissing her felt like being transported to a sunny beach with a margarita and a bong filled with some primo weed.

Eira held the kiss for a long time, her tongue toying with his. Then she gave his butt a squeeze and pulled back, gasping and grinning.

“Mmh,” she said. “I don’t think I will ever get tired of the look on your face when we do that, Caleb.”

“I was just thinking the same thing about you,” he said, wrapping her braid around his fingers. The elf’s hair was moon-pale and long, so she’d pinned it up for the long hike they planned. It looked good, even if it reminded him a little bit of Belleteyn’s hairstyle.

Eira had packed light. She carried a small pack, filled to the brim with necessities, and had no visible weapons save for a pair of silver daggers strapped to her hips. Only Caleb and Eira herself knew about the slender black shiv stashed in her right boot—hopefully she wouldn’t need to use it.

“Where’s Yui?” Caleb asked. His eyes traveled to the ceiling, as if he could peer through the beams and see the rest of the house his grandfather had left him as his inheritance. “Cleaning up the breakfast dishes, I suppose?”

Eira chuckled. “She’s packing. I swear, even the most seasoned adventurers aren’t as prepared as your princess.”

Caleb pursed his lips. “My princess? I thought your whole thing was that the three of us shared?”

Eira rolled her eyes. “Oh, come on. All three of us know who the real leader is in this relationship. And it sure as hell isn’t me.”

Now that was interesting. “I’m not some sort of pig, you know,” Caleb said mildly. He was trying to figure out whether Eira was being self-deprecating as a joke or was serious. “You and Yui aren’t my slaves.”

“No—we’re your harem girls.”

The look on his face must have been something indeed, for Eira laughed. He’d thought the word, of course—most definitely when he held both women in his arms at night. But to hear her say it…?

“Look, I’m completely serious,” Eira said, a knowing smile spreading across her face. “This isn’t some kind of poly relationship, this is a harem. I’m yours, and Yui is yours. I love your little princess, and love watching the two of you together even more than I love watching you watch the two of us together. But let’s make no mistake here. This is your harem, Caleb. You’re the Crafter. You’re the leader.”

Caleb whistled through his teeth. “Most men would have trouble accepting that.”

“Ha! Well, you’re not most men. You’re you. So don’t worry when I tease you—I would never fuck Yui behind your back. She’d never do that with me, either. We’ll both wait, like good little girls, until you’re ready for us.”

“You are a good girl.” Caleb gave Eira’s butt a squeeze and pulled her closer, letting her feel the things she was doing to him. “Just about the best damn woman I’ve ever met.”

“Good,” she said, her eyes shining with excitement. “Because the next time you get me and that gorgeous little minx in the same bed together, I’m going to—”

“I hope you didn’t leave without me!” Yui called, making her way down the stairs. Her boots clomped loudly on each step as she half-staggered her way down the narrow stairs, swaying this way and that. “I just had a couple things I needed to throw in a bag…!”

Yui froze at the bottom of the stairs, seeing the looks on Caleb and Eira’s faces for the first time. “Am I interrupting something?” she asked, cocking an eyebrow.

“No,” Caleb said.

“Yes,” Eira said at the exact same moment.

Both elf and human stared at each other. Yui crossed her arms beneath her breasts, giving Eira a mock-pissed look. Then both women tossed their heads back and laughed. Soon they were hugging, then Yui was throwing her arms around Caleb’s shoulders and making out with him a little bit.

As Yui kissed him, Caleb felt the metal of her braces bump up against his thighs. The sensation wasn’t totally unpleasant, but it was taking some getting used to for sure.

Yui was nowhere near as long or as lewd with her kiss as the elf woman was. Like Caleb, she was too excited to stay on this side of the portal any longer than necessary.

“I’m ready,” she said, breaking the kiss. “God damn, I hope this place does the same thing to me that the Item World did. I can’t wait to take this RoboCop shit off my legs…”

Ironically, Yui would have killed for that ‘RoboCop’ shit just a week or two ago. When Yui first came to Wolfe’s Hollow to visit Caleb, she’d been in a wheelchair. An injury when she was a teenager—a drunk driver who’d t-boned them on the highway while Caleb was driving them back from a ‘date’—had left her paralyzed from the waist down, reliant on wheels and disability-friendly vehicles to get around. It had changed her life, to be sure, but she’d still found happiness. She dated, went to college, and enjoyed her life. But there were still things she thought she’d never be able to do.

That was, until she set foot in an Item World. The moment she entered the borders of a magical realm, Yui’s injuries were healed. According to Eira—who knew about these things—Yui had Fae blood somewhere in her family tree, which had turned the tragedy of her teenage years into an inspiring triumph. It happened just in time, too—being able to walk had allowed Yui to ambush the bounty hunter Belleteyn, tossing her from a high platform in the Item World when she’d been about to deal a fatal blow to Caleb.

Eira had warned Yui not to expect her healing to persist in the real world. Just as she’d said, the moment Yui stepped back through the portal into his grandfather’s house on Earth, her legs gave out beneath her and stopped working. She’d cried, of course, but she’d taken it pretty well all the same. They hoped—all of them hoped—that reentering the Wyrdworld would give Yui back her full range of motion once more.

In the meantime, things were still better for her than ever. Completing the Item World Caleb had created out of Yui’s wheelchair had upgraded it, transforming the sleek steel chair into a set of magically enchanted leg braces. It had taken Yui a little while to get the hang of them, but they responded to mental commands, allowing her to lift her legs and achieve something very much like an ordinary walking pace. She had no feeling below her waist, of course, which made controlling the contraption difficult. But at least she could get around in the short-term.

Her legs still looked amazing. She wore a pair of skintight leggings that hugged her ass and thighs, so sleek and scrumptious that Caleb wanted to put her ankles on his shoulders and go to town.

But they had work to do today. Damn Eira for getting him all keyed up and turned on with her harem chat.

Eira planted a little kiss on Yui’s cheek. “You get everything you need?”

Yui beamed, her cheeks a little flushed from the effort of getting herself downstairs. She still wasn’t one hundred percent fluid when it came to using her new braces. Hopefully soon, she wouldn’t have to be.

“Yep!” she said.

“And you’re ready?” Caleb asked. “Both of you?”

Both women smiled. Caleb felt his heart warming in his chest at the sight of the two women who’d become such an integral part of his life. This whole harem thing had only been his reality for a few days, yet it already felt like he was unable to live any other way. Or maybe just unwilling.

Either way, he felt incredibly lucky to have these two beauties by his side as he embarked on his new adventure into the Wyrdworld.

“As ready as I’ll ever be,” Yui said, swallowing hard. She gave the portal a sideways glance, nibbling her bottom lip. “Let’s see if this place works its magic on me the way it did before…”

Eira’s hand went to the other woman’s lower back. “It will,” she whispered, leaning in close. “You’ll see, Yui. You’ve got this.”

With that, the trio moved closer to the glowing portal on the basement wall. The air around it crackled faintly, like a bag of popcorn on the verge of bursting open in the microwave, and the edges of the door were shrouded in a strange, ethereal mist. It smelled like ozone, too, almost like there was a big thunderstorm brewing in the distance. Caleb could feel the hairs on the back of his neck standing on end. What the hell was he getting into?

Too late to back down now, he thought with a smirk. He had business to take care of in the Wyrdworld. He had a debt to pay off, a harem to secure, and a world to explore. Besides, there was no way he would ever abandon Eira or Yui. Not after everything they’d been through together.

He stepped forward, the staff in his hand. The silver dog’s head on the top flashed as he rapped it against the side of the door, three times very quickly.

The mists parted. The door opened the rest of the way, clearing the entrance into the Wyrdworld.

Caleb’s heart beat faster as he got a good look at the world on the other side of the door. A cobblestone road stretched into the distance, winding up and down gentle hills covered in fine, downy grass. It was night, and a massive orange crescent moon hung low in the sky like something from a horror movie.

“It’s beautiful,” Caleb whispered. Beautiful and dangerous, just like his girlfriends.

Eira stepped forward first, her lithe form passing through the portal with grace. She shot Caleb a little wink as she slipped through the door, her body shimmering as she touched the point of no return between Earth and the Wyrdworld. There was a moment where the elf looked as though she were standing behind a churning, frothing waterfall—then she was on the other side, making her way down the lane. She waved.

Yui hesitated at the threshold. “Here goes nothing,” she whispered, clutching his hand tight. “Promise me something, Caleb?”

Hmm? What could she possibly want to talk about that she couldn’t have said in front of Eira?

The elf woman waved from her position in the Wyrdworld, then made a ‘come here’ gesture with both hands. Her form was still shimmering, as Caleb and Yui were watching her from above the surface of a still, dark pool. The effect was disorienting, and Caleb found himself wishing they were on their way.

“I couldn’t bring it up in front of her,” Yui whispered. “But Caleb—I’m scared.”

He glanced at Yui sideways. “Don’t worry,” he said, reassuring her. “I’ll protect you.”

“I know you will,” she said, giving him a weary smile. “That’s not what I’m afraid of.”

Oh. Oh.

Caleb’s gaze flickered to Yui’s legs. The braces hugged her tightly, connected to the muscles of her legs like a second skin. Part of the reason she had worn such snug leggings was to make sure nothing got in the way of the bracers’ operation.

He wished he hadn’t looked. Yui blanched.

“I should be happy,” she whispered. “I got to walk again. I got to… to make love to you the way I really wanted to. For one night, you and I were in bed together, and I wasn’t disabled. I was just… normal.”

“Don’t talk like that,” Caleb said. He meant it. “There’s nothing wrong with who you are, Yui. I love you.”

She nodded. “I’m bracing myself so hard for this not to work,” she said, eyeing the portal with a mixture of fear and desire. “I told myself I wouldn’t cry, even if I still need the bracers in the Wyrdworld. But Caleb?”

“Yes?”

“If I can’t walk when I’m in there, I’m going to be a mess.” The color drained from Yui’s face. “And I don’t know how Eira’s going to take it. So just promise me you’ll be there for me, no matter what happens. Okay?”

That was a promise that took no effort for him to make. Everything about it was already true.

“I promise,” he agreed, giving Yui a little swat on the booty. He’d forgotten that she couldn’t feel it—she’d enjoyed it so much during their threesome in the Item World. There was a moment of awkwardness, then he recovered smoothly. “You don’t have anything to worry about. I love you, and Eira loves you. Even if you had to go back in a wheelchair, nothing would change that.”

Yui knew that, deep down. But it still felt good for her to hear Caleb say it.

“Alright, shit,” she said, rocking back and forth to psyche herself up. “Let’s do this! Let’s go explore the new world, Caleb!”

Hand in hand, he and Yui raced through the portal into the Wyrdworld.

Their new adventure had just begun.


Chapter 2

The transition into the Wyrdworld was more disorienting than Caleb had expected.

One moment, he was in the basement of the home he’d inherited from his grandfather. In the next, he found himself stepping onto a cobblestone path surrounded on both sides by a thick carpet of green grass. A wolf howled somewhere in the distance, and a wrought iron fence stood at the top of a nearby hill, protecting what looked like a graveyard.

Even the air felt different. The weather was distinctly autumnal, in marked contrast to the warm spring climate in the mountains. A chilly wind blew through the hills that made him wish he’d brought a jacket.

Eira waited for him a few steps away, a grin on her face and her arms spread wide. “Welcome to the Wyrdworld,” the elf said. “I can’t wait to show you around.”

Caleb put his hands on his hips, looking around with a sense of wonder. “If this place looked any more like Halloween, I’d expect to see trick or treaters coming up the road,” he said with a chuckle.

“Yeah,” Eira agreed. “Isn’t it great?”

Before Caleb could answer, Yui stepped through the shimmering portal. He wasn’t sure how she’d ended up making the transition a few moments after him, since they’d stepped through the portal at the same time. He suspected the answer was technical, and didn’t interest him nearly as much as the condition of the woman he loved.

“Yui, are you alright?” Caleb tried his best to keep his tone neutral, to keep the longing out of his voice.

Eira was better at it than him. “Twists the stomach, doesn’t it?” she asked, rubbing her taut tummy. “If you need to throw up, I completely understand. Happens a lot with first timers…”

Yui didn’t look like she was in any danger of throwing up. Her eyes barely saw the fantastic, macabre vista around them—her gaze was directed within, examining the condition of her own body. The braces around her legs gleamed in the moonlight, glinting from the crescent moon’s orange glow.

She took a step. Then another.

By the time she made a third, both Caleb and Eira were grinning. Yui didn’t need to say anything at all—they could already see the change in her. Back on Earth, the steps she made using her magical braces were halting and off-kilter, like someone trying to control a robot with a faulty circuit breaker.

In here, the steps Yui took were as natural as anything.

Her face lit up with joy. She reached down and unstrapped her bracers, grinning the whole while, and tucked them under her arm as she walked the rest of the way to where Caleb and Eira stood. Tears streamed down her face, and she looked almost completely overcome with emotion.

“It worked,” she said, embracing Caleb. She was indeed a sobbing mess. “I can walk!”

He hugged her back, unable to keep himself from laughing with joy. “That’s fucking incredible, Yui. I’m so happy for you.”

“Me too,” Eira said. She was right there with Caleb, running her slender fingers up and down between Yui’s shoulder blades. “I told you you had nothing to worry about, gorgeous. This is the Wyrdworld welcoming you with open arms.”

“If that’s the case, then I fucking love the Wyrdworld.” Yui buried her face in Caleb’s chest, sobbing until she recovered. She wiped her nose and straightened up, still beaming like a thousand Christmas mornings.

“Well now.” Eira crossed her arms between her breasts, a playfully teasing look spreading across her face. “Now that we know you can walk, I expect you to keep up with us. No slowing us down, princess.”

Yui hadn’t forgotten the outfit she’d worn at the Renaissance Faire, and neither had Eira. Back when she was his wing woman at college frat parties, Yui had loved to joke about how she was a ‘pillow princess.’ The use of self-deprecating humor was disarming, and helped dissolve the awkwardness some college students had around her wheelchair.

Now Yui was a princess for real.

“You got it,” she said, giving the elf a thumb’s up. “I don’t plan on holding anyone back.” She gave a little start. “Though I just realized I’m the only one in the group without a proper weapon. What do I do if we get attacked?”

“If worse comes to worse, you could always beat the shit out of them with your bracers,” Eira laughed, wiggling her eyebrows. “Those things are as heavy as a horse. You managing them okay, Caleb?”

He had one of the bracers in his pack. The other didn’t want to fit, and he wasn’t quite sure what to do with it.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” he said. In the end, he used a carabiner to hook the second mass of metal to his backpack. It would be a little heavy, but he could handle it. “Just getting us ready for the road.”

“Where are we headed?” Yui asked. “I didn’t even dare to ask before. It felt too much like I was jinxing everything, especially with…” her gaze traveled to her legs. “—you know! But that’s not something I’m worried about anymore!”

Eira let out a very un-roguelike giggle. “We’ve got to settle my debt before we do anything else. Until I pay what I owe to Omega, I’m technically a wanted fugitive.”

“A fugitive?”

“Only technically,” she assured Yui. “Trust me, I know everybody in the Wyrdworld. There’s not a witch or a werewolf in all of Hades who’d snitch on Eira Greenwreath. Not with the number of favors people in low places owe me.”

Caleb had heard most of this before. Eira owed a large debt to a group she called a ‘Sovereign’—what Caleb had come to understand as a kind of fantasy world Mafia. The one with its hooks in her was called Omega, and she apparently was in debt to them up to her eyeballs.

Which was why Omega had hired her to break into Gene Holdstock’s home in the middle of the night and steal his Crafter’s staff, the vorlesen, from his grandson. Caleb. Of course things hadn’t ended up going that way, and Caleb would forever be grateful for the night he woke up with Eira’s knife against his neck.

He’d have a much more boring life if she’d never entered it. Most notably, one where he and Yui were still just best friends, instead of being lovers.

“Is that where we’re going?” he asked. “Hades?” The name brought to mind images of a lake of fire, the smell of brimstone. “It’s not the real Hades, is it? Full of the souls of the damned?”

Eira snorted. “Of course not. Hades is my hometown—specifically, South Hades. Omega has their base there. If we walk through the front door without making a fuss, and without running afoul of any mercenaries or bounty hunters like our old pal Belleteyn along the way, we should be able to negotiate something with Lady Lachrymosa. Assuming she’s in a good mood, and she sees the value of having a Crafter in her corner.”

“Lady who?” Caleb asked.

“You know,” Yui said, cutting him off, “you never did explain to us how you got into debt in the first place, Eira. How did you end up owing these Omega people so much money?”

The question clearly caught Eira off-guard. She swallowed hard. “It’s a long story.”

“We have a long walk ahead of us,” Caleb said, shouldering his pack. The added weight of Yui’s bracers was sure to cause him some extra strain, but a good story could take his mind off of it. “Plenty of time to listen, Eira, if you want to tell it.”

“Alright,” she said, gesturing at the path ahead with her chin. “Let’s walk and talk then. Try to keep up, alright princess?”

Yui stuck out her tongue. “You have no idea. I’ve been in a wheelchair so long I’m going to make the most of every step. You’ll be lucky if you don’t have to pick up the pace to keep up with me!”

Eira grinned like that was a good challenge. “So the first thing you need to know about South Hades is that there’s three families in charge of the whole place,” she explained, leading the way. “The Greenwreaths, of course, is my family. There’s also two others: the Blackveils and the Moonwraiths. Every one of them has been allied with the others at some point in their history, and they’ve all been at war with each other at least once, too. Since time immemorial…”

As Eira began weaving her tale, Caleb and Yui followed her. The chilly weather caused Yui to snuggle up closer to Caleb, her fingers entwined through his as they made their way down the winding cobblestone path. It led them up hills and across rivers, streaking through dense forests and dark hillside thickets as they traveled. Both of them just had to trust that Eira knew the way.

“Right now, they all hate each other,” the elf was saying. “Particularly the Blackveils. Don’t get me wrong, I couldn’t go drinking in a Moonwraith establishment without getting into some kind of altercation, but at least I’d be safe just walking through their territory. Blackveils, though? It would be on, on sight.”

“So you have a big family,” Yui said, trying to find the silver lining in Eira’s violent explanation. “Are the Greenwreaths all elves? I’d assume so, because of the name.”

Eira shook her head. “Elves run the Greenwreaths, yeah. But it’s not an actual blood family. And before you say anything, it’s not like that TV show Caleb told me about.” She pointed a finger back at her man. “We’re not a mafia or whatever. And we don’t eat gabagool, whatever the hell that is.”

Caleb chuckled. “Eira tried to explain it to me before. From the way she described it, I got the impression it’s mostly neighborhood based. Like if NextDoor made you join a street gang when you registered.”

“Wow,” Yui whispered. “That sounds like hell!”

“It’s not,” Eira said, turning around with a grin. “It’s Hades.”

“I see,” Yui said. She clearly didn’t understand, but was willing to let Eira’s explanation stand. “If the Greenwreaths are your neighborhood, or whatever, does that mean they ALL are in debt, too?”

Eira shook her head. “It doesn’t work that way. I was stupid—I got in way over my head. I thought I was hot shit. I told myself I was going to run South Hades, that I was going to bring everybody from my old neighborhood out of poverty and take them with me to the top. But I failed. And now Caleb’s going to have to bail me out.”

She paused for a moment, looking ahead. Caleb could tell she was thinking about what she’d been through. He put a hand on her shoulder, giving her a gentle squeeze. He wanted to comfort her, but he also didn’t want to interrupt her story.

“I’m not bailing you out,” he said. “You’re my girl. That means something. You and Yui are more than wives to me, as far as I’m concerned. Which means your debts are my debts.”

“Mine, too,” Yui said without hesitation.

A look of shock showed on Eira’s face. “That still blows my mind,” she said, shaking her head. “There’s not many people in Hades who’d stick out their necks for someone else.”

“Well, maybe that’s something that needs changing,” Yui said firmly. She grinned at Caleb. “I know just the guy to clean up the place.”

“First things first,” he said. “We pay the debt and get Eira’s freedom. Clear a few Item Worlds to make money, then set up shop as Crafters.” As he thought it over, something occurred to him. “Eira. You never told me exactly how much money you owe these Omega people.”

The elf blanched, the color draining from her face. “Oh. Well, it’s a lot.”

“Clearly. But it also can’t be that much. I mean, you said bringing my grandfather’s staff to Omega would clear the debt.”

Eira’s lips formed a tight little line. “Yeah,” she said, suddenly very interested in the space between her feet. “Funny, that...”

Caleb sighed. “Eira.”

The elf made a face. “Three million,” she said, spitting the number out like it gave her physical pain to speak it aloud.

Caleb suddenly felt as if a tennis ball had lodged in his throat. “Three million dollars!?” he gasped.

“Technically,” she said with an awkward grin, “the currency of the Wyrdworld is known as Dark Dollars. Most people just call ‘em deedees for short. I have no idea what the exchange rate would be between Wyrdworld currency and what you’ve got back home. Shit, first you’d have to find somebody willing to transfer the funds—”

Caleb tried to calm himself down. “That’s still a lot of money,” he said, trying to picture it all. “A lot a lot.”

Eira nodded sheepishly. “I know. It’s a big problem. Believe me, I’ve had bill collectors coming out of unmentionable places for Pointed God only knows how long.”

Yui whistled through her teeth. “Damn, girl. You really did get yourself in trouble. How did you rack up that much with these people?”

Once again, Eira was suddenly very interested in the space between her feet. “You wouldn’t believe me,” she whispered.

Caleb sucked his teeth. Three million dollars? Or Dark Dollars, dee-dees, whatever the people of this realm wanted to call them. Eira really owed all that? He was far from the first guy to take a shine to a pretty girl only to realize she had financial troubles she needed solving, but three million? That was one hell of a tall order!

Though it made him think. If Eira really believed bringing his grandfather’s staff to Omega would clear her debt, did that mean his Crafter tool was worth a cool three million!? If just the tools of his trade could command such a high price, how much would his services be worth?

Caleb might be about to get very rich, indeed.

Meanwhile, Yui was simultaneously reassuring Eira while desperately trying to get the full, sordid story out of her.

“We’re not going to judge you,” she said, putting her arm around Eira. “There’s lots of reasons why people get bogged down with debt. I’m sure you had a good reason for ending up that deep in the hole with these Omega people…”

Eira glanced up at Yui. “Eh,” she whispered.

Yui’s face fell. “You weren’t borrowing money to pay for some street urchin’s life-saving operation? “You didn’t need it to keep a wicked magistrate from taking a wrecking ball to an orphanage?”

The elf made a face. “No,” she admitted with a sigh. “It’s mostly student loans.”

“Student…?” Of all the things Caleb had expected Eira to say, this possibility might have ranked all the way near the very bottom of the pack. “Shit, how!?”

“Hey, wizard school isn’t cheap!” Eira said, suddenly on the defensive. “You think it’s like in the movies, where some owl shows up at your house one morning to deliver your invitation? That’s not how it happens in the Wyrdworld, baby! You have to pay!”

Caleb and Yui shared a look.

“She’s not the first person to take on way too much student debt,” Yui deadpanned.

“Maybe,” Caleb said. He was still trying to make the math work. “But three million!?”

“Four years of wizarding college,” Eira explained. “Along with post-grad work—because of course I graduated in the middle of a magical recession. By the time I got my certifications and was ready to start hanging out a shingle, the job market was flooded. Literally flooded. Monsoon magic was extremely popular that year.”

“Yes,” Caleb said, still not getting it. “But three million?”

Eira sighed. “That’s what happens when you consolidate your debt with a Sovereign,” she said gravely. “I got hauled off into their collection’s office one day, and brought face to face with Lady Lachrymosa. Believe me, the shock you’re feeling right now? That’s nothing compared to what I felt when Lachrymosa tallied up all my interests and fees and came up with that three million figure. I felt like I was drowning; like I might as well have tied a rock around my neck and wandered off into the Styx. Come Sail Away indeed!”

“That’s insane,” Yui said, shaking her head. “That’s cruel, Eira. I can’t believe they wouldn’t work with you!”

“Oh, they did,” the elf said, chuckling darkly. “Lady Lachrymosa, she asked me: ‘you want to pay this debt slow, or you want to pay it fast?’ Of course I told her fast—what schmuck wants to spend more time indebted to one of the Sovereigns? Which is when she gave me my assignments. Three of them. ‘Do these for me,’ that oversized bitch told me, ‘and your debt is clear’.” Eira shook her head. “Turns out I’m better at thieving than I ever was at wizarding.”

“Three jobs?” Caleb asked.

Eira smiled weakly. “First two went off without a hitch,” she said, her eyes taking on a faraway cast. “I was just starting to think that maybe I was hot shit again—that I was going to pay the debt off and get away clean. Maybe Omega would even hire me after, keep me around as one of their Shadow Claws.” She chuckled and shook her head. “My last job was to sneak into the human world and steal an incredibly rare vorlesen from the grandson of one of the Wyrdworld’s most famous crafters. A college kid who had no idea what he had. Sound familiar?”

It did.

“Me,” Caleb said.

Eira nodded. “The rest was history.”

He walked for a while in silence, his two girlfriends by his side. Honestly, it was a lot to digest. He had to think things over—make a plan on dealing with all this. Three million was so much more than he’d expected.

Clearly Eira was bothered by the silence. She was even more touchy-feely than usual, like she needed the physical contact to be reminded that her man and her fellow harem girl didn’t hate her.

“Look, I know it sounds like a lot,” she finally said, sliding her hand around Caleb’s waist. “But I promise, it’s not as bad as you think. We just need to clear some Item Worlds—complete a few contracts, refine some rare items, and sell any loot we find in the process. It won’t take long to chip away at the debt. I swear!”

Caleb was silent for a moment. “I was thinking,” he mused.

“About what?” Eira asked quickly.

“There’s this guy in my world,” he said, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “Dave Ramsey. You heard of him?”

Eira shook her head. “Is he a wizard?”

“Kind of—in a financial sense.” Caleb rubbed his chin with his thumb. “He’s all about people saving money and getting out of debt. I was thinking: if this whole Crafting thing doesn’t work out, I could always take his books, file the serial numbers off and add some fantasy words to them to make them sound all flowery, and sell them to the citizens of Hades. It sounds like you people are even worse about falling for obvious financial swindles than people back on Earth.”

Eira snorted at that. “I’m sure you could do some good,” she said, patting her thighs. “The problem is, most of the people you’d be selling to are just like me—flat fucking broke.”

“Caleb’s just joking,” Yui said. She looked him up and down. “You are joking, right?”

Caleb shrugged. Honestly, he wasn’t sure. It was a question to answer later, at least. He filed it away in the back of his mind with the other half-formed ideas percolating in the back of his brain.

“Who knows?” he said. “Everyone could use a little help with their finances. Are you two coming, or not?”

It was a signal for them all to get moving. They had a long while to go before they could stop for the night, and a whole new world to explore.

“Of course we are!” Eira piped up. “Don’t worry, it’s not too far to Hades! I’ll have you two there before you know it. You’re going to love it!”

Together, the trio made their way down the cobblestone path, taking their first steps into a new world.


Chapter 3

Caleb and his party walked for what felt like hours.

Eventually, the landscape began to change. They left the forest behind and entered a rocky area, with tall, jagged mountains looming in the distance. The path grew narrow here, with stubby stone bridges crossing gaps in the ground, and Caleb had to help Yui over some of the more dangerous looking parts.

Finally, they reached a clearing. In the center lay a massive tree, easily sixty feet high and covered in lush green leaves. The trunk was wider than any building Caleb had ever seen.

“Wow,” he whispered, looking up and up. The tree stretched for what felt like forever, the tops of its branches competing with the clouds. It was the apotheosis of trees; if there’d been a battle royale across all the forests of the Wyrdworld, this specimen would have undoubtedly come out of it as the winner. “What is this thing?”

“This,” Eira said with an expression of excitement, “is how we get to Hades. Come on, I’ll show you.”

The elf picked up the pace as they made their way across the clearing. As his vision cleared, Caleb realized that the entirety of the massive tree was not one smooth expanse of bark. Someone—probably several someones, to be honest—had carved a massive arch into the side of the tree. Any tree on Earth would have died from such treatment, but the Wyrdworld tree appeared to be flourishing despite the injury.

As Caleb watched, a bat-like creature emerged from the arch to streak across the sky.

Yui let out a yelp. “Fuck!” she cried, clinging to Caleb’s shoulder. “What is that thing?”

Eira chuckled. “Just a Wyrdworld resident going about his or her day. Honestly, you two need to stop being freaked out by every little thing. It’s not good for your blood pressure, you know?”

Caleb was still staring at that massive door in the tree, wide enough for two cars to drive through it side by side. In fact, didn’t it look as if the cobblestone path split into two right in front of the entranceway? It made him wonder.

As they approached the door, more creatures emerged from the depths within. All of them flew, taking off in this direction or that, and a few birds streaked from the shadows with bags in their beaks. “Familiars,” Eira explained, pointing at one.

If those things were some witches familiar, did that mean the creatures with bat wings were actually vampires? Caleb knew the Wyrdworld was home to all sorts of fantasy creatures, but bloodsuckers made him more than a little uneasy.

“This tree is one of the main entrance and exit points for Hades,” Eira explained as they stepped into the great arbor’s shadow. “It’s sort of like that door in your grandfather’s basement, except obviously way bigger. That’s because your granddad’s portal only needed to handle him, along with maybe a friend or two like Yui here. This one is used by hundreds of Wyrdworld residents a day—maybe thousands.”

Yui couldn’t help but look amused. “So this is the entrance to Hades,” she said, her eyes narrowing as she pursed her lips in the elf’s direction.

“Yeah,” Eira said. “Southern entrance, specifically. Like I said, South Hades is my hometown.”

Yui crossed her arms beneath her breasts. “So are you telling me this is the highway to hell?”

Eira made a face. “Ha ha,” she said, turning from Yui to Caleb. “Is she always like this?”

“Only if you’re lucky,” he said, still staring up at the mighty tree. Yui was thinking about AC/DC, but his own thoughts about the tree were trending in an entirely different direction. He couldn’t stop thinking about Yggdrasil, the great World-Tree of Norse myth. The mighty yew that the god Odin crucified himself on in order to gain arcane wisdom and power.

Was that what he was looking at? Eira told him that most of humanity’s myths came from encounters with the residents of the Wyrdworld: elves, fairies, shapeshifters, and the like. Did that mean that Yggdrasil came from the Wyrdworld, too? Had some Viking peasant from thousands of years ago slipped into the Wyrdworld by mistake and seen this massive tree?

Or was this truly the legend brought to life?

His thoughts were scattered as a woman riding a broom shot from the door in the tree trunk. She must have been going at least sixty miles an hour—her features were a blur as she streaked across the rocky ground. Caleb had to dart out of the way, while Yui and Eira had enough time to hit the deck and avoid her entirely.

The witch shouted something rude back at him, making a fist as she rose into the sky.

“We shouldn’t hang out here all day,” Eira informed him. “It’s a little bit too much like playing in traffic. You know?”

Caleb didn’t know. But he could imagine.

The shadows lengthened as the party made their way beneath the boughs of the tree. The big crescent moon was split into fractals by the leaves, its light reaching them only feebly through the thick carpet of branches. It had been night before, but at least Caleb could see clearly. Now it was difficult to tell which direction they were going.

“Just keep walking forward,” Eira helpfully chimed in once Caleb asked for advice. “You’ll get there eventually. Trust me, I’ve had to stagger home drunk a time or two from a couple of Blackveil’s peace mixers, and as long as you’re not thinking about things too deeply, you’ll always wind up where you need to go—”

A light went on inside the tree. At the same moment, a figure stepped out of the shadows.

“Halt!” a female voice cried. “State your business in Hades!”

Caleb froze in his tracks. Next to him, Yui did the same.

Only Eira appeared unsurprised by the sudden intrusion. She looked, in fact, like she’d been praying for this not to happen—and that all her chatting earlier was an act to try not to think about it.

“Shit!” the elf grunted, passing a hand over her face. “Act natural!”

Eira’s fingers traveled from her chin to her forehead, wiping away her elven features. When she was done, she was fully glamored—transformed back to the ethereally beautiful human being she’d pretended to be back when she and Caleb were first getting to know each other. Doing so made her blonde and gave her the looks of a gorgeous college cheerleader, though her high cheekbones and angular chin still gave her a touch of an elfin look.

A woman stood in the middle of the road leading into the tree. The light she’d summoned hung above her head in a glowing orange ball, floating up and down slightly like a bubble of illumination. She was dressed in a rather severe looking black uniform, like a member of military police. Her hair was short, black, and cropped, and the pair of glasses she wore were thick and as dark as her outfit.

But it was the creature she had on a chain that caught Caleb’s attention and held it. Sitting next to the woman was a gigantic, three-headed dog, with a triple set of slavering jaws and three tails thumping the ground.

Caleb was startled. Both at the sight of the three-headed dog, and from the realization that each of the creature’s heads looked exactly like the silver dog’s head on his grandfather’s staff.

“We’re lost!” Eira called out in a terrified voice. “We walked through this door and now nothing makes sense! Please, someone help us!”

She’s doing a decent impression of a ditzy human being, Caleb thought. Maybe she’d be able to con the woman in the tree after all.

The woman cocked her head to the side. In the light shining over her head, Caleb caught sight of a nametag pinned just above her ample bust. The word Kerr was written on it, along with an employee ID number.

For a moment, Caleb thought she was going to go along with Eira’s deception. Then Kerr made an irritated expression and took a step forward.

“Oh, don’t try it,” she said, snapping her fingers in Eira’s face. “You could at least put some effort into your glamor, Greenleaf, if you’re going to try the old ‘wayward human’ trick.”

Eira staggered back. As she did, the magical aura over her face dissolved, returning her to her ordinary elf features.

“Damn it,” she snarled, wiping her face like she’d accidentally poured shampoo into her eyes. “You know how hard I work on those?”

Kerr sighed. “What are you doing here, Greenwreath?” she asked, putting a hand on her hip. “You know you’re not welcome in South Hades until you pay your debt to Lady Lachrymosa and Omega. Shit, I think I’ve got a warrant for your arrest…”

Eira opened her mouth to argue. Doubtless it would have been something clever and persuasive, and it might even have dispelled Caleb’s question about who Lady Lachrymosa was and what she had to do with both Omega and Eira’s debt.

Unfortunately, the three-headed dog at the security guard’s beck and call chose that moment to slip the leash.

Only one of its three heads had been collared, which in retrospect was probably a mistake. The other two heads leaned over and bit through the leather with a quick, almost businesslike motion, and the creature sprang forward almost as quickly as the witch on her broomstick. Eira flinched, and Yui did too, but it wasn’t either of them the creature was after.

It was Caleb.

Kerr lunged for the dog, but she was a moment too late. Before she could make a grab at the collar, it slipped the leash entirely, throwing itself into Caleb and knocking him to the ground. The beast was massive, nearly the size of a refrigerator, and all three of its heads were in motion at the same time, lowering themselves to his face.

Licking him.

Caleb couldn’t help it. He started laughing.

Eira was the first to recover. She scrambled to her feet, brushing off her outfit and yelling at the guard. “What the fuck, Kerr!?” the elf snapped, her eyes wide with shock. “You can’t even control your goddamned dog!?”

The security woman stammered something, but Caleb didn’t hear it. He managed to sit up and look around. It took him a moment to realize that the three-headed dog was now lying on its back, all three of its tongues lolling as it gazed up with him in adoration.

“Who’s a good boy?” Caleb asked, adopting the tone when speaking to an animal that human beings have mimicked since time immemorial. “You are, yes you are!” He rubbed the creature’s belly, watching in amazement as it barked and howled with bliss.

It’s just a big dog, he thought. Ha!

“Cerberus, stop!” Kerr cried, throwing herself into the fray. “He shouldn’t be doing this,” she explained to the group. “He’s a guard dog—he’s meant to keep people out, not welcome them in! Greenwreath, did you do some kind of spell?”

Eira shook her head.

A hand landed on Caleb’s shoulder. He glanced up to see Yui, who was looking at him with a combination of amusement and fear. Huh?

No, she wasn’t looking at him. She was looking past him, at the staff he’d dropped on the ground when the creature pounced. The silver dog’s head on the top glowed with a faint light. Caleb wouldn’t have been able to see it under normal conditions, but in the dim light of the tunnel he could watch it pulsing like a tiny heartbeat.

Oh crap.

Cerberus was a guard dog. The only reason this massive creature could be acting like a puppy who’d gotten into a bowl of sugar could be if it was under the influence of something. Under Caleb’s influence.

What kind of powers did he have that he wasn’t even consciously aware of?

Eventually, Kerr was able to get the collar back on Cerberus’s central head. The woman looked flustered, like the last thing in the world she’d expected was to have the fierce canine she brought with her on the job transform into a puppy before her eyes. Caleb was smart enough to hide his staff, tucking it against his side and digging the silver dog’s head into his underarm to keep her from seeing the glow.

“I ought to take you into custody, Greenwreath,” Kerr was saying. She was still looking at the three-headed dog like she didn’t trust it. “You’re in debt up to your tits with Omega. Lady Lachrymosa will have my guts for garters if she finds out I saw you and let you pass.”

Eira was already shaking her head. “That’s exactly why I’m here,” she explained, gesturing at Yui and Caleb. “These are my friends, Kerr. They’re going to help me settle my debt with Lady L and get my life back on track.”

Kerr’s eyes narrowed as she looked from the elf to Caleb and Yui. “You brought two humans with you to the Wyrdworld,” the security guard said with a sigh. “And you think that’s going to improve your standing with Omega? Eira, I know you’re cracked, but even a Greenwreath must know a crackpot scheme like this isn’t going to work—”

Caleb rose to his feet. “It’s not a scheme.”

Kerr looked taken aback. She didn’t have a particularly positive opinion of Caleb after he somehow disabled her dog, which meant she wasn’t likely to take him seriously. Her mistake.

“Listen, kid,” the security guard said scornfully. “I know you probably managed to avoid pissing your pants when my dog jumped on top of you, but that doesn’t give you any special privileges in the Wyrdworld—”

“No,” Caleb said. “But this does.”

And he pulled the staff out from its hiding place.

If it had been glowing, he would have immediately replaced it, trusting in the momentary glimpse to let Kerr know who he was without letting her see the shine. But it had stopped glowing—perhaps whatever magic it had done to subdue Cerberus was already complete.

For a moment Kerr stared at it, the beginning of some cutting remark on her tongue, then it clicked for her what she was looking at.

“That’s a vorlesen,” the security guard spat, amazed. “You’re a Crafter?”

Caleb nodded. He couldn’t lie—the sudden change in the security guard’s demeanor pleased him. Down here in the Wyrdworld, he wasn’t just some guy. He was someone with authority.

“I am,” he said.

Kerr shook her head in amazement. “We haven’t had a proper Crafter in Hades for months,” she said, giving Eira a look like she was impressed despite herself. “Not since Senator Holdstock left, then died. Terrible business, that.”

Senator Holdstock? Caleb swallowed hard. That was news to him.

“I’m Gene Holdstock’s grandson,” Caleb explained. “His heir. I’m a Crafter, just like him, and I’m here to pick up where he left off. Eira has been telling me all about my grandfather and the Wyrdworld.”

A little tremor passed through Kerr’s body. It took Caleb several moments to figure out where he’d seen the look on her face before—it seemed familiar, though he sensed it wasn’t something he’d seen in person, just in photographs. Then it clicked.

Caleb had watched a documentary a few weeks ago about the Beatles, and the Beatlemania phenomenon. There’d been lots of archival photographs in the documentary, showing crowds of adoring female fans attacking barricades and trying to climb fences in order to get closer to the Fab Four.

The look on Kerr’s face was the same look those women and girls had worn. Like she was looking at a celebrity—an ultra celebrity.

What had he just gotten himself into?

“Of course you can go in,” Kerr said in a tiny voice. She stepped to the side, the darkness yawning behind her as Caleb got a look at the rest of the pathway leading into the tree. It dropped into the ground, leading God only knew where.

“Thanks,” Eira said, a smug smile spreading across her face.

That smile brought Kerr back to earth. “I don’t know how you did this, Greenwreath, but you might just be onto something. Listen, you’re going to need some advice though. The situation in Hades is… a little dicey right now.”

Oh? Caleb remembered what Eira had told him about the three clans in South Hades. He couldn’t quite recall which of the other two groups were the ancestral enemies of the Greenwreaths, but he knew that Eira wouldn’t be on terribly great terms with either of them in any case.

“Sure,” Eira said. “Dicey how?”

Kerr nodded. “Everyone’s at peace right now.” Next to her, her dog let out a little whine and rolled back over, its eyes looking pleadingly at Caleb. “Signed a treaty last week. Lady Lachrymosa was one of the so-called ‘diplomats’ who made it happen.” The woman’s face let Caleb know what she thought of that.

Eira snickered. “That won’t last long. Who’s trying to take advantage?”

“No one knows,” Kerr said with a shrug. “Everyone figures it’s the prelude to some takeover or another, but you know how the families are. Rumors as thick as flies in the streets of Hades.” She turned to Caleb, looking him up and down. “Not that your new boy is going to help that in the slightest.”

“I’m not interested in politics,” he said. “I just want to start Crafting.”

Kerr looked poleaxed. “You,” she said, unable to keep from laughing, “aren’t interested in politics? Oh boy, are you ever in for it!”

“Enough,” Eira said, cutting the security guard off before she could say any more. “You want to warn me that there’s an outbreak of peace in Hades? Is that it?”

Kerr’s eyes narrowed. “The three families in South Hades aren’t at each other’s throats for the first time in years,” she said flatly. “Which means they’re all looking for something to do. Like tracking down a renegade elf girl with a price on her head…”

“If I were you, I’d head straight for Omega,” Kerr continued. “Once it becomes public knowledge that Eira Greenwreath is in town, there’s going to be bounty hunters on every street corner. That vorlesen of yours might keep them back, Holdstock. But it might not. You understand?”

Caleb understood. Or at least he thought he did.

“Thanks for the tip,” Eira said. “And these rumors about me being back in town—none of them would come from you, right, Kerr?”

“Who, me!?” The security guard looked honestly shocked that Eira would accuse her. “I’m no snitch! It wouldn’t come from me, Greenwreath.”

“Good.” That was Yui, who put her arm around Eira’s shoulder like the two of them were comrades in arms. “See that it doesn’t.” Then her mean mugging collapsed, and she smiled like the friendly college student she was. “And thanks for the help!”

“You’re welcome,” Kerr said, giving Yui a withering glance.

That should have been it, but Caleb had another question. The mention of bounty hunters had just made him think of one he’d had dealings with in the past—Belleteyn D’Amore, the woman who’d stalked him through the Renaissance Faire. The last time he had seen her, she’d been in the company of a horde of rampaging Malkini, but there was no telling what the woman had gotten up to in time since they’d last crossed swords.

“There’s one bounty hunter in particular we’re worried about,” Caleb told Kerr. “We’ve run into her once already, and she’s raring for a rematch.”

He gave the security guard a description of Belleteyn.

By the time he got finished describing the woman, Kerr was laughing. “Her? Oh yeah, I saw her,” she said, sharing a knowing look with Eira. “I had no idea she was a bounty hunter, though. When I saw her, she was in the middle of a rampaging group of those crazy catgirls who’ve been cropping up all over the Wyrdworld. Looks like they had her pretty deep in their clutches, too.”

Eira relaxed. Caleb didn’t.

“So they took her into the city, then?” he asked, giving the security guard a sharp look. “Into Hades?”

Kerr stared at Caleb, not comprehending. “Well, yeah,” she admitted with a shrug. “But she didn’t look like she was in a position to be harassing anybody. More like she was looking at getting her own ass messed with. She was pretty hot…”

Yui looked at Caleb. “That means Belleteyn’s in the city.”

Caleb nodded. “We’ll need to watch out for her.”

“Like I said, I wouldn’t worry about it too much.” The security guard had already gone back to petting her dog, who she seemed strangely upset by. She didn’t expect the thing to like me so much, Caleb realized. She can’t figure out why, either. Which means this isn’t just something any Crafter can do. It’s about me specifically.

He filed that into the back of his mind as he, Eira and Yui bid the strange security guard their farewells. He was a little worried to be traveling through the darkness—especially with how quickly those bats and that witch had been moving when they’d come out of the tunnel—but Eira insisted there was nothing to worry about. They were on the road leading into Hades, so any other travelers would come up behind them. Be they winged or flying on some household implement, the elf assured him she’d see them coming.

“I sure hope so,” Caleb said noncommittally.

The road led deep beneath the earth, traveling through the center of the World Tree as the trio descended to Hades.


Chapter 4

As it turned out, Caleb, Yui, and Eira didn’t need to travel the tunnel on foot for long. Shortly after they left Kerr, her guard post, and her aggressively friendly dog behind, they heard a rumble in the tunnel behind them. Just as Eira had promised, any traffic they saw along the road to Hades would be coming in the same direction as them—which meant they’d have plenty of time to get out of the way.

The roaring behind them, however, was a massive truck, a tractor trailer rig. Painted on the side was a rune Caleb almost thought he recognized. For a second he had to wrack his brain, then he realized where he’d seen it before.

Fraternities and sororities. It was the Greek letter ‘Omega’, which meant the vehicle belonged to the same people Eira owed all that money to.

Eira grabbed Caleb and Yui by the hands and pulled them off to the side of the road. She was currently glamored in her human form, so while she seemed a little nervous, no one from her past ought to have recognized her. The truck pulled closer, its headlights illuminating the stone contours of the tunnel.

“It’s one of theirs,” Eira explained. “Maybe if we’re quiet, nothing will happen…”

Something happened. The truck rumbled to a stop, pulling up on the side of the road. There was a small lane for emergencies next to the wall of the tunnel, and the driver of the truck had just decided to use it.

“Get ready,” Eira whispered. “This could be bad.”

Caleb gripped his staff tight as the driver’s side door opened and the driver stepped out. He was a hulking figure, a massive brute with a bull’s head, cloven hooves, and a ring through his nose. His chest was a solid slab of muscle, with the buttons undone to show off an expanse of hairy, bovine skin. He wore a trucker’s hat and overalls, which only added to the strangeness of his appearance.

He approached, sniffing the air, then grinned when he saw the three of them. “Well now,” the minotaur grunted, beaming at Eira and Yui. “What have we here?”

Eira stepped forward. “Just a trio of travelers in need of a ride,” she said, striking as innocent a picture as she could. “Can you take us into the city?”

“Ugh,” the minotaur said, glancing at his wristwatch. “I’m running behind. A detour will cost you.”

“How much?” Eira asked.

The beast eyed her up and down. “Depends. What are you offering?”

Caleb stepped forward, his eyes blazing. “She’s with me.”

“Oh, all right then,” the minotaur said with a shrug. “No need to get yourself all twisted up. Usually payment is made in flesh, but I’ll take cold hard cash. Give me twenty Dark Dollars and I’ll let you crash in the back. Mind you’ll have to keep out of the way of all the shit I keep back there, but it ought to be comfortable enough.”

It was almost too much to ask for. There was just one problem.

Caleb was flat fucking broke.

“I can pay you once I get into Hades,” he explained, looking the bull man in the eyes. “I don’t have any money on me right now, but I will soon.”

Rolfe gave him a look that was both withering and sympathetic.

“Uh huh,” he said flatly. “And how are you gonna get that, human? Withdraw it from the bank?” He waved a hoof in Caleb’s face before he could even think of an answer.

“Pointed God!” Eira cried, her voice filled with scorn. “Can’t you see that you’re about to piss off a Crafter!?”

Rolfe did a double take. His beady, bovine eyes focused on Caleb’s vorlesen for a second time. This time they didn’t leave. Slowly, the creature’s jaw dropped.

“A fucking Crafter,” the beast man grunted.

Caleb decided to take a chance. Eira had been sent to his world by Omega to steal his vorlesen, which meant that the higher ups in the organization both knew who he was and knew of his connection to Eira Greenwreath. But he’d have bet a sizable sum of money—more than the minotaur trucker asked for, in fact—that they didn’t tell runners like this guy anything.

“My name is Caleb Holdstock,” Caleb said, lifting the staff. “Gene Holdstock was my grandfather. Senator Holdstock.”

The gambit worked. The words brought no flash of recognition in Eira’s direction, or even a second look at the elven woman. Instead, the minotaur looked shocked—and horrified.

“Fuck me!” Rolfe said, peering in closer to look at Caleb. “You really are him, aren’t you? You’re the spitting image of Uncle Gene back when he was a young guy!”

Uncle Gene? Did the people in the Wyrdworld have pet names for his grandfather, too, like the residents of Wolfe’s Hollow?

“That’s right,” Eira agreed. Like Caleb, she too understood the risk they’d just taken—and saw that it had paid off in spades. “Now do you understand who you’re talking to?”

Rolfe’s hat came off so quickly that Caleb thought the minotaur was going to throw it at him. But he was just pressing it to his chest. His head lay slightly bowed in a gesture of contrition, though it wasn’t really an apology. Probably the most the minotaur could muster.

“I had no idea.” He made as if to spit on the ground again, then thought better of it and controlled himself. “There’s not enough space in the front for all three of you, Crafter, but you could ride in the passenger seat with me while your women lay in the back.”

Caleb shook his head. “We’ll all ride in the back, thanks. And I will pay you back. Once I arrive at my destination and clear up a few things, I’ll make getting you your Dark Dollars a top priority.”

Rolfe looked sorry to have even suggested it. “It’s really not a problem. Besides, we’re not supposed to take tips on the job. Please, climb in.”

They did. The back of the truck was filled with metallic barrels. From the faint smell coming off of a few of them, Caleb figured they were full of some kind of Wyrdworld beer. They moved around and rattled a bit, but there was still plenty of room to maneuver. The back of the truck had no ceiling, so Caleb took up a spot near the cab. Eira sat across from him, grinning like she couldn’t believe all this had worked, while Yui curled up against his shoulder.

The minotaur looked like he was going to apologize again, then shut his mouth and gunned the engine. In no time at all, they were racing down the highway, headed toward Hades.

Yui held onto Caleb tightly, squealing with every bump in the road. Eira just grinned and giggled, winking shamelessly at him as if his performance with the minotaur had turned her on in a major way.

“Caleb, I can’t believe you managed to convince a minotaur to give us a ride!” Yui whispered in Caleb’s ear.

The wind blew pretty hard in the tunnel, which meant they had to raise their voices. The minotaur had shut the door of the cab.

Yui kissed Caleb’s neck and cheek as the truck turned a long curve leading down into the darkness. She guided his hand beneath her leggings. What he found there was warm and wet and so ready for his fingers that he gasped.

Yui moaned into the wind, her eyes fluttering. “I keep thinking about Kerr, and what if she’d insisted that you add her to the group in exchange for letting us through the tunnel? Or if she’d just wanted a quick fuck in exchange for passage.”

“Damn,” Eira said, her eyes widening slightly. “You’re practically feral, girl.”

The bucking of Yui’s hips was testament to that. “Unh haah,” she said, biting down on her hand to keep from crying out too loudly. “I just keep picturing you with other women, lots of them. Women who aren’t even human. Who can do things to you that I can’t—who can make you feel like such a fucking king.”

She grabbed his wrist and pumped her hips. His digits moved deep inside of her, striking that special spot that made her feel incredible. The walls of her womanhood gripped him like a finger trap, her lips holding onto his digits with such incredible friction that it was like she never wanted to let him go.

“Wow, Yui, what’s gotten into you?” Caleb asked.

“The Wyrdworld affects everyone differently,” Eira explained, licking her lips as Yui bucked and thrashed. “For a cute young thing like Yui to be in a whole new world, filled with magic, with her legs working again for the first time… I mean, I’m not surprised she’s horny!”

Yui kissed Caleb’s neck and cheek, panting as the truck turned a long curve leading down into the darkness.

“Fuck, I’m gonna cum,” she whimpered, her whole body drawing as taut as a bowstring. “Caleb, baby please don’t stop…!”

He didn’t stop. He kept on thrusting into her, stabbing his fingers in deep and swirling his thumb around her sensitive nub until she shattered like a plate glass window. She arched her back and howled into the wind, shrieking Caleb’s name as she came. The walls of her sex boiled over, clenching around his digits hard as she rode out the throes of her orgasm.

“Fuck!” Eira panted, watching eagerly. “You sure know how to make a girl jealous…”

As Yui came back down from her peak, she guided Caleb’s fingers from her panties to her eager lips. He could only watch in amazement as she sucked her own juices from her fingers, slurping all over his digits as she tasted herself.

By the time she was done, her eyes were shining with lust. “That’s not all I want to suck,” she panted, her head sinking down into Caleb’s lap.

“We should be there soon,” Eira said as Yui kissed Caleb’s rod through his pants.

Yui undid Caleb’s zipper with her teeth, roaring with whorish delight as she freed him from his boxers and eagerly took him into her mouth.

“You two should have just enough time to have a little fun before we’re in Hades proper,” the elf continued.

Caleb moaned and rocked back in his makeshift seat. Yui was hungry for him, and it was like her orgasm had loosed some inner degree of sluttiness she had always been too reserved to express until now. The way her warm, wet mouth wrapped around him made him moan and thrust against the back of her throat, the truck humming beneath them both.

Her head bobbed up and down like a cork on his manhood, sucking and slurping with even more eagerness than she’d used devouring her own juices on his fingers. It didn’t take long for his balls to start tingling and the familiar rising action of an oncoming climax to course through him. The world blurred as he thrust against her throat, gritting his teeth.

“Yeah, take it all,” Eira said, nibbling her bottom lip as she watched Yui go. “See how big and thick he’s getting in your throat, Yui? He’s about to cum. Get ready to drink it all…!”

Yui didn’t need Eira to tell her that. She swirled her tongue around his shaft, hitting what felt like every sensitive spot on his manhood at once. Caleb let out a whoop of triumph as he hit the peak, his rod erupting like a geyser against the back of Yui’s throat.

She kept right on sucking. She slurped and swallowed his load as he pumped it into his mouth, moaning around his shaft like she was the one getting off, not him.

When he was finally done, Yui cleaned him off and sat back up. “That was for bringing me here,” she said, zipping him up.

Then she leaned over and kissed Eira, his load still dripping from her mouth.

The sight of the two making out with Caleb’s seed dribbling from their lips nearly made him go in for a second round.

Soon, the truck left the tunnel and the light streamed in. Caleb got his first good look at the city of South Hades, Eira’s hometown.

It was love at first sight.

The streets were bustling. Monsters and creatures of all kinds mingled together, doing their business and trading amongst themselves. Some looked like ordinary men and women, except for the horns or the wings. Others had clearly been created from the depths of some nightmare, though they looked as friendly and ordinary as they could be otherwise.

The gender gap in the Wyrdworld must have been huge—for every male fantasy creature or demon Caleb spied, he saw nearly a dozen of the female variety.

Eira grinned. “Welcome to Hades. The real sin city. You gonna enjoy your stay?”

The truck descended the slope, merging onto the main highway leading to the city. A massive stone ceiling stretched over their heads, so large and wide that Caleb soon forgot about it entirely, his mind content to mix it up with the sky.

The buildings were tall and gothic. It reminded Caleb of something out of a fantasy movie, though the modern touches on everything were a bit off-putting. Hades was vaguely circular, with a massive river of lava cutting the city into two distinct halves. As he looked, he noticed a crackling forcefield over the top of the river.

“Wizard edict,” Eira explained when she saw him looking. “Keeps the errant demons and malkini from falling in.”

It was a strange mix of old-fashioned and new. There were cars on the road, though not as many as Caleb would have expected, and the architecture was a curious mix of modern and ancient. The central region of Hades—what he already thought of as the business district—had skyscrapers mixed with medieval-style castles, and even a few structures that looked like they’d been lifted directly out of Victorian England. The whole place was a weird mish-mash of styles and eras, and it gave him a bit of whiplash.

“How does any of this work?” he wondered aloud.

“What do you mean?” Eira asked, frowning.

“Like... how does the Wyrdworld even function? Do you guys have electricity and stuff? How does it get to the Wyrdworld in the first place? Does the Wyrdworld have the internet?”

Eira chuckled. “We have our own version of the internet, but it’s not exactly like Earth’s. For the most part, we’re self-contained, but we do get visitors from time to time. And we’ve got a pretty good trade system going, too. There are a lot of different species in the Wyrdworld, and they all have their own culture and way of doing things.”

Caleb couldn’t wait to learn more about it all.

The truck drove through the city streets, honking to get a pedestrian to move. All sorts of creatures roamed the avenues, and Caleb found himself staring in wonder at them. They were all shapes and sizes, and some of them looked distinctly more human than others.

He saw some figures he recognized at the next corner. A group of small, furry creatures with long tails and pointy ears waited for the light to change, some of whom were carrying shopping bags.

“Malkini!” Caleb said, pointing over the side of the truck. “Look!”

“Oh, don’t do that,” Eira said, her brows furrowing together. “The average Wyrdworld dweller doesn’t have a very high opinion of catgirls. They’re too dumb to participate in civic life.”

Caleb couldn’t see why. All the malkini he saw wore revealing outfits, with short skirts, low-cut tops, and high heels. More than a few of them carried shopping bags and cell phones.

“They seem to have a pretty good grasp on capitalism,” Caleb joked. “What do they do, shop all day?”

“Oh, those are probably for their owners,” Eira said with a yawn. “Most malkini don’t run around the Wyrdworld on their own. They attach themselves to people with their aura of adorability and snag themselves a handler.”

“I like their style,” Yui said. “I wouldn’t mind walking around dressed up like one of those catgirls.”

“I’m noticing there are a lot more women on the streets than men,” Caleb said.

Eira’s eyes glowed. “Oh, that’s because of the malkini as well!. It’s part of why they’re considered such a plague on the Wyrdworld, especially Hades. Soooo many guys holed up in their apartments with a dozen catgirls, just living the life… We’ll have to keep you on a short leash,” she said, watching the streets. “Ah, it feels good to be home!”

The glass window separating the back of the truck from the cab slid open. “Hey,” the minotaur said, keeping one eye on the trio in his truck and the other on the road. “Sorry about earlier, Crafter. No hard feelings?”

“Water under the bridge,” he assured the bull man.

“Cool,” Rolfe said with a grunt. “So where am I dropping you three off, then?”

Caleb thought it over. Where would be the best place in town for the minotaur to let them off his truck?

There were so many options. So many fun places Caleb wanted to explore. The possibilities seemed endless.

But the more he thought about it, the more he realized there was really only one option. He remembered Kerr’s warning at the base of the World Tree—as soon as it became public knowledge that Eira Greenwreath was back in town, they were going to have some serious problems with bounty hunters and fortune seekers on their tail. So it was best to deal with that issue quickly.

“You can drop us off right at your headquarters,” Caleb said. “I have some business to take care of with your employer.”

Rolfe grunted. “Yeah, that doesn’t surprise me,” he said, returning his attention to the road. “There’s just one thing I don’t get, Crafter.”

When the minotaur didn’t appear to be answering, Caleb prompted him. “What’s that?”

Rolfe shrugged. “What someone like you was doing walking by the roadside to begin with. Were you just trying to trap some asshole like me?”

Caleb shook his head. “It’s a long story. Let’s just say I’m new in town. And I’m looking to establish myself.”

Step one of that would be to introduce himself to Eira’s creditors. Hopefully they’d see what Caleb could offer them, and they’d be willing to extend some generous terms to get his girlfriend out of trouble.


Chapter 5

Caleb stared up at the imposing headquarters of the Omega Sovereign.

The building had been impressive enough from a distance, viewed as part of Hades’ skyline. Up close, it was even more impressive than Mount Rushmore had been when Caleb was a kid. Like most of the buildings in this section of Hades, the structure was a mixture of modern brutalist stylings and Gothic flair. He could imagine Batman swinging between the gargoyles when he looked up at it, a superhero on his way out for a night of beating up muggers and fighting crime.

Caleb thought the most impressive feature of the building was the way the Greek letter logo near the top of the structure appeared to be floating in mid-air. He spent no small amount of time staring at it, trying to figure out how they performed the illusion, before the obvious answer slapped him in the face.

It wasn’t an illusion. Magic held the logo in place.

Eira waved at Rolfe’s truck as he drove around the corner, leaving them behind. His destination, as he’d let them know, were some warehouses a few blocks away where Omega warehoused certain items they liked to stockpile in their inventory. From the cagey way the minotaur explained it, Caleb guessed that it was probably about commodities manipulation. He expected the stock of whatever beer company had been in the back of that truck to go up very, very soon.

“He didn’t turn out to be such a bad guy after all,” Eira said. “We’ll be lucky if we get off half as easy with Lady L.” She swallowed hard.

As Caleb stared up at that impressive, Gothic edifice, his mind turned to thoughts of the future. If he played his cards right here, dealing with Omega would only be the beginning of his life as a Crafter in the Wyrdworld. Now more than ever, he realized the true scope of his grandfather’s inheritance—and he understood how the old man could have been so rich and powerful in the ‘real world’ while devoting so little time to it in his twilight years. It simply couldn’t compare to all this.

Caleb looked down at the two women who’d walked with him on every step of this journey. Eira and Yui were just as impressed by Omega’s headquarters as he was, even though the elf had stepped through its doors plenty of times in the past.

“Come on, Eira,” he said, gesturing at the door. “We’ve got an appointment to cross off our list.”

The Omega Sovereign had one of those massive revolving doors, like a bank or a fancy hotel. Caleb stepped inside and pushed, only to discover that Yui had followed him inside without paying the slightest bit of attention. They were forced to press up against each other as the revolving door turned, which brought no small amount of giggles out of her.

“Sorry!” Yui said as they both stepped into the lobby. “I just wasn’t thinking! This place is so crazy…!”

“That’s not a problem at all,” Caleb assured her. “It was nice being close to you. Earlier, too.”

Yui blushed at the memory. “Yeah,” she said, suddenly unable to meet his eye. “I swear I’m not normally like that. It’s just… I don’t know! This place is doing something to me!”

“Don’t worry about it,” Caleb said, giving her a little kiss. “It’s doing the same thing to me, too.”

Just then, Eira emerged from the revolving door. She gave the pair a smirk when she realized that Yui had just followed Caleb in through the same section of the entrance, then lifted her gaze and looked around the lobby.

“Boy, I didn’t expect to be back here so soon,” the elf said, whistling through her teeth. “I was hoping to bring a few fat stacks of cash back with me when I finally walked through these doors, too.”

Caleb understood. This certainly looked like the sort of place you’d need a sizable amount of money to feel at home in. The lobby didn’t hint at opulence so much as screamed it; from the marble floors to the statuary lining the walls, the headquarters of Omega looked far too rich for his paygrade. Were those real diamonds in the crystal chandelier suspended from the ceiling?

Yui whistled through her teeth as she took the place in. “It’s impressive,” she admitted. “But remember, Eira, it’s just a building. It’s supposed to intimidate you.”

The elf snickered. “Yeah. It’s working.”

“Someone spent a lot of money here to give the impression that they’re rich and untouchable.” Caleb’s gaze traveled to his staff, lingering for a moment on the silver dog’s head affixed to the top. Only a madman could suspect that head of being capable of thought, but he had noticed several times in his recent past where it seemed that the staff head was warning him about something. Giving him a head’s up, just before danger comes knocking.

If you’re going to warn me away from this place, Caleb thought, nodding almost imperceptibly at the dog, now would be the time.

The dog remained passive. The rubies in its eyes did not even gleam.

A large, U-shaped reception desk dominated the center of the building’s lobby. Sitting in its center reading a magazine was a woman with pale green skin. Her long nails turned the pages as Caleb and his party approached, while her gaze remained on her magazine for a beat longer than necessary.

It was only when Caleb got within arm’s reach of the woman that he realized she had snakes for hair.

The snakes moved slowly but were anything but idle—as he stared at them, he saw them gently coiling and hissing. One of them lay across the secretary’s collarbone, its soft pink tongue sticking out at one of the pages as the woman turned it. As he watched, the secretary gave that snake a withering look, then turned the page back the way it was so it could read a little more.

The woman finally looked up. “Good morning,” she said, cracking her neck. “Do you have an appointment?”

Caleb was still trying to get over the whole ‘snake hair’ thing. He steeled his resolve, telling himself that he’d been through a whole hell of a lot worse than chatting up a secretary who had reptiles on her head instead of long, lustrous hair. But snakes, man. Snakes set his teeth on edge.

The secretary noticed Caleb’s hesitation and frowned. “Something wrong?”

“My friend is new here,” Eira explained. “One second.”

The elf turned and elbowed Caleb in the ribs.

“Be cool, man,” she hissed. Her stage whisper was quiet, but still loud enough for the secretary to hear. The woman rolled her eyes.

Caleb could have been imagining it, but he swore some of the snakes rolled their eyes, too.

Yui didn’t seem nearly as bothered as Caleb. She deliberately averted her eyes from the mass of serpents atop the secretary’s head, and the look on her face made him think she was trying to dissociate from the situation as best as she could. Under the circumstances, he didn’t blame her.

“We don’t have an appointment,” he said, shaking his head. With an effort, he managed to push down his fear. Screw it, he told himself. So she’s got snakes for hair. That’s not the worst thing in the world.

He could get with the program. A native Wyrdworlder wouldn’t be bothered, and so neither would he.

The secretary glanced at him over the rim of her glasses. One of the snakes did the same. Caleb had no idea how it was possible, but somehow, the look on the snake’s face was far more judgmental than the secretary’s.

“No appointment?” she asked. “In that case, I’ll have to ask you to come back when you do have one…”

Caleb cleared his throat. “Your boss is going to want to speak to me,” he said, lifting up his vorlesen for her to see. “I’m here to see Lady Lachrymosa.”

Caleb was not prepared for what happened next. The secretary turned, leaning in close to peer at his staff. As she did, her snakes all did the same thing. Several of them hissed in recognition at the dog’s head atop his vorlesen, which prompted the secretary to take an even closer look.

Finally it hit her. Her jaw dropped. “You’re…”

“Caleb Holdstock.” He was starting to get a little tired of playing the fame card so often, but it truly did seem to be the easiest way to get what he wanted. “My grandfather was Gene Holdstock. I believe he had regular business meetings with Omega?”

It was a guess, but from the look on the secretary’s face, he’d definitely hit a bulls-eye.

“That’s right,” she admitted.

“I’d like to continue those meetings,” Caleb said.

He might have expected someone like the secretary to fall all over herself to make him feel welcome, especially after giving him the cold shoulder immediately after meeting him. But the snake-haired woman wasn’t swayed that easily, to his surprise. Instead of the warm smile he expected, her eyes narrowed.

“I’ll page my superiors,” she said, making no mention of Lady Lachrymosa by name. “I expect they’ll allow you to go up, Mr. Holdstock. Your, ah, entourage will have to stay down here with me, however.”

“Your ‘superior’ probably wants to speak to my entourage even more than she wants to speak to me.” He turned to Eira and gave her a knowing look. “You really don’t recognize her?”

The secretary peered at Eira over her glasses. Several of the snakes did the same thing. In that moment, Eira dropped her glamor. Just as before, a handful of the serpents appeared to have the realization of Eira’s identity before the secretary herself did. Caleb wondered if they were somehow linked to her brain, or were actually completely separate entities from her head.

“Eira Greenwreath,” the secretary said, pronouncing it like it was the name of a particularly embarrassing skin condition. “You’ve got a lot of balls walking through these doors, girl!”

Eira grinned. Now’s the part where she gives her a piece of her mind, Caleb thought, but to his surprise, the elf played it cool. Perhaps her former experience had provided her with a newfound sense of humility.

“It’s not as if I had much choice,” Eira said, a sly smile playing about her lips. “The last time I spoke with the woman upstairs, she made things very clear. Bring the Holdstock kid’s vorlesen with me back to the Wyrdworld. Back to Omega. And she made it quite clear that there’d be serious consequences if I failed to show up.”

The secretary stared at Eira flatly. “She told you to steal the staff,” she said, aghast. “Not the person!”

“Well…” Eira leaned in close, completely unfazed by the snakes. “Just between you and me, I kinda stole more than his vorlesen. I stole the human’s heart, and now he’s totally besotted with me. So just consider this whole thing a bonus, okay? I know Lady L will, once she hears the story I’ve got to tell. Believe me, it’s all very good news!”

The secretary pursed her lips, clearly unimpressed. “Give me a moment,” she said, waving all of them away from the desk with a gesture of curt dismissal. “I need to make a quick call.”

With that, the secretary picked up the phone. Caleb made to say something else, but she shushed him, gesturing at a spot a short distance away from the desk. With a shrug, he and his two companions walked over there as the secretary punched a button on the phone and waited.

“You think she’s going to let us go upstairs?” Yui asked, leaning in close to Eira. “She still looks pretty pissed off.”

“We’re in,” Eira said, still grinning. “Just give it a minute.”

The secretary straightened up in her chair as the line connected. She spoke to the person on the other end in a language Caleb couldn’t understand. It was something guttural, like the sound of rocks grinding against each other, and he was more than a little surprised her throat was capable of making noises like that. No wonder she wanted us to step aside, he thought.

After a short conversation, she hung up the phone.

“The Mistress is expecting you,” the secretary said with a note of resignation in her voice.

The Mistress, eh? The woman wasn’t admitting it was Lady Lachrymosa she was talking to—not yet, anyway—but she was definitely making it a little clearer. Some of the mask had slipped.

“Great,” Eira said, gesturing for Caleb and Yui to follow her. “I know the way. You don’t need to get up—”

“I didn’t mean all three of you.” A nasty smile spread across the secretary’s face. “She definitely wants to hear from you, Greenwreath—and she’s interested in talking with the Crafter. But the other one’s not authorized.”

Yui’s eyebrows rose to her hairline. “But…”

Caleb didn’t even have a chance to protest. In the blink of an eye, Eira was in the secretary’s face. The elf leaned over and slapped the surface of the desk, making the snake-haired woman flinch.

“What do you mean, the other one’s not authorized?” she growled.

Caleb felt a chill go down his spine. This was a side of Eira he’d never seen before. The elf could be one hell of a momma bear when her human friend was discriminated against.

“I don’t… make the rules…” the secretary stammered. “Greenwreath, don’t…”

“You think I have anything to lose right now?” Eira hissed. Only now did Caleb realize the true reason the secretary had gone so still. One of Eira’s long-handled knives was in her hand, black and gleaming. “These two humans mean the world to me. You understand? And you’re telling us we need to leave Yui down here—with you?”

“I never said that,” the secretary managed. Her eyes traveled to Caleb, every hint of dismissive behavior she’d shown previously now banished. “Please, get her off me!”

“Eira, settle down,” Caleb said. The last thing they needed was blood on their hands.

The elf grimaced, then reluctantly obeyed. Her knife left the hollow of the snake-haired woman’s throat, slipped back into her belt with a whisper-quick motion. She took a step backward, looking down at the woman with scorn. Even her snakes had gone flat, terrified.

“You’re lucky my man has a compassionate heart,” Eira said, shaking her head. “Lady L will hear about this, you understand me? Mark my words.”

Then she spat, and let the secretary drop back into her chair. She stared daggers at Eira, and the snakes surrounding her head did the same.

“Let’s go,” Eira said, gesturing for Caleb to follow her. Then she glanced over at Yui and nodded. “You too.”

Yui’s eyes went wide. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Her gaze strayed to the secretary in her chair, who still looked shell-shocked by the whole thing. “I mean, you heard what she just told us—”

“She’ll deal with it,” Eira said. Who she was, the elf didn’t have to say out loud. “I’m not worried.”

To tell the truth, Caleb wasn’t, either. He figured that once Lady Lachrymosa got the opportunity to hear what he had to say, she wouldn’t care very much one way or another about an ordinary human college student. The whole thing smacked of a power play—of asserting dominance by making part of Caleb’s party wait in the lobby instead of coming up right away.

Forget that, he thought. Would Gene Holdstock have complied with such a request?

Together, the three of them moved through a set of doors in the rear of the reception area. Eira seemed to know where to go, so Caleb and Yui followed.

“I really don’t want to get you two in trouble,” Yui said, looking worried. “Maybe I should just wait in the lobby?”

Eira laughed. “Yui, I’m in enough trouble as it is. ‘m not just going to leave you out there. Pointed God only knows what Lady L had planned to scare the piss out of you while Caleb and I were gone.”

Huh? She’d planned something? Suddenly things made a lot more sense.

“That’s why you threatened the secretary,” Caleb said. “She was in on the whole thing?”

“Of course,” Eira yawned. Now that the adrenaline of the conflict was leaving her, she seemed loose and tired. “It’s one of her favorite things to do to newbies. It wouldn’t have been a pleasant experience, Yui.”

What was a pleasant experience was the elevator ride up. It was spacious, an old-school private box with the atmosphere of a carriage. The whole interior was paneled in hardwood, and a plush seat with soft red cushions ran along the rear wall. Eira sat down, inviting Yui and Caleb to do the same.

“We’ve got one!” a little feminine voice cried. “Okay, brah, let’s haul!”

Suddenly the elevator lurched upward. It was jerky at first, then it smoothed out and began to ascend normally. Caleb looked around for the source of the voice, startled, but he couldn’t find it.

Then he peered through the glass panel in the elevator’s door and saw.

On each floor of the Omega building were malkini in tight black uniforms. They wore fingerless gloves, like they were all preparing to appear as backup dancers in some 1980’s music video, and were tugging the cables connected to the elevator. They sang to each other, pulling with the rhythm of the beat as the car rose to the proper floor.

Caleb’s mouth dropped.

Eira snickered at seeing his reaction. “I forget that you two don’t know how things work in the Wyrdworld. Pretty much everything that isn’t powered by magic is run by malkini. They’re the most cost-efficient method of running operations like these.”

“Cost-efficient?” Yui looked like she was trying to work it through. “Doesn’t that make people uncomfortable? I mean, it’s kind of like slave labor, right?”

Eira just shrugged. “It makes some people uncomfortable, sure. There’s even a group in the Celestial Senate who are lobbying for the ‘full rights, citizenship, and freedom’ of all malkini. But they’re a minority faction. The malkini make sure everything works smoothly and don’t ask for much in return. Other than men, of course.”

“Hence the gender imbalance in Hades,” Caleb muttered.

“Exactly!” Eira looked pleased he’d learned. “You could have a harem of malkini pretty easily if you wanted—they love being around humans, especially when they can ensnare them in their aura of adorability. That said, they’re really needy and they reproduce like bunnies, so most people who haven’t fallen under their spell just take a few under their wing for the purposes of manual labor.”

Caleb thought back to the group of catgirls that had abducted Belleteyn and shivered. They’d certainly placed the bounty hunter under their spell. Eira said the catgirls longed to ensnare men, but they’d obviously made an exception in Belleteyn’s case. What the hell were they doing with her?

He didn’t have much time to think about it. The elevator arrived at the top floor, grinding to a stop as the malkini tugging it up the shaft hooked the cables into some kind of clamping mechanism.

It was show time.

They stepped out of the elevator, with Eira leading the way. Caleb had expected this upper floor of the Omega building to be empty, but to his surprise he saw a number of malkini running around wearing the same tight black uniforms. They carried paperwork and looked busy, giving the whole place the sense of an area where important work was done.

“Here we go,” Eira said, rolling her shoulders with a bit of swagger. “You ready?”

“Ready as I’ll ever be,” Caleb said.

As if someone had been listening to them the whole time, a booming voice roared: “Enter!”


Chapter 6

The voice froze Caleb and his party in their tracks. Even the malkini in the halls stopped what they were doing, looking around with the same stunned expression that Caleb wore. One of the catgirls nearest him almost dropped a stack of paper before smoothly recovering.

“Well?” the voice was quieter this time, which meant it was merely a dull roar rather than the sound of a bomb going off. “I’m waiting, Greenwreath!”

Eira swallowed hard. “Shit. She must already know about what I did downstairs. Come on, she’ll sic these catgirls on us if we don’t show up in the next thirty seconds.”

Caleb didn’t even want to know how Eira was so certain of that.

They made their way down the hall, ignoring the stares of the catgirls along the way. It seemed like all work for the day had been temporarily suspended; every malkini had forgotten whatever it was they were supposed to be doing in order to gawk at the trio. Caleb felt awkward to be the target of so many stares, but the sheer dread he felt at that booming voice from the end of the hall more than outweighed the first feeling.

The voice continued to call out periodically as they made their way down the hall. At times it sounded angry; then just as its irritation rolled over into fury, it would suddenly sound amused. As if this all were some game the speaker was playing, trying to get Caleb, Eira, and Yui riled up.

“You go first,” Eira said as they reached the door. “Maybe having you lead the charge will calm her down, once she knows what you’re capable of.”

Clutching his grandfather’s vorlesen tightly, Caleb stepped into the room.

He found himself inside of a stately, modern office. Bookshelves covered two of the walls, with a big glass window overlooking Hades from floor to ceiling on the opposite side. A massive mahogany desk dominated the center of the room, and sitting behind it was a woman every bit as dominating and powerful. The famed Lady Lachrymosa, the leader of the Omega Sovereign.

Holy shit, Caleb thought, looking up into her face. And up.

Even sitting down, Lady Lachrymosa was incredibly tall. Caleb had an above average height, and he doubted his head would have come up much higher than Lady L’s bust. Her skin was as pale as milk, her lips as red as blood, and her hair as dark as a moonless midnight. The latter lay piled atop her head in two cones like cat’s ears, or twin beehives, with two long braids hanging down from her shoulders like a frame for her prodigious cleavage.

Looking up at her, Caleb felt a confusing mixture of emotions. She intimidated him, yes—but she was also undeniably sexy. Part of him wanted to know what the rest of her looked like beneath that tight outfit, even if it looked like she could break him in half just for asking.

Lady Lachrymosa cocked one thick, flawless eyebrow at the sight of the human standing before her desk. “You are not Eira Greenwreath,” she said, a strange accent caressing each syllable of her words. When she spoke, Caleb caught a glimpse of fangs. A vampire? “I did not summon you, little human. Who the hell are you to be in my office?”

Caleb did the only thing he could think of on such short notice: he bowed.

The large woman appeared amused by this. “Well, you’re polite, at least,” she said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “That’s more than I can say for most people around here!”

She leaned over and spit. No saliva left her lips; it was more of a warding gesture, the sort of thing old Eastern European grandmothers did when they felt someone was directing the ‘evil eye’ in their direction. Seeing it from Lady Lachrymosa, Caleb couldn’t help but wonder if such behavior had been indirectly inspired by the Wyrdworld, the same as so many human fairy tales.

“My name is Caleb Holdstock.” He was starting to get a little tired of repeating that to people, but it seemed to be the magic phrase that opened up doors wherever he went. “My grandfather was Gene Holdstock. You probably knew him.”

Caleb got the sense that it took a lot to stun Lady Lachrymosa. The vampire sitting behind the desk did not look stunned, per se, but he could tell it had been a while since she’d been that surprised by a visitor.

“You’re him,” she whispered in a deep bass rumble. “Come over here so I can have a look at you, human.”

Caleb stepped forward. As he did, Lady Lacrymosa rose from her desk. Holy cow, he thought, watching as the top of her fashionable hairdo nearly raked the top of the office. No wonder this place has such high ceilings…

Lady Lachrymosa’s penetrating gaze raked Caleb’s body. “Hmm,” the vampire said, pursing her blood red lips. Her eyes were a piercing violet, glowing faintly with their own illumination. It reminded him of the malkini and their aura of adorability, and suddenly he found himself thinking of all the vampire lore he’d heard about in TV shows and movies. She wouldn’t try to take over his mind, would she?

Finally Lady Lachrymosa seemed to be satisfied. “Yep, you’re him, alright,” she said, chuckling with glee as she settled back into her seat. “The genuine article. And with an upgraded vorlesen besides! Please, please sit, tiny human!”

Caleb wanted to protest that he wasn’t tiny. Lady Lachrymosa was just massive. But it would have been rude, and probably screwed up the relationship he was trying to build, so he kept his mouth shut and sat. The chair on the other side of her desk was human sized, at least, and plenty comfortable.

Lady L leaned forward on her elbows, licking her lips like a predator as she looked Caleb up and down. “From what my secretary told me, it was Eira Greenwreath who’d be stepping into my office today,” she said, rolling her syllables. “I sent that pointy-eared tart to rob you, but you must have gotten the better of her! Ha!” Her eyes shone. “Did you kill her fast, or slow?”

“Huh?” Caleb was taken aback. “I’m not that kind of guy. I don’t kill people if I can help it.”

Lady Lachrymosa looked vaguely disappointed. “More’s the pity. Hopefully you had fun with her, at least. You must have gotten the truth of the Wyrdworld out of her, if you managed to make your way all the way to Hades…”

The door creaked open. From the look on Lady Lachrymosa’s face, Eira had just entered the office.

“You!” The vampire’s face filled with fury. One massive finger pointed over Caleb’s shoulder, a black-tipped nail pointing in the elf’s direction. “You owe me a great deal of money, you thieving bint! How dare you show your face here until you’ve made good on your promises!”

Eira weathered Lady Lachrymosa’s fury with an awkward smile. “Nice to see you too, L. I know I haven’t brought you the money, but I’ve brought you something almost as good!”

Yui entered behind Eira. The human woman looked even more starstruck than Caleb had by the size of the impressive, sexy vampire.

“What?” Lady L demanded, shooting daggers with her eyes. “A human? Don’t make me laugh, Greenwreath! If I wanted to drain a human, I could have one delivered in ten minutes to my office, wrapped up in a fucking bow! I could get a dozen humans on credit just by snapping my littlest finger…”

Yui shrank down as small as she was able. Clearly she wished she’d never entered the room.

“Um, I’m not talking about her,” Eira managed to blurt. “I’m talking about him.”

Lady Lachrymosa’s mouth snapped shut. Her eyes traveled from Eira to Caleb, then back again. She worked the elf’s words over, practically chewing them with her fangs.

“You mean to tell me you brought me this Crafter,” she said flatly. “That I have you to thank for making the acquaintance of the grandson and heir of Gene Holdstock.”

“And you’ve met him before anyone else,” Eira said, sliding across the room and taking the seat next to Caleb’s. She practically leapt into it, showing off her limber moves. “We’re literally fresh off the boat, Lachyrmosa. Nobody in Hades knows we’re here yet. Just you!”

“Yes yes, I see that,” Lady L grunted. “That… I suppose that is well done, Greenwreath. And you’ve brought me a gift, I see. The human will suffice for a quick snack while I speak with you—”

“No!” Caleb thundered.

The look on Lady Lachrymosa’s face was a thing to behold. No goddess rendered in stone had ever looked so fierce, or in command of such depths of hidden power.

“No?” the vampire asked mildly. Never had a single word been filled with such a threat.

“She’s my… she’s a member of my harem,” Caleb said. His words came out sure and even as he picked up steam, for he wouldn’t let Lady Lachrymosa think him weak. “I won her fair and square, just like I did to your operative Eira Greenwreath. I don’t share with other people, and I damn sure wouldn’t let one of my girls get bit and drained by some bloodsucker.”

Eira gasped next to him. So did Yui.

Caleb stared at the vampire, trying to get a read on her. Her face remained stubbornly impassive, as if she literally hadn’t heard his explanation. Yet the slight tensing of her hands on the top of the desk told him she was in command of tremendous power. He had little doubt that if Lady L wanted it, she could spring across the table and snap his neck like a twig.

Had he overplayed his hand?

After a moment, though, Lady Lachrymosa began to giggle.

The hair rose on the back of Caleb’s neck. At first the vampire’s sounds of mirth were barely audible, then they grew and grew. Laughter bubbled from the back of her throat, a wild and raucous sound like a flock of ravens shaped into human speech.

The vampire slapped her hand onto the table. She hit it so hard that the solid wood rattled, and Caleb realized why she’d had her servants lug such a heavy piece of furniture to the top of the building.

“You…” Lady Lachrymosa wiped her eyes, “have formed a harem… with Eira Greenwreath!?”

Caleb glanced over at Eira. All the color had drained from the elf’s face.

“Yes,” he said simply. What was wrong with that?

Lady Lachrymosa tossed her head back, roaring with laughter. The sound shook the walls, so unfeigned and genuine that it sounded almost human. If it weren’t for the circumstances, Caleb might have been tempted to laugh along with her.

But he sensed the joke was on him.

Gradually, Lady Lachrymosa got a hold of herself. “A harem with Eira Greenwreath,” she said, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. “And some random human barely fit for an afternoon snack! Ah, can Gene Holdstock’s heir be so naive...!?”

“If you’re talking about the debt Eira owes you,” Caleb said, his voice going stern, “then I fully intend to pay that. I know she owes you a sizeable amount of money—”

Suddenly Lady Lachrymosa was gone.

She disappeared in the blink of an eye. One moment she was sitting beside her desk, the picture of an amused woman in control, and the next she was just behind him. Caleb could feel her, even though he couldn’t see her, a presence that filled him with both excitement and fear.

Lady Lachrymosa was a beautiful woman, no doubt about that. But her beauty was totally unlike Eira’s or Yui’s. Where the elf and the college student were soft, feminine, and agreeable, Lady Lachrymosa was hard and cold. She was a predator, with a body made to stalk and kill her prey.

Yet something about that intrigued Caleb, even as he grimaced at the touch of her nails on his neck.

“You wish to pay a debt?” The vampire’s tone was as lewd as pornography and as cold as ice at the same time. “You wish to pay all of the debt, Crafter? To settle the matter once and for all, quickly and easily?”

Caleb got the distinct impression he wasn’t going to like this.

“What are you offering?” he asked mildly.

Lady Lachrymosa said against his throat. He could tell she was smelling his pulse. His throbbed like a scared rabbit, like a deer in flight, and he knew her deep chortle was from the lust she felt for the blood flowing through him.

“Submit,” she said, sounding like a cat who’d finally backed a mouse into a corner. “Submit and surrender yourself to me, manling. Body and blood. Your flesh for my fangs.”

As she spoke, Caleb felt those fangs press ever so gently against the skin of his neck.

“Do this,” Lady Lachrymosa whispered, “and I will consider all debts between us forgiven.”

Caleb could feel Yui and Eira going as stiff as boards next to him. Neither of them knew what to do. The anger that had carried Eira into drawing a knife on the secretary downstairs couldn’t be tapped into here—not with Lady Lachrymosa towering over them both. They’d be slain if they messed with her: quickly, and brutally.

“What is your answer?” The vampire’s voice was almost soothing.

Caleb thought about it.

“And you’ll be part of the harem?” he asked.

Lady Lachrymosa went silent. Then, slowly, the fangs at his throat withdrew.

“You really are Gene Holdstock’s heir,” the vampire said, sounding impressed. “I must say—you have the old dog’s nerve.”

“Thank you,” Caleb managed. The mention of a dog made him look at his grandfather’s vorlesen, where the rubies in the silver dog’s head sparkled gently as if the pup were silently laughing.

“Were you to become my vassal, you would be serving me,” the vampire informed him with an amused air. “I would let you keep your little cadre of female companions, if you truly wished it, however.” Her hand caressed his thigh with more than a little dominance. “But only if you’re a good boy.”

Caleb’s heart beat like a kettle drum in his chest. For a moment, the thought of joining Lady Lachrymosa tempted him—but what sort of man would he be if he fell to the vampire’s power? Certainly not the kind of man who deserved to be a Crafter, one who could travel between worlds.

Lady Lachrymosa sensed his hesitation. A look of disappointment spread across her features as she realized what his likely response was going to be. Rather than take it on the chin, the vampire quickly shot back across the room, standing behind her desk in the blink of an eye. It was as if she’d never lifted a finger in the first place.

“You think about my offer,” she said, returning to her seat. “Perhaps you’ll understand that it’s a much better deal once you realize the extent to which you and your ‘harem’ are in the shit.” By the time she finished this statement, the confident smile was back on Lady Lachrymosa’s face. “Would you like to begin, Crafter?”

Caleb leaned back in his seat. “I already know,” he said, making his own gesture of dismissal. Best to be just as irrationally confident as Lady Lachrymosa, he figured. That seemed to be the sort of posture that won her respect. “Three million Dark Dollars. Eira owes you a small fortune.”

He expected Lady L to crow over it. But the look that spread across the vampire’s face was something else entirely.

“Oh no. Oh my deary dear no. Is that truly what the elf told you?”

Caleb looked over at Eira, but she appeared just as confused by the vampire’s words as he was.

“I don’t understand,” he said.

Lady Lachrymosa’s smile widened. It wasn’t a nice smile—he could only imagine how many billions of prey animals had stared down a similar grin in their last moments of life.

“You think you are laying beneath a pile of shit,” the vampire said with excitement. “When in fact, you have been buried six feet deep beneath the ground, and I and all of my compatriots have been doing a big, messy shit on your grave!”

The mental image made Caleb recoil in disgust. “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” he said, shaking his head. “But I think you’d better speak plainly with me now, Lady Lachrymosa. Otherwise, we’re never going to get to the bottom of this.”

“Couldn’t agree more,” the vampire said. “Charity!”

For a long moment, Caleb, Eira, and Yui were confused. Why was the vampiress suddenly talking about charity? Caleb even dared hope she might be about to forgive a portion of Eira’s debt.

The door rattled gently as a new vampire entered. This woman was shorter than Lady Lachrymosa, and blonde. She wore the same tight, dark uniform that he’d seen on all the malkini running Lady L’s errands, which told him that this vampire also worked for Lachrymosa.

“This is Charity,” Lady Lachrymosa said, making a gesture in the newcomer’s direction. “She’s our accountant.”

“An accountant named Charity,” Yui murmured. “That’s a good sign.”

It was not a good sign.

“I am here, Mistress,” the accountant said. She kept her head bowed, her eyes on the polished surface of the desk. Caleb thought he caught her gaze widening just a bit when she saw where Lady Lachrymosa’s fist had hit the desktop earlier, but she covered her surprise well.

She probably had a lot of experience doing that.

“Very good, Charity,” Lady L drawled. “This is Eira Greenwreath. We sponsored her tuition to a private magical university several years ago, and have been generous enough in recent days to give her the opportunity to begin paying back her considerable debt to us.”

Charity finally lifted her head. As she did, Caleb realized that she was a great deal older than he’d expected. She didn’t have that strange, ageless look that Lady Lachrymosa wore so casually. Caleb wondered what caused that – or rather, what caused that ageless look to vanish in one who was already undead.

“Yes, Mistress,” Charity said with a nod. “I remember Miss Greenwreath.”

“And I remember you,” Eira blurted. “You’re the bitch who told me I owed Omega three million Dark Dollars!”

“Silence, elf,” Lady Lachrymose said. “Charity, the account.”

Charity closed her eyes for a moment, humming softly to herself. When she opened them again, it was clear she’d done some heavy duty mental math. “Rounding up or down, Mistress?”

Lady Lachrymose thought it over. She giggled at Eira, who was fuming. “I suppose we can be merciful for the time being. Round the figure down, Charity.”

Charity nodded. “Eira Greenwreath currently owes the Omega Sovereign twelve million Dark Dollars.”

Twelve million!? Caleb couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

Three million Dark Dollars was already a fortune—a massive one. Despite that, it was an amount of money that he might have pictured himself paying off eventually. Not anytime soon, of course, but with a lot of work, elbow grease, and selling himself as a Crafter to the Wyrdworld at large.

But twelve!?

No. That made no sense at all.

“You’re fucking shitting me!” Eira growled, hopping out of her chair like the seat had suddenly caught on fire. “That’s crap, and you know it! It used to be three, and we both know that tuition at CU was like a fifth of that!”

“That would be the Caltrops Technical Institute for Greater Sorcery,” Charity said blandly. “A subsidiary of the greater Caltrops University—sometimes called CalTech. I can quote you current tuition figures if you would like—”

“She’s not interested in current tuition costs,” Lady Lachrymosa said, her smile widening. “She’s just beginning to realize how utterly fucked she is, isn’t she? Yes, you’re lucky you gave your body to this human, dearie, because your soul already belongs to Lady Lachrymosa!”

“Stop scaring her,” Caleb said.

The vampiress froze. “Excuse me?”

“None of this is productive,” Caleb said, straightening up in his seat. He refused to be intimidated by a vampire whose idea of a threat involved defecating on the graves of her enemies. “I came to you in good faith, to Omega in good faith, to settle this debt. Now could we stop throwing around idle threats and insults and get down to business? Please?”

A little gasp came from Charity. He’d apparently just surprised the hell out of the little accountant.

Lady Lachrymosa looked irritated to have the conversation move away from insults and down to brass tacks, but even she could see the necessity of moving things in a profitable direction. “Very well, very well,” she said, waving a hand. “Hah! Humans.”

“I would like to know how Eira’s debt ballooned so large,” Caleb continued. “I’m to understand that you, Charity, told Eira that her debt totaled three million Dark Dollars?”

“That is true,” Charity said, nodding before Lady Lachrymosa could stop her.

“That’s a four hundred percent increase,” Caleb said, turning his gaze back to Lady Lachrymosa. “Even on my world, that would be all kinds of illegal. The sort of thing people go to jail for—we call it ‘usury.’”

Spots of color rose to Lady Lachrymosa’s face. “It’s all legal here, human Crafter,” she said, doing that odd ‘spit to the side’ gesture again. “Charity!”

Charity flinched. “I am standing right here,” she said mildly.

Lady Lachrymosa either didn’t notice or didn’t care. “Bring forth the documentation!”

With a sigh, Charity whizzed from the room, her form blurring as she shot out of the office. Caleb waited a beat, then the blonde account reappeared behind the desk.

Now she carried a stack of papers almost as tall as she was.

“Very good,” Lady Lachrymosa said. “Everything is, as you can see, in perfect order. Show the human the documentation!”

On cue, Charity dumped the ledgers across the table. A veritable landslide of papers rolled across the desktop, many spilling over the side and landing at Caleb’s feet. As they stilled, he caught sight of a random page near the top of the pack: it said LAST NOTICE TO PAY in curly red font and appeared to be from some organization called Infernal Debt Obligations LLC.

“Everything is all accounted for,” Lady Lachrymosa continued in her high-handed manner. “Every late payment fee, every maintenance charge, every indemnity. Every red cent of Miss Greenwreath’s debt to Omega has been exhaustively cataloged, as you can clearly see.” She shoved some of the papers to the side. “Fifteen million Dark Dollars. By the time we finish this conversation, Mr. Holdstock, it may very well be sixteen.”

“Three weeks, seven hours, forty-one minutes,” Charity rattled off. “That’s when the counter will tick over, Mistress. Assuming we’re still rounding down.”

Lady Lachrymosa made a face. “Well, you can see how serious the situation has become,” she said, recovering smoothly. “This needs to be paid, Crafter. And now. The interest grows by the day. And if you were to think that turning ‘Miss Greenwreath’ into ‘Mrs. Holdstock’ would relieve you of your burdens, I sadly must inform you otherwise. Charity here would have no trouble updating the name information on all of this paperwork.” She slapped Charity on the back. “Isn’t that right?”

“If you wish it, Mistress,” the blonde accountant said, sighing as her gaze returned to the floor.

“Ha! So what will it be, Crafter? Fifteen million Dark Dollars? Or the warm caress of a vampire’s fangs?”

Caleb thought it over. He glanced from the vampires in front of him to the women beside him as he did. Eira looked like she wanted to throw up; she’d never been so nauseated as when she looked at that mountain of paperwork bearing her name. Yui was squirming in her seat, looking as if she wanted to cry.

That red paper with the LAST NOTICE TO PAY stuck out to Caleb like a sore thumb. Something about it was different from the other papers on the stack. He grabbed at it, trying to figure out what it was.

I’ve dealt with debt collectors before, Caleb told himself. There’s always a way…

He’d found a way as a freshman in college. A credit card company used fees and interest to turn the two hundred dollars he’d spent on books for his first semester into a thousand dollar debt—and when he found himself unable to pay, they filed a motion against him. He’d been panicked, and showed up at court expecting to be raked over the coals.

Instead, the credit card company never showed. As it turned out, it wasn’t worth a lawyer’s time to go after a college kid for less than a grand in debt. The judge granted Caleb a summary judgment, and the thousand dollars vanished into the ether, never to be seen again. The relief he’d felt at the time was palpable.

There was something about that, Caleb thought, scrutinizing the sheet. The credit card company wasn’t the one that sued me. It was a debt collecting organization…

An organization like Infernal Debt Obligations LLC.

“Part of this debt has been sold,” he said suddenly.

Both vampires froze.

“Hmm?” Lady Lachrymosa asked, in a tone too studiously neutral to be surprised.

“Most of it, actually,” Caleb said, grabbing another paper from the stack and comparing figures. “From these columns, it looks like everything except the original 750,000 Dark Dollar debt Eira racked up at Magic College has been sold to other organizations?”

Lady Lachrymosa’s mouth worked silently. “I fail to see how that matters,” she said, her expression that of the cat who’s just realized her mouse has a little more fight in him than she realized. “Debt is debt, and your elf girlfriend racked up quite a bit of it—”

“Which you’ve sold,” Caleb said, waving the paper with the warning about late payment. “And in some of these documents, they’ve sold the debt, too. Pennies on the Dark Dollar. If you’ve got pennies here, that is.”

“Only nickels,” Charity said quickly. Lady Lachrymosa stared daggers in the accountant’s direction.

The more papers Caleb looked at, the more certain he was that he’d found the way forward. “You’ve already been paid for the rest of the debt,” he surmised, chuckling as he shook his head. “And from the looks of things, most of these people you sold it to have been paid, too.”

“So?” Lady Lachrymosa sounded pissed now. “We can still drag you to court, human—”

“I’ve dealt with debt collectors before,” Caleb said mildly, looking up into the vampire’s eyes. “Given that our legal system is already hellish enough—especially for the little guy—I’m going to assume that the one you have here in the Wyrdworld is more or less the same as ours. Which means that, if you really want this money, you’d have to file in court. You’d have to sue Eira.”

“True,” Charity said, reacting before her Mistress could. “And all of this documentation would be presented as evidence for both parties.”

Caleb was already forming a pile on his side of the desk. “Damn, how many of these organizations did you sell to?” He started to laugh as he listed them. “Mephistopheles Consulting, Camelot’s Concerned Citizens, Beelzebub’s Bail Bonds and Debt Restructuring… Hell!” He held up one paper from the stack and waved it around. “This one’s apparently just called ‘Fuck You, Pay Me?’”

“One of our most storied bill collection agencies,” Charity said, a wry smile on her face. “Famous for their directness.”

“So if you wanted to force Eira to pay up the fifteen million, you could drag her to court,” Caleb said, clearing his throat. “But you’d have to get representatives from every single one of these organizations—all of them—if you wanted the full debt. And how many of them do you think are going to be on your side, Lady Lachrymosa?”

“Why wouldn’t they be?” the vampire snapped.

Caleb smiled. “Because of me.”

“Caleb!” Eira looked shocked.

“No, it’s alright,” he said, putting a hand over the elf’s. “Here’s what I’m going to say, Lady Lachrymosa. You’ve made your offer, and now it’s time for me to make mine. You willing to listen?”

She stared at him flatly, showing lots of fang. “Speak, manling.”

Caleb stood up and stretched. “My plan,” he said, “in coming to the Wyrdworld was to hang out a shingle. My grandfather was a great Crafter, and I get the feeling I’m going to be a great one, too. I’ve been pretty okay at it so far, after all, and I’ve already got two beautiful assistants to help me out. Maybe more, if things swing that way.”

Lady Lachrymosa was nodding now. She didn’t like what he was saying, but she couldn’t discount it. “And?”

“And I can either do it with you,” Caleb said, pointing at her, “or without you. From what Eira’s told me, this ability of mine is going to make me one of the hottest commodities in the Wyrdworld. People will be lining up, trying to outbid each other for my services. You could be the one profiting from all that, as my patron. Or you could be standing on the outside looking in.”

Lady Lachrymosa looked interested now. “What are you proposing, Caleb?”

It was the first time she’d called him by his name, and he noticed it.

“Two options,” he said. “Option One: You call off the entire debt, except the original 750k. I figure Eira does owe you that, in exchange for her education, even if she didn’t end up using most of it. But the fees, the interest, all the bullshit you and these other companies have made up—you drop it.”

“That’s a lot of wasted profit,” Lady Lachrymosa growled.

“No, it’s a lot of potential profit. Because if you take Option One, Lady, I’ll agree to contract with Omega as a Crafter. You’ll be my sponsor: you’ll handle the whole client process on your end. Just funnel them to me, tell me what they need, and I’ll do it. And of course, you’ll be compensated with a portion of the revenue.”

Lady Lachrymosa’s eyes shone with naked greed. “Really? And what’s Option Two?”

Caleb didn’t hesitate. “I go into business as an independent operator and do it all myself. Either way, I’m going to work like the dickens to be the most prolific Crafter your world’s ever seen. But if you go with Option Two, Lady Lachrymosa, I’m also going to be working on making sure this”—he indicated the massive pile of papers on the desk—”either gets thrown out of court or delayed for so long that you’ll be old and gray by the time you get a single red cent from Eira.”

Both Eira and Yui gasped. Charity did, too.

“Choice is yours,” Caleb finished. “I came in here intending to pay Eira’s debt, and I will. If you’ll work with me, I’ll work with you.”

His speech done, Caleb sat back down and waited for the storm.


Chapter 7

Lady Lachrymosa was speechless. The vampiress worked Caleb’s words over, her brow furrowing and her lips twitching as though considering—and then discarding—several retorts. There was a moment where he seriously worried she might shoot around the table and bite him, but the instant was mercifully brief.

Finally Lady Lachrymosa let out the longest, most defeated sigh Caleb had ever heard. She added a laugh at the tail end of it, as if she couldn’t believe the audacity of this ‘tiny human’.

“Charity?” Lady Lachrymosa asked.

“Yes, Mistress?”

“Write up new documentation. Eira Greenwreath’s debt is to be forgiven, and seven hundred and fifty thousand Dark Dollars will be charged to Mr. Caleb Holdstock in exchange.”

Charity looked poleaxed. She swallowed hard, her eyes going the size of dinner plates. “Mistress?”

“In addition,” Lady Lachrymosa said, barreling on, “we will agree to waive interest on the principle of Mr. Holdstock’s loan, pursuant to the establishment of a contract for his services in a revenue sharing agreement with the Omega Sovereign.” She paused. “And if you ever breathe a word of what happened in this room today, Charity, I will slit your throat and turn your wrinkled skin into a raincoat!”

“Holy shit,” Eira whispered. She looked at Caleb the way the most devout worshiper would look at the resurrection of their Messiah. “You fucking did it!”

“Yes, he did it,” Lady Lachrymosa growled, making a face. “Let’s not all get too celebratory. You will be paying your debt—you’ll just be doing it in a way that makes all of us lots and lots of money. So maybe we should celebrate, eh?”

The tension in the room deflated. All of them were as thick as thieves now—for all her posturing and exaggerated irritation, Caleb sensed that Lady Lachrymosa was secretly happy about this deal. Sure, she’d been out argued in her own office, but she was on the winning side. Debts like the one she held over Eira’s head were a dime a dozen for an organization as big as hers.

But the exclusive rights to contract a Crafter? A Crafter who was the heir of Gene Holdstock, who’d already proven he had the power to refine items? That was the real jackpot, and the vampires knew it.

“I will have a little bidding war in the Wyrdworld,” Lady Lachrymosa said with a chortle. “Once it gets around that the heir of Gene Holdstock has come to Hades—and thanks to my network of informants, that will be the hottest piece of gossip in the Wyrdworld by this time tomorrow—there will be a laundry list of clients bursting down my door to try and be the first to have something Crafted. We’ll probably end up having an auction for your services, Caleb. Won’t that be nice?”

It did sound nice. It also sounded intimidating as hell.

“Charity!” Lady Lachrymosa cried.

Once again, the blonde accountant flinched. “There is no need to yell, Mistress. My ears have been in perfect working order for the last fifteen hundred years.”

“Fetch the human and his girls a drink,” she commanded imperiously. “And then pour one for yourself, as well. You’ve got a lot of new contracts to write up over the next few days.”

Charity nodded, then blurred her way out of the room. This time, when she came back, she held a bottle of champagne in one hand and three flutes in the other. She set them out for Caleb, then disappeared just as quickly.

She was back in the blink of an eye, carrying two black goblets filled with bubbling red fluid. “Boiling blood,” she said, handing one of the goblets to her Mistress. “A great delicacy among our kind.”

“Yes, it’s not really boiling, though,” Lady Lachrymosa said with an acid smile. “More… percolating. Like a Keurig, but for the stuff that makes your body sit up and walk around.”

Charity popped the champagne and poured the glasses, then took a sip from her own goblet. “Delicious, Mistress.”

Lady Lachrymosa slapped her on the back of her head. “A toast first, minion! To profitable business ventures!”

“To profitable business ventures,” Caleb repeated, clinking glasses with the vampiress. The champagne was the best he’d ever tasted.

Lady Lachrymosa downed half of her massive goblet in a single gulp. Blood ran down the corners of her mouth, forming a contrast with her white skin that was both erotic and terrifying.

“Ahh, I wish you’d let me bite you, human,” Lady Lachrymosa said, watching Caleb’s throat. “Reheated blood is no substitute for fresh, especially when one is celebrating. Are you sure I couldn’t just have a little taste…?”

It took a bold man to decide that Lady Lachrymosa was flirting with him. Fortunately, Caleb was that man.

“Only if you don’t mind getting bitten back. And spanked.”

Lady Lachrymosa let out a shocked little noise. “Impudent human! You would spank me?”

Emboldened, Caleb leaned over the desk and gave Lady Lachrymosa’s posterior a good once over. “You’ve got the perfect ass for a good, hearty spanking,” he said, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “Nice and jiggy.”

“And what,” Lady Lachrymosa continued, “would you say if I told you that spank would be the last thing you ever did, human?”

“Then I’d die a happy man,” he said with a shrug. “But I’m not ready to die just yet, Lady Lachrymosa. Got way too much to do, first.”

“Mistress,” Charity said, inclining her head. “Perhaps we should focus this meeting on business—”

“Nonsense,” Lady Lachrymosa said, leaning forward. Her breasts threatened to spill out of her top when she did that, and she made sure that Caleb was looking. “Besides, this is business.”

Was she drunk? It certainly seemed possible that vampires could get a little tipsy on blood, especially the boiling variety. Caleb was definitely feeling a little buzzed from the champagne—otherwise he’d never have been bold enough to flirt with a creature as dangerous as Lady Lachrymosa.

“If I bit you, human, you would become my thrall,” she explained. “Having your blood drunk would be the greatest pleasure of your life, and you would become addicted to it the way your elf girlfriend is addicted to your human cock. You would know dark, erotic passion beyond anything an ordinary, mortal man could bear. And if you pleased me greatly…”

“Then what?” Caleb was just toying with her, of course. The thought of seriously giving in never crossed his mind.

“Then I could make you a vampire yourself,” she said with a sniff. “Immortal unlife, Crafter. An endless night in Hades, in the Wyrdworld, with everything you could possibly want at your fingertips. Think about it, Caleb.”

“Oh, I have thought about it,” he said, putting a hand on Eira’s thigh. “But I’m not into thrallhood, or whatever you’d call it. I’m not that kind of man.”

“Very well, human,” Lady Lachrymosa said. “I will give your offer future consideration. Should I ever find myself in the rare position of needing a… spanking… I shall give you a call.”

“There’s something else you need to do for us,” Yui said into the silence that followed.

Lady Lachrymosa gave a gasp worthy of a stage actress. “She speaks!”

Yui’s lips formed a tight little line. “The bounty hunters,” she said, tugging on Caleb’s arm. “We need to make sure they won’t give us any more trouble.”

“Yui’s right,” Caleb said. “We’ve had some trouble with a few, coming after Eira. It needs to go out through your informants, or whatever, that Eira is paying her debt and shouldn’t be messed with.”

Lady Lachrymosa laughed. “It’s already being done,” she said, waving her hand. “The news will go out over the proper channels. No bounty hunters or fortune seekers will molest you, Greenwreath. You and your humans will be free to wander Hades to your heart’s content. Those who have come for the finder’s fee will back off.”

Caleb felt glad for that. “I appreciate that—”

Lady Lachrymosa lifted a finger. “With one exception.”

Caleb swallowed hard and settled back into his chair. He had a nasty feeling he already knew who that one exception applied to.

“Belleteyn D’Amore,” Lady Lachrymosa said. Her face lit up with interest, as if she’d just remembered about the pigtailed bounty hunter. She leaned forward on her elbows, the dregs at the bottom of her cup of boiled blood forgotten for the moment. “Just what the hell did you people do to her? I’ve never seen her like this before—no one has! It’s like she’s lost her mind…!”

Caleb, Eira, and Yui shared a look.

“We were actually kind of hoping you could tell us about that,” Caleb finally said.

“The last time we saw her, she was being carried away by a rampaging group of malkini,” Yui added.

“And there she stays,” Lady Lachyrmosa said darkly. She motioned for Charity to refill her goblet and the accountant did, whizzing from the room in the blink of an eye and returning with two more cups of boiling blood. If Lady Lachrymosa made note of the fact that her underling had gone ahead and gotten more of the stuff for herself, she made no sign.

“Indeed,” Caleb muttered.

Lady Lachrymosa took a long swig from her goblet, then wiped her lips with the back of her hand. “Almost as good as the real thing,” she said, giving him a lewd look. Then she was back to being businesslike once more. “I can tell you that Belleteyn is no longer motivated by greed, Caleb. And without that, her motives are truly unfathomable to me. Greed is all I understand.”

“We have been hearing strange things about Miss D’Amore,” Charity chimed in. “Things which are best not repeated in mixed company. She has undergone changes at the hands of the malkini—she is no longer the woman she once was.”

“The money no longer interests her,” Lady Lachrymosa said, nodding. “For her, this has become personal. My edict will protect you from all other bounty hunters and fortune seekers, Greenwreath. But whatever went on between you three and Belleteyn D’Amore, you can be certain she won’t relent in trying to track you down.”

Caleb had really hoped the bounty hunter might have turned over a new leaf, what with all the reasons to finally relent and leave her life of zealotry behind. He could only imagine what she was going through at the moment. What might those horny, lewd catgirls be doing to her? Fun things, or things that weren’t so fun at all?

“We can handle Belleteyn,” Eira said with a shrug. “We’ve done it before.”

She sounded certain of herself. But Caleb wasn’t so sure.

The meeting began to wind down after that. After a few more pleasantries and jokes about how much money they were going to make, Lady Lachrymosa indicated that it was just about time for them to go.

“Hold on,” she said as the trio began to rise. “I have something for you, human Crafter. Charity?”

The accountant looked pleased to have not been yelled at for once. “Yes, Mistress?”

Lady Lachrymosa crooked a finger.

The two vampires put their heads together for several moments, speaking too quietly for Caleb and the others to hear. When they were done, Charity nodded—then disappeared from the room in a puff of magically enhanced smoke.

When she came back, she held a small envelope in her hands. “Here, Mistress,” she said, handing it over to Lady Lachrymosa.

The vampiress looked pleased to receive it. “This is for you,” she said, taking it and passing it over to Caleb.

He opened the envelope. Inside lay a small black credit card with the logo of the Omega Sovereign. Upon examination, it looked as if the logo had been burnt into the plastic surface. He wondered how they’d managed to do that without melting the card, then the reality of what he was holding washed over him and he felt like he wanted to give it back.

“I don’t need you to extend me any credit,” Caleb said, holding out the card. “I’ve already seen what can happen when someone slides into debt with you, Lady Lachrymosa, and I’d like to keep our relationship wholly above board.”

The vampiress smiled. “This, Crafter, is a treasure so rare that there are many in Hades who don’t believe it exists. They don’t believe it ever could exist, would exist, or could ever be brought into being. Do you know what it is?”

Caleb was silent.

“A gift,” she crowed, showing her fangs. “A gift from Lady Lachrymosa, with no strings attached.”

Caleb scanned the card with his gaze. It certainly didn’t look like a snare, though who knew what form those could take with a creature as wily as Lady Lachrymosa?

“You are holding a credit chip worth fifteen hundred Dark Dollars,” Charity helpfully explained. “It is a present from my Mistress—a goodwill gesture. You have my word that the funds will never be requested of you, nor will they ever accrue interest or penalties.”

Caleb still had trouble believing it. “This is a gift?” he asked, cocking an eyebrow at Lady Lachrymosa. “You’re really giving this to me and not expecting anything in return?”

Lady Lachrymosa spread her arms. “Consider it a token of friendship between us. Besides, what would the other residents of Hades think if they saw the newest Crafter in town walking around without money?”

“It is also considered a business expense,” Charity chimed in. “So my Mistress will be able to deduct the amount from her taxes—”

“That’s quite enough, Charity,” Lady Lachrymosa said through her teeth. “Anyway, you need not worry, Caleb. Enjoy the funds. Have a night out on the town.”

Maybe he would. But first, they had the necessities to think about.

“We’ll have to find a place in the city to stay,” Caleb said, looking over at Eira. “I don’t know how far we’ll be able to stretch this, but it should ensure we don’t have to crash in a park or anything crazy like that.”

“I have relatives we could have stayed with,” Eira said in a small voice. “But yeah, the money helps. Thanks, Charity.”

The accountant nodded.

Meanwhile, Lady Lachrymosa looked confused. “The park? Relatives?”

“Uh, yeah?” Eira asked. “I don’t have the best relationship with my family, but they wouldn’t leave me out on the street if things came to it…”

Lady Lachrymosa leveled a finger at Caleb, shushing Eira as she did so. “Why would you not simply stay at your grandfather’s, Crafter?”

Caleb laughed. “I would, but I’m not really into trekking all the way back to Earth. It took us a while to get here, and I’d rather not go through all that again. Besides, wouldn’t you rather I stayed close?”

He figured that would be it. But Lady Lachrymosa’s confusion only deepened.

“I do not understand,” she blurted, looking over at her assistant. “Charity, is this some human-ese I need you to translate?”

The accountant looked over at Caleb, her eyes widening as she made the connection. “I believe the Crafter is referring to the home he inherited from Gene Holdstock,” she said, glancing back at her Mistress. “On Earth.”

“Oh, of course I don’t mean that!” Lady Lachrymosa roared, laughing. “I’m talking about your grandfather’s condo in Hades. I assumed you would stay there.”

You could have heard a pin drop in Lady Lachrymosa’s office.

“My grandfather’s what?”


Chapter 8

After leaving Lady Lachrymosa’s office, Eira flagged down a taxi. As the elf waved, a carriage pulled by a half-dozen malkini rolled to the curb, piloted by a young demoness in steampunk goggles and a thick scarf. “Where to?” she asked.

Caleb looked down at the address printed on the slip Charity had given him.

“We’re going here,” he said, handing the demoness the slip of paper. “I don’t know if you know the way…”

The taxicab driver peeled off her goggles and read the slip. As her eyes devoured the address, her jaw dropped open. She whistled through her teeth, giving Caleb, Yui, and Eira an impressed look.

“Heading to the ritzy part of Hades, I see,” the demoness said with a grin. “Of course, you probably would be, just coming from a meeting in there. Hop in!”

They climbed into the back, and the carriage set off, the malkini grunting with glee as they ran. The city rolled along either side of the taxi as Caleb sat, his feet feeling as if they weren’t quite connected to the rest of his body. He kept thinking of that moment in Lady Lachrymosa’s office, and the shock he’d gotten when Charity produced printed copies from the public declaration of his grandfather’s will.

Not his Earth will. His Wyrdworld will.

I didn’t get one house from Grandpa Gene, Caleb thought, still dazed. I got two!

The more he thought about it, the more surprised he was that he hadn’t figured it out before. Of course his grandfather would have a place to stay in the Wyrdworld: by all accounts, he’d spent a great amount of his life here, especially in his old age. It only made sense that a rich, powerful man like him would buy property.

And now that property belonged to Caleb. Had been deeded to him by his grandfather’s will.

It was a part of his inheritance that his lawyer back on Earth would never have been able to tell him about—would never have known about, in point of fact. Grandpa Gene took care of those affairs through Wyrdworld lawyers, keeping his terrestrial and his supernatural affairs completely separate. In a way, it didn’t surprise Caleb: after all, his grandfather had always been a supremely practical man. But even after discovering the secret of the Wyrdworld’s existence, Caleb tended to think of it as a blank slate. Not a land with its own history and culture, where Gene Holdstock was just a small portion of a much larger whole.

That whole surrounded Caleb as the taxi sped through Hades. Lady Lachrymosa’s information network must have already been doing its job, for every person they passed seemed to already know who Caleb and his party were. He could feel the eyes of the crowd on the back of his neck as the taxi wound its way through the broad, gothic streets, and nearly every one who’d caught sight of him looked at him with keen interest.

Even the demoness driving the taxi seemed impressed. “You’re a popular guy,” she said, glancing over her shoulder as she guided the malkini. “Or maybe it’s one of your women who’s the popular one. Is there something you want to tell me, chum?”

Caleb shrugged. “I’m new in town,” he said, letting his lack of response be the only response necessary. “People love strangers.”

The demoness turned back to the road. “Not like this, they don’t,” she mused, shaking her head and chuckling.

The rest of the drive passed in a daze. The business district of Hades gradually gave way to tall residential buildings, their gothic spires jostling for position with glass-fronted walls and stately balconies. Here the streets were quieter, emptier, though the air seemed no less charged with the same supernatural energy.

The building the taxi pulled up to looked the same as the others around it—a massive gnarled finger filled with condominiums and private suites.

“This is the one,” the demoness said, turning around in her seat. “Welcome home?”

Caleb felt a thrill of anticipation run through his body. He handed the demoness the credit chip and watched as a small fraction of the money Lady Lachrymosa gave him disappeared—the fare wasn’t much, but he gave the driver a sizable tip for her speed and discretion.

She beamed as she watched the transaction complete, then handed back Caleb his card. “Thank you!” she said, gesturing for them to step from the taxi. “Hey, if you need any one to ferry you around the city lately, all you need to do is give me a call. Here, have my card!”

It was a black business card with tiny red writing. Caleb took it and slid it into his wallet without a second thought. “Thanks,” he said. “I’ll look you up if I need you.”

The taxi driver left Caleb, Eira, and Yui staring up at the building. Both women appeared amazed by their new home.

“Ritzy,” Eira said, her jaw hanging open. The elf had been in a more or less permanent state of shock since she found out about this aspect of his inheritance, and close proximity to their new crash pad wasn’t relieving that shock in the slightest. “God damn, Caleb. This is one of the most sought-after addresses in the city!”

“Then it’s a good thing that it’s his,” Yui said, sliding an arm around Caleb’s waist. “Come on. Why don’t you show us your place?”

Getting a key for the apartment turned out to be as easy as pie. The building’s superintendent was an elf of the Keebler variety, a hairy man with a knit cap and long suspenders on his burly frame. All it took was to mention the name Holdstock, show a bit of identification, and Caleb had the keys.

“Place is kept in working order,” the elf informed Caleb gruffly. “All utilities running on payment plan set up by Mister Holdstock. Water—hot! Good pressure!”

“I’m sure it will be fine,” Caleb said. “Thanks.”

The trio rode the elevator up to the fourteenth floor and made their way down the hall. None of the doors had any ornamentation besides a basic room number affixed next to each entranceway: the owners here clearly valued their privacy. Caleb’s condo was in the corner.

Stepping inside was like entering the home of some long-dead celebrity: a rich celebrity.

The door to Caleb’s grandfather’s apartment opened to reveal a lavishly appointed penthouse suite. The floors were hardwood, the furniture was luxurious and tended toward black leather, and the view was immaculate. Being a corner suite, two walls of the living room were covered in glass, giving a stunning overview of the Wyrdworld cityscape.

“Holy hell,” Eira said, walking to the window. “Hades has never looked so good!”

Caleb couldn’t help but agree. As he walked around the apartment, the sheer opulence of the place threatened to overwhelm him. The place wasn’t bigger than his grandfather’s mansion back on Earth, but it was bigger than any home he had lived in before gaining his inheritance.

“Woah, look at this kitchen!” Yui called from the next room.

Caleb stepped inside to find her examining a marble countertop, a look of pure amazement on her face.

“This looks like something out of a cooking show,” she said, shaking her head in wonder. “The fridge and the freezer are empty, but the pantry is full of spices and non-perishables. Expensive looking stuff, too.”

That wasn’t even the end of it. His grandfather’s study was every bit as stately as the one he’d established on Earth. Bookcases lined the walls, filled with both terrestrial and supernatural volumes of history and lore. Gene Holdstock’s library would have put a university to shame, and it was this treasure that Caleb found the most enticing of all.

His grandfather clearly had a taste for the finer things in life. He’d spared no expense with his apartment, turning it into a den that reflected all the things he enjoyed and cared about.

In fact, as Caleb moved from room to room, he felt a deep ache spreading through his chest. He couldn’t help but wonder how much he’d missed out on by never really knowing his grandfather over the years. It was clear that Gene Holdstock was a figure of considerable importance in Wyrdworld history, with a legacy that was still keenly felt to this day.

What Caleb did not find, however, was any note for him from his grandfather. Evidently the elder Holdstock considered everything he needed to say to Caleb already said, his missives finished with the final one imploring him to enter the Wyrdworld through the door in his basement. If only he’d found those other letters!

Once Caleb was done with his perusal of his new home, he returned to the living room. Eira and Yui had apparently found his grandfather’s liquor cabinet—they’d opened a bottle of wine and were sitting together on the couch, staring out over Hades and chatting excitedly about the future.

Seeing them together like that replaced the ache in Caleb’s heart with an altogether warmer feeling. Can’t change the past, he told himself, clearing his throat as he entered the room. All you can do is make the future as good as you possibly can.

“Can you believe all this belongs to me?” he said, sitting down heavily on the couch. It gave gently beneath him, the leather so plush that his backside had never been caressed so sweetly before. “Shit, look at all these portraits!”

Like most great men, Gene Holdstock apparently had a bit of a self-esteem problem. The portraits hanging in his living room were a testimony to that: they showed the old man in his prime, at a variety of functions involving the high and mighty of Wyrdworld society. Another showed him as a much younger man, almost Caleb’s age, standing with a group of men and women in the robes of wizards as they performed some sort of occult ritual.

Over the room’s fireplace stood what must have been the elder Holdstock’s final portrait. He looked not much different than the photos Caleb had seen of the man at his funeral, only here his eyes twinkled with mischief in the aged wrinkles of his face.

Looking at that face was like looking at a ghost. Caleb turned away.

One final portrait caught Caleb’s eye as he sipped the wine. It was tucked away in a corner of the room, as if Caleb’s grandfather had been hoping to hide it by surrounding it by more ordinary, stately examples of portraiture. It showed a young woman with long, auburn hair and bright blue eyes, her face a perfect oval. She was beautiful, and the gown she wore resembled something out of a fairy tale—it actually put him in mind of some of the cosplay he’d seen at the Wolfe’s Hollow Renaissance Faire.

As Caleb looked at her, he couldn’t help but feel a shiver run down his spine. The woman looked familiar, somehow—achingly familiar, though he couldn’t place why. It was as if the two of them had met at some point, but he couldn’t remember where or when.

Caleb shook his head, laughing nervously. “Hey,” he said, glancing over at the portrait. “Either of you recognize her?”

Neither Eira nor Yui seemed to have noticed the portrait before Caleb pointed it out. Yui leaned forward, and Eira actually rose from her seat and sashayed across the room, the stem of her wine goblet clutched between her fingers.

“I don’t recognize her, no,” the elf finally said, turning around. “She’s a hottie, though. She kind of looks weirdly familiar to me?”

“Me too,” Yui said, frowning. Her eyes narrowed, as if she could squint her way to the answer. “Is she part of your extended family, Caleb? Like a cousin or something?”

Eira made a face. “I don’t think Gene Holdstock would have kept a portrait like that of his cousin in his living room. Not unless he had some serious issues.”

Yui was still thinking it over. “Whoever she is, I bet she’s older now. Maybe I met her at the funeral and forgot about it. I don’t know. She certainly seems interesting, though!”

Caleb nodded, dismissing the thought. The place was his now, after all—he had all the time in the world to look at the portrait of the young woman and wonder who she might have been. A lover of his grandfather’s? A friend? A member of his extended family? Any of those options seemed possible, even if some felt more probable than others given what he knew of Grandpa Gene.

He was still thinking about it when he felt a hand on his chest. Eira had just come up behind him, polishing off her entire glass of wine in a single gulp. The elf’s lips felt warm against his ear.

“Why don’t you show us the bedroom?” she said, sharing a knowing glance with Yui. “We’d love to see where we’ll be sleeping from now on, sir.”

“And doing other stuff, too,” Yui giggled. “Fuck, I’ve never been so happy to have legs. Don’t you like mine, Caleb?”

“Very much,” Caleb said, running his hand down the smooth expanse of thigh Yui offered him.

With a giggle, Eira slipped her hand under Yui’s skirt. “Yeah, she’s got nice legs,” the elf said, planting a little kiss on the side of Yui’s mouth. “Not to mention a world class ass. Why don’t we head to the bedroom so this fine little slut can show it off?”


Chapter 9

Caleb grinned as he followed Eira and Yui down the hallway to the master bedroom. It seemed like they’d been planning this little interruption for some time, and the idea of being the object of their affections was a little overwhelming, especially after the wine. His desire burned in him along with the strong drink, causing his cock to swell in his boxers.

The bedroom was every bit as nice as the rest of the apartment, if not more so. The four-poster bed was made of dark wood, with curtains pulled back to reveal luxurious satin sheets. A number of candles stood around the bed, with some on the shelves surrounding the room waiting to be lit. As Eira entered, she snapped her fingers—and all of the candles flickered to life, bathing the room in a romantic, dim ambience.

“Magic school,” the elf said, closing the door behind the three of them. “Guess it was good for something, huh?”

Caleb had barely managed to think of a reply before Yui was grabbing at him, pulling him close and kissing him passionately. Her tongue darted into his mouth, tasting of the red wine she’d been drinking. She pressed her breasts against his chest, moaning softly, her hands going everywhere.

“Fuck, look at her,” Eira said, running a hand down the other woman’s back. For now, she seemed perfectly content to be the hype woman for Yui, but she’d want to take center stage in the bedroom soon enough. “You’re so fucking sexy. Why don’t you show off that hot little body you’ve got under the outfit? Strip for us. Strip for Master.”

With a smile, Yui turned away from Caleb and stepped toward the bed. She was already unbuttoning her blouse, and a moment later she was tossing it aside, leaving her in a simple white bra. She shimmied her hips a bit, swaying back and forth, and then bent over to pull off her skirt, revealing a pair of lacy white panties that barely contained her round, heart-shaped ass. When she stood back up, she reached behind her and unclasped her bra, letting her breasts bounce free.

While she did all this, Eira moved to the window and opened the curtain. It was evening in Hades, and the city was lit up like a demonic Christmas tree. The lights of the city sparkled, and Caleb could see for miles. It was the best view he could imagine—and even better with the two beautiful women in his new bedroom.

He turned back to Yui. “You’re the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen, Yui.”

Yui giggled, her eyes bright with lust. “Yeah? Do you wanna fuck me, Caleb?” Her gaze strayed to the gorgeous elf at the window, and she nibbled her bottom lip as spots of color appeared in her cheeks. “Or do you wanna watch me fuck Eira first, while you jack off all over us?”

“Maybe he could shoot all over us both,” the elf said. “But I’d rather get his load inside my mouth or in my pussy, now that I think about it. I don’t want you to waste that hot, salty goodness, baby. Mmmh, I’m so fucking ready for it!”

“Good question,” Caleb replied. “Maybe I want both. Maybe I want you to sit on my face, while Eira rides me like a cowgirl. Or sucks me off like a little whore.”

“There is something,” Eira was already saying, “about getting drunk that just makes me so thirsty!” With that, she crawled onto the bed on her hands and knees, arching her back and sticking her ass in the air. “Please let me suck you off while Yui rides your face, Master? I want your cock against the back of my throat sooo bad...”

“God, Eira,” Yui growled. “I love the way you beg. You’re so fucking needy!”

“You know it,” Eira agreed. “Get on the bed, Caleb. Let’s get this show on the road!”

Caleb was only more than happy to do so. The bed faced the glass window, so that whoever lay in it could look out over the city. He sat up against the headboard, tugged his boxers all the way down to his ankles, then motioned for the women to join him.

Yui giggled, her tits jiggling as she crawled to him. She straddled his face, holding onto the big oaken headboard with her fingers for leverage as she thrust her pussy into his face. She tugged her panties to the side, revealing soft pink folds wet with anticipation.

Caleb inhaled the scent of her, letting the smell of her drive him even more wild. His cock felt like an iron girder, like a rocket about to blow off into the stratosphere—

Suddenly, something hot and wet closed over his erection. It was Eira’s mouth, and she was sucking him off with the passion and desperation of a woman lost at sea. He could feel her tongue moving along the underside of his cock, her head bobbing up and down as she bounced up and down.

“Mmmm,” she said, her lips muffled around his cock. She pulled her mouth away and began to stroke him with her hand. “You like this, Master? Do you like the way I suck your dick?” The elf glanced up at the woman by the headboard. “What are you waiting for, Yui? Grind that hot little pussy against Master’s face! Let him taste you while I suck him dry. I want to hear you screaming and creaming all over his face while he’s pumping this load down my throat...”

Yui didn’t need to be told twice. “God, you’re such a slut, Eira,” she laughed. She didn’t sound like she was complaining in the slightest.

Eira’s reply was simply to gag around Caleb’s meat, groaning with bliss.

Yui thrust her hips back and forth, grinding her pussy against Caleb’s lips. “Yeah, that’s what I need,” she panted, sounding more like she was talking to herself than to him. “You’re even better at eating pussy when you’ve got an elf wrapped around your dick! Keep going, baby, don’t stop! I want to feel your tongue deep inside me!”

Caleb buried his face between Yui’s thighs like she was a bowl of ice cream. His tongue slipped between her folds, exploring her inner depths. He swirled his nose around her clit as he tasted her, sending shocks of pleasure up and down her spine.

“Oh fuck, yes, that’s the stuff,” Yui moaned. “I could never do anything like this before! I could only dream about straddling your gorgeous face while you ate out my box! God damn, I love the Wyrdworld!”

Caleb dug his fingers into Yui’s ass, squeezing and groping it through the thin fabric of her panties as she ground her folds against his face. All the while, Eira kept on sucking and slurping his manhood, grunting and groaning with bliss.

When he glanced around Yui’s body, he could see that Eira was already naked. Her ass was in the air as she blew him, wiggling back and forth in front of the big glass window overlooking the city.

As if she was no longer able to resist his power, Yui began to tremble against him. “Fuck, fuck!” she panted, her walls gripping his tongue as he ate her out with gusto. “I’m cumming!”

He thought he heard Eira moan ‘do it, you slut!’ around his cock, but that could have been his imagination.

A moment later Yui’s entire body tensed like she’d been struck by lightning. She ground against Caleb’s lips as hard as she could as she came, like she was trying to scrape dirt off the bottom of her shoe. Her juices squirted across his face, coating his chin and cheeks and dripping into his throat as she moaned and groaned.

She tasted delicious.

Caleb gave her a spank on her behind and thrust harder against the back of Eira’s throat. His balls bounced against her chin, tensing up as he felt his own orgasm approaching. Yui slid to the side, hugging him and whispering sweet words of submission against his ear as his orgasm approached, her movement letting Caleb see out over all of Hades as the elf knelt before him.

With a groan, Caleb hit the peak and went right over. His cock erupted inside of Eira’s mouth, flooding her tongue with his seed. She swallowed him down eagerly, drinking his load.

When his balls were finally empty, Eira leaned back and licked her lips. “Good?” she asked, cocking an eyebrow.

Caleb grinned. “If it were any better, Eira, I’d be dead right now, in a pile on the floor.”

The elf giggled. “Good. Because I want you to fuck me, Caleb. Push my hot little elf body up against this glass and fuck me until I can’t walk straight!”

Caleb rose from the bed and pulled Eira to her feet, kissing her deeply. The elf lifted one leg and wrapped it around his waist, pulling his bare cock in close as she leaned against the glass window overlooking the city. For a moment Caleb’s pulse quickened, and the thought of them tumbling out into open space and falling fourteen stories filled his mind. But the engineers had done their job; the window was made of sterner stuff.

Eira began to lose her mind in his arms. She bit down on his bottom lip so hard he tasted blood, her fingers caressing his back and lifting his shirt as she tore off the rest of his clothes. As soon as he was naked, she turned around and wiggled her big ass, pushing it against his hard shaft as she placed her hands on the window.

“Fuck me,” the elf begged. She reached around and parted her folds with her fingers, showing how wet and ready she was for him. “I need it so bad, baby! Fucking pound me!”

Caleb’s cock certainly rose to the occasion. It didn’t even feel like he’d just shot his load deep into the elf’s throat—he was hard as a girder, throbbing, with precum dribbling from the crown. He grabbed Eira by the waist and lifted her off the ground, pushing her tits against the glass as he spread her legs.

“Oh fuck, yes!” the elf cried, arching her back. “Fucking take me, Master! By the Pointed God, you own my pussy!”

Caleb pushed the crown of his cock into Eira’s folds, teasing the opening of her channel. The pleasure was almost too much for the elf to bear—she writhed and whimpered, trying her best to throw herself back and impale herself.

But Caleb’s first orgasm had taken some of the edge off, and so he took his time. He teased Eira, rubbing his hardness between her soft folds and pressing the tip against her clit. Slowly he swirled it around and around, noting with pleasure the way the elf’s walls clamped down on nothing as she ached to squeeze him deep inside of her.

It was too much for Eira. Tears formed in the corners of her eyes.

“Master, please,” Eira begged, bending backward so far that he could kiss her forehead without having to lean forward. “I can’t take it anymore! Master, I’ll do anything if you’ll just let me feel that cock inside me...!”

A pair of hands caressed Caleb as he teased the elf to the point of madness. Yui had already recovered from her own orgasm and was ready to take point. He knew Yui got off on watching him with other women, but knowing it and seeing it in action were two entirely different things. The gratification on Yui’s face was a sight to behold.

“You beg so sweetly,” Yui said, running her fingers up and down the firm cheeks of Eira’s ass. “It almost makes me want Caleb to keep teasing you all night, just to see how needy and desperate you’d become...”

“No, not that!” Eira begged. She grabbed Caleb’s hand and guided it to her throat, inviting him to squeeze. “Please, Master, I’m yours! Use me!”

Yui chuckled against Caleb’s ear. “She really wants it,” she whispered, rubbing her pussy against Caleb’s thigh through her soaked panties. “I think you should give it to her, baby. I think you should fuck that elf pussy deep and hard.”

“Oh gawwwd yes!” Eira agreed.

Before Caleb could say another word, Yui leaned forward and pressed her lips to Eira’s. It was a deep, passionate kiss, the likes of which Caleb had never seen before. As their tongues danced together, Yui reached down and spread the elf’s pussy wide.

“Fuck her,” Yui said, her tone practically an order. “Do it. Do it now, baby.”

Caleb couldn’t help himself. Watching the two women he cared about the most in the entire universe making out sent him over the edge. He pushed the crown of his cock into Eira’s folds and rammed his manhood home, burying it hilt deep inside of her tight, waiting channel.

Eira screamed. She didn’t mean to, but she did. The pleasure was too intense. It was like a fire had been lit in her, one that threatened to consume her whole.

“That’s it, Master,” Yui whispered, her fingers tracing the contours of Caleb’s abs as she watched him pound Eira. “Fuck her hard. Fuck her deep. God, I love watching you fuck another woman!”

Eira’s scream became a moan. Her eyes rolled back in her head as Caleb thrust harder and harder into her, filling the bedchamber with the wet squelching sounds of hardness inside of softness. The room smelled like sex and wine.

Yui kissed Eira again, then kissed Caleb. “I used to be such a good girl,” she said. “But then you fucked me so damn good, baby. You turned me into a bad girl who loves watching you fuck other women.”

“I’d ask you to marry me if we were back on Earth!” Caleb gasped, kissing her hard.

Yui giggled at that. “You know the three of us are married already,” she said, caressing his balls. “More than married. We belong to you, Caleb. We’re your harem, and we always will be. We’re yours!”

Eira nodded her agreement, but she couldn’t form words. She was too busy being fucked.

Caleb grunted, his cock beginning to swell.

“Do it, baby,” Yui moaned, stroking his stomach. “Fill her pussy with your hot, sticky cum! I want to watch you give her a creampie!”

That was the final straw. Caleb couldn’t hold back anymore. He let out a primal grunt and slammed his cock into Eira as hard and deep as he could.

Fireworks exploded behind Caleb’s eyes as he came for the second time that night. His cock jerked against the elf’s walls before erupting like a fire hose, spraying her womb down with a thick flood of his seed. The moment Eira felt him let loose inside of her she was over the edge, bucking and thrashing and drooling against the glass as she had the most intense orgasm of her life. Her walls gripped Caleb so tightly that he couldn’t tell where she ended and he began. It was perfect. It was bliss.

It was still going on when he felt Yui’s hands on his chest.

She pulled his prick out of Eira’s still-spasming pussy and shoved Caleb onto the bed, then mounted him like her life depended on it. There was no stopping her—she was like a wild creature as she tore her panties off, shoving his rock hard manhood deep inside of her.

Caleb bottomed out inside of her. Yui’s soft pink interior fit him like a glove, and from the way she was riding him, he could tell she was going to use every inch of what she owned to give him as much pleasure as possible.

Yui fucked him hard and fast. “You two looked so sexy together,” she panted, kissing him deep with tongue before leaning back, putting her hands on his shoulders and slamming her hips up and down like she was trying to fuck him through the bed. “I got so turned on watching you fill her up with your cum! The look on your face was so hot! I want to see you do it again and again and again!”

Caleb tangled his fingers in Yui’s hair and tugged. “You will. I’ll fuck her every day for you, Yui. Especially if it gets you like this!”

“Oh, it does!” she groaned. “I can’t believe you did that! You came inside her, Caleb! Oh my god, oh my gawwwd, it’s so fucking hot!”

Yui panted and shook and moaned as she rode him.

Caleb pulled her down for a kiss. He was close, so close, and he could feel his balls tensing and getting ready to shoot yet again.

“I love you,” Yui groaned, guiding his hands to her legs. Her magically healed legs. “I love this! I love our life here so much, Caleb!” Her hips jackhammered against him, impaling her channel deep and hard. “I never want this to end!”

For Caleb, it was the last straw.

He upthrust into Yui as hard as he possibly could, burying himself in her perfectly smooth, silky tightness. He let out a groan as he came, his cock pulsing inside of Yui as he shot. It felt like he was emptying everything he had left inside of him into her, and he felt his balls contract as his cum flowed up and out.

Yui threw back her head and howled with bliss. Her walls clenched around Caleb like a vise as she hit her peak, gripping him so tightly that he felt a second bolt of pleasure shoot through his spine and detonate in his balls. She let out a ragged cry of bliss and buried her face in his chest, sobbing with release as her walls ground out the waves of her orgasm.

Finally, it was over for them both. Yui collapsed against him, panting and gasping and shaking. Caleb kissed her, and she returned the gesture, both of them completely blissed out and exhausted. Eira crawled onto the bed and held them both tight, giggling like she’d gotten high off his cock.

Yui giggled. “I think we really need a shower,” she said, laughing. “Wow, that was so good.”

“Mmmh, let’s just stay here a while,” Eira said, snuggling up closer to Caleb. “Hey, maybe I should stick my legs up in the air to make sure Caleb’s load goes deep inside me. I heard that helps with conception…”

Conception? Caleb felt sweat break out on his forehead. It was one thing to talk about how hot breeding his harem was in the heat of the moment.

But now, with his mind clear, he began to think what life would really be like.

Eira rolled over, gave Caleb a big hug and planted a kiss on his cheek. “Don’t worry, Romeo,” she said, running her fingers through his hair. “Elves are very, very long lived—which means we’re not particularly fertile.”

That was news to him. “No?”

Eira shook her head, a sly look on her face. “No. In fact, if we’re not screwing on the exact day that I’m ovulating, the chances of a human male getting an elf pregnant are pretty much nil.”

“Oh. I had no idea.” He couldn’t help but ask. “And you’re not ovulating right now?”

Eira gave him a playful punch on the shoulder. “Believe me, you’d know,” she said, tossing her silvery locks over one shoulder. “My kind get totally feral when we’re ready to get knocked up—it’s like we’re in heat, or rut. That day, we either ought to have you pull out or use a rubber. But every other day, we’re fine.”

“No chance,” Caleb said, still not fully believing her.

“Very small,” Eira said, placing her fingers an infinitesimally small distance apart from each other. “Nothing to worry about.”

Well alright then. Caleb figured the elves would know, seeing as they were always sneaking out of the Wyrdworld to hook up with humans.

“Besides, I’d be way more nervous about Yui,” the elf continued, leaning over and stroking the human woman’s thigh. “From what I’ve heard about you humans, you breed like rabbits. You might have already knocked Yui up, and not even know about it!”

Yui was already shaking her head. “We don’t have to worry about that,” she assured the elf, giving her a smile that was partially wry and partially sad. “You know I can’t get pregnant, Eira. I’ll never have Caleb’s babies.”

Eira made a strange face. “Uh…”

Yui noticed it, too. “What?”

The elf nibbled her bottom lip. “You told me about that,” she explained, her hand languidly caressing Yui’s thigh. “You can’t have babies, because of the accident that put you in a wheelchair. It fucked everything up for you—it took away your legs.”

Under normal circumstances, that reminder might have wrung a tear or two out of Yui. But here, in the arms of Caleb and Yui in the middle of a luxury bedroom overlooking a fantastic, supernatural city, none of that hurt could touch her.

“That’s right,” Yui said, holding onto Caleb a little tighter.

Eira nodded. “But your legs are healed now,” she said, her tone gentle. “So why wouldn’t everything else be healed, too?”

Yui stiffened. Caleb could tell that she’d never thought of that before—that despite the obviousness of it, she’d never taken her magical healing to its logical conclusion. What if traveling to the Wyrdworld had fixed more than Yui’s spine? What if her reproductive system was now in perfect working order?

Spots of color rose to Yui’s cheeks. “Woah,” she whispered, sounding both terrified and excited all at once. “You don’t really think…?”

“I do,” Eira said, nodding. “Maybe Caleb should start pulling out from now on?”

Slowly, the amazed look on Yui’s face faded. She pulled Caleb closer, hooking her ankle over his thigh as she held onto him protectively.

“Maybe,” she whispered. “But it really does feel so good.”

Just then, a thump sounded against the wall of the bedroom—and the sound of someone swearing, muffled almost to the point of being inaudible, came from the other side.

Caleb didn’t know his grandfather’s apartment terribly well yet, but he knew one thing for sure.

That voice had come from inside the house.


Chapter 10

Caleb was up and in motion before Eira or Yui had time to do much more than gasp in shock. The sound coming from the other side of the wall didn’t repeat, but Caleb knew he hadn’t imagined it. There was someone in his grandfather’s apartment.

An intruder.

He pulled on his boxers as he hopped off the bed, grabbing his vorlesen off the floor at the same time.

The staff felt reassuring in his hand as he opened the bedroom door and stepped out into the hallway. He pictured in his mind’s eye exactly where the noise had come from, relying on the carpet in the hall to muffle his steps as he approached the target.

Another bedroom lay on the same side of the hall as his own. This one wasn’t as stately—for one thing, it didn’t have the same corner view of Hades that he was so enamored with—but it was still far from drab. Caleb guessed it was for guests who came to visit his grandfather from time to time.

There was no sign of a visitor. But the knock and the muffled shout had come from this room. Caleb felt certain of it.

“Whoever’s in here had better come out right now,” he said, swinging the staff back and forth.

As if on cue, Eira appeared in the doorway where Caleb had just entered. “Is someone out there?” she asked, sticking her head into the bedroom and looking around.

Part of Caleb wanted to believe it wasn’t true. That it had just been the apartment settling, or something of that nature. But even as the more sedate part of his mind tried to paper over the noise with some rational explanation, he realized it just wasn’t true. There’d been someone in here.

“They haven’t gotten far, whoever they are,” Caleb said. “Help me look.”

Eira stepped into the room, her hands on her hips. Unlike Caleb, the elf hadn’t bothered to throw on any clothes before following him to the bedroom.

Eira got down on all fours and looked under the bed. “No one under here,” she grunted, glancing up at Caleb. “You’re sure they were in here?”

“Positive. Yui, don’t—”

Yui had just arrived. She’d gotten down the hall a little more slowly, in part because she’d taken a few seconds to reattach her bra and get her panties back into place. She took a look around the room, wide-eyed, as if she already expected Caleb and Eira to be locked in combat with Belleteyn D’Amore herself.

“Who is it?” she asked, her hands balling into fists. “Were they listening to us?”

“Not sure,” Caleb said, shaking his head. An oversized, upright dresser rested in one corner of the bedroom, and he threw it open. Inside were nothing but mothballs, dust bunnies and some old clothing hangers. “They seem to have just disappeared.”

“Maybe they can teleport,” Eira mused. Coming from anyone else, it would have been patently absurd, but the elf understood things about the way the Wyrdworld operated. “One of the Blackveils or the Moonwraiths spying on you—they saw you leaving Lady L’s, after all, and they’ve heard by now that Gene Holdstock’s grandson is in town.”

“You think they’d do that?” Caleb asked, incensed. “Break in?”

Eira’s smirk told him what she thought of the idea. “I wouldn’t put anything past them,” she said, shaking her head and showing her teeth. “The situation out here is even shakier than it was when I left. If the three clans of South Hades are at each other’s throats, they might think of you as a stepping stone toward crushing their competition. Especially knowing you’ve signed up with Lady Lachrymosa—”

Eira broke off, falling silent as another muffled thump shook the wall. This one came from a closet on the opposite side of the room.

So. Not someone who could teleport. An altogether different kind of intruder.

Caleb turned to face the closet door. Even though he couldn’t see who was inside, he could sense that they realized they’d given the game away. There was a palpable anxiety in the air, as if the person cowering in the closet were busy silently cursing themselves for making another noise.

“Both of you stay back,” Caleb said to Yui and Eira. He gripped his vorlesen in both hands, holding it like a club as he approached the wooden door.

“Don’t worry, we won’t let the bastard get away,” Eira said.

“We’re right behind you,” Yui said hotly.

Caleb grabbed the knob of the closet door and tore it open. At the same moment, he swung with the cane, bringing it down in a massive, overhanded strike. Whoever lay on the opposite side of that door would be flattened by it, whether they were human or not.

For a moment the inside of the closet was too shadowy to see. Caleb got an impression of piles of old clothes on the floor, along with what looked like an entire college dormitory’s worth of food wrappers. Potato chip bags, the plastic that candy bars came inside of, empty cans of diet soda…

What the hell?

A blurry figure shot from the closet and into the light. “Don’t hurt me, brah!” the figure cried, in the same feminine voice Caleb had heard before. “This is my home!”

Caleb’s arm froze. The silver dog’s head on the top of his cane wobbled gently in mid-air, a few inches above the head of the intruder.

The malkini intruder.

She wasn’t wearing the skimpy street clothes that Caleb associated with malkini in the Wyrdworld. Neither was she clad in one of the black uniforms of Omega, meaning she wasn’t one of Lady Lachrymosa’s creatures. She was wearing… a maid’s uniform?

“Don’t move!” Caleb thundered, glancing over at the door. Malkini were fast, and he wouldn’t have put it past the intruder to make a break for it and bolt for freedom. Fortunately for him, Eira was already moving to block the door back into the hall.

The malkini showed no signs of running. She was, in fact, staring at Caleb’s staff. His vorlesen.

The catgirl’s eyes went as wide as saucers as she met the ruby eyes of the dog’s head on the end of the Crafting tool. Her mouth dropped open, showing a soft pink tongue and the short, pointed teeth common to all catgirls in the Wyrdworld.

“Master Holdstock’s staff!” the malkini cried, grabbing at her hair. “You’ve brought it back!”

Brought it back?

“Who are you?” Caleb demanded. Adrenaline still crashed through his bloodstream; the fact that this catgirl had been listening to him during private moments with his women hadn’t left him yet, and he was pissed off knowing that she’d heard things she shouldn’t. “Tell me now!”

The catgirl trembled. “I’m Mitzi!” she cried, shielding her face. “I’m the maid, Master—your maid! I s-s-served Master Holdstock before you, and now I belong to you!”

The words took what felt like an age to penetrate Caleb’s skull. It was no surprise Yui and Eira reacted faster than he did.

“Don’t give me that bullshit,” Eira snapped, peering over the catgirl’s shoulder at the open closet door. She wrinkled her nose at the pile of trash in the corners, frowning deeply. “This is a trick, Caleb! She’s an assassin, sent to ensnare you with her aura of adorability!”

Maybe. But Caleb didn’t think so. The catgirl seemed too honest in her fear for one thing; she truly looked as if she expected to be punished for her transgressions. And for another thing, the malkini he had tangled with in the past hadn’t had this woman’s restraint. They literally couldn’t stop themselves from trying to entrance every human they came across—it was what they were made for. If this Mitzi, as she called herself, was some kind of double agent sent by the Blackveil or Moonwraith clans, she’d have already charged at Caleb with glowing pink eyes.

He took another look at the catgirl. She was short, as most of them were, with cute features and cuddly looking ears. Her fur was a rich gray speckled with shades of beige and gold, like a gracefully aging Hollywood actress or a rare breed of feline Caleb had seen once. Only her tail was fully blonde; it swished gently back and forth behind her, unafraid, like it had a mind of its own.

“Is Eira right?” Caleb asked. “Are you going to try and ensnare me with your lewd magic? Do I need to deploy the headpats?”

The catgirl’s head moved on a swivel. “N-no, sir!” she insisted. “I’m not like that! Master Holdstock trained me well—I’m way more than a simple feline, brah! It’s wrong to try and turn humans into horny, brainwashed apes who just want to fuck you and smoke pot all day, brah!”

There were some who would have disagreed with what the malkini had to say. Caleb was one of them, but there’d been times in his college days when he might have been swayed by an offer like that.

Not now, though. He had far too much going on in his life to sink into a miasma of blowjobs, video games, and weed smoke.

“Master Holdstock,” he said, checking in on Eira and Yui. Yui looked like she wanted him to put his staff down, while Eira seemed to be coaxing Caleb with her eyes into smacking the catgirl into unconsciousness. “You mean Gene Holdstock, right? My grandfather?”

“Yes! Yes, of course, brah!” Now that she’d been found out, the catgirl seemed almost comically eager to answer all of his questions. “You must be Caleb,” she said, peering up at him with a grin. “Your grandfather told me so much about you! He hoped that you would make it here eventually, and so he had me keep the place clean for your arrival!”

“Clean,” Eira said, stepping around the malkini. “All except your little den. It’s like some livestreamer’s bedroom in here. Hey, is that a tablet?”

Mitzi twisted. “Brah, no!”

Too late. Eira snatched the slender device up before the catgirl could grab it.

“It is,” Eira said, flipping through the icons on the screen with more and more amusement. “Looks like you’ve been whiling away the time with dating shows, true crime documentaries, and… what the hell are these?”

Eira had just opened up the tablet’s e-reader function. Several dozen titles were arranged in a virtual bookshelf across the tablet’s surface, and the covers were… racy to say the least. Most of them involved one virile looking male surrounded by a bunch of submissive catgirls, though a few showed their protagonists being doted on by women of various races and species.

“Don’t look at that, brah!” Mitzi demanded. Tears sprang to the catgirl’s eyes. She jumped up and down, but she wasn’t tall enough to reach the tablet in Eira’s hands—especially when she lifted it over her head and peered up at it.

“Reading malkini erotica,” the elf said, clucking her tongue and shaking her head. “A lot of it. Pointed God, woman, you’re an addict!”

“Some of those look pretty interesting, though,” Yui said, nibbling her bottom lip as her gaze traveled across the screen. “How do I get one of these Wyrdworld reading devices? You can buy me one, right, Caleb? Since you’re rich now and all that?”

Caleb was used to thinking of Yui as ‘the rich one’. Amazing the curveballs life threw you.

“I don’t care what she’s been doing to pass the time,” Caleb said. “Give her back the tablet, Eira.”

The elf didn’t look happy to do it, but she did it. Mitzi held the device to her chest, relief flooding her features. Pressing the silver surface of the tablet against her chest pushed her breasts upwards, nearly causing them to spill from her skimpy maid’s outfit.

“She shouldn’t be here,” Eira said flatly. “She should have left this place once your grandfather died and rejoined the rest of the malkini. She’s in violation of Wyrdworld law by being here.”

Now that was interesting. “Is this true?” he asked Mitzi.

The catgirl was unremorseful. “Master Holdstock ordered it!” she protested, staring daggers at Eira. Caleb could tell she wanted to brand the elf a tattletale, but was worried that Eira’s slender fingers might steal her tablet a second time. She couldn’t rely on Caleb to give it back over and over again.

“You’re supposed to be out of here,” Eira said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “Caleb, our Mitzi here is what’s known as a ‘contracted’ malkini. You know how I told you the wiser members of the Wyrdworld just keep one or two of the creatures around, to take care of chores and other manual labor?”

Caleb did remember something vaguely like that. “Yeah?”

Eira nodded. “Your grandfather must have kept Mitzi as a maid. But once he died, her contract ended—which meant she should have turned her uniform in and surrendered herself to the proper authorities, to receive her exit payout and sign up for her next contract!”

“Master Holdstock commanded, brah!” Mitzi howled.

“You certainly shouldn’t be squatting in your former master’s closet eating his snacks and binging on malkini smut,” the elf growled. “And you damn sure shouldn’t have been snooping on Caleb and us while we were having fun together!”

Mitzi’s protests fell silent. The catgirl looked down at the space between her feet, her cheeks burning with heat. “It was hot, brah,” she finally admitted.

Caleb couldn’t stop himself anymore. He started to laugh.

“Hot?”

Mitzi put her fists on her hips, staring up at him indignantly. “It was like all my books brought to life!” she protested. “You three were saying such hot things, and it was happening right down the hall! Brah, I had to listen in! I didn’t have a choice!”

Eira opened her mouth to say something else nasty, but Caleb cut her off. “Everybody stop for a second,” he said, walking across the room. Still in his boxers, he sat down on the end of the bed, balancing his vorlesen across his knees. “I need to think about this.”

“What’s there to think about?” Eira asked. “We’ve got a shirker stowing away in the apartment, Caleb. We need to call the malkini authorities and have them take her away!”

“Brah, no!” Mitzi protested.

“Eira!” It was Yui, who sounded shocked. “I don’t understand why you’re acting this way! I mean, yes, Mitzi was hiding out here, but from what she’s saying, Caleb’s grandfather told her to hide here after he passed away! So she didn’t do anything wrong! She was just following Gene Holdstock’s orders!”

Eira sniffed dismissively. “A likely story,” she said, shaking her head. “Listen, Caleb, I know malkini. They’ll do anything to get into proximity to an attractive, powerful human. You can’t trust this little catgirl!”

“Eira,” Caleb said with a sigh. “I think you need to take a step back from this and look at how you’re acting.”

The elf looked like a stiff breeze could have knocked her over.

“Pardon?”

“You think of the malkini as a plague,” he said, letting her know by his tone what he thought of that. “An infestation, taking away all the men of the Wyrdworld. You don’t think you might be just a tad bit biased against them? Just a little?”

Eira looked like she wanted to argue for a few moments. Then she shook her head and sighed. “Fine,” she said, waving her hands in the air. “Let’s hear her out.”

“Thank the Divine Feline!” Mitzi said. “Does that mean I can stay, Master? And serve you?”

“We’ll see about that,” Caleb said, thinking it over. In his head, he was already picturing all the things Mitzi could do for him. His grandfather’s apartment was huge, and despite Eira’s accusations that the creature was a slob, it hadn’t escaped his notice that there wasn’t a speck of dust to be found in the place despite how long it had been since anyone lived there. Obviously Mitzi was capable of taking care of things on the home front. “Tell me about my grandfather’s commands, Mitzi.”

The malkini stood up a little straighter. “Master Holdstock told me just before he left for the last time. He took me aside and commanded me not to go back to the authorities once the apartment got sealed! He said his grandson Caleb would be here soon, and that I was to serve him in whatever way he chose! That’s why he set everything up to keep running after he was gone.” She beamed at Caleb, looking very proud. “All the utilities are paid for, Master. For years. And he set up a covert service to have food delivered for me—even if most of it was stuff that comes in a plastic wrapper.” She didn’t look upset about that in the slightest. “Master Holdstock told me to keep the home fires burning until the Heir arrived. And you’re the Heir!”

“The home fires burning,” Yui mused, repeating the malkini’s words. “That’s a poetic turn of phrase, Mitzi. Did you come up with that, or did Master Holdstock say it?”

“I’m repeating his words exactly, brah!” Mitzi said. “That’s why I managed to not say brah for so long!”

“Yeah, why do catgirls do that?” Yui asked.

Mitzi shrugged. “Why do human ladies all say, ‘Oh! Master! Fuck me!’?”

Yui turned beet red. “Not all human women say that.”

Mitzi grinned. “All the ones I know do!”

“Enough, enough,” Caleb said, motioning for silence. “So you’re saying my grandfather knew I’d be coming here, Mitzi. Not just to the Wyrdworld—to his actual apartment?”

Mitzi nodded eagerly. “That’s right, brah! Master Holdstock knew just about everything, come to think about it!”

Caleb hoped so. “Did he give you any messages for me?” he asked, his pulse quickening. “Any instructions for what I ought to do, now that I’m here? Notes, letters, that kind of thing?”

Mitzi scrunched up her face. Her claws extended from one hand. Eira tensed up, expecting an attack, but the malkini was merely scratching the side of her face. She thought it over for long moments, while Caleb’s heart lodged firmly in his throat.

“Um… I don’t think so?” the malkini finally said.

Damn it. Caleb’s hopes deflated. “Shit,” he grunted, putting his head in his hands. “I was really, really hoping Grandpa Gene would have some wisdom waiting for me when I got to his place.”

Caleb had never had the opportunity to read whatever missives his grandfather had penned with the intent of preparing him for the Wyrdworld. The only one he’d gotten to see was the single note Grandpa Gene had pinned to the door painted on his basement wall—and that had contained little more than a warning to stay away from the women with silver serpent pendants.

Something warm grazed Caleb’s thigh. When he looked over, he found himself staring into the eyes of the catgirl. The malkini had crawled onto the mattress and was curling herself up against him, her eyes big and filled with sympathy.

“I’m sorry, Master,” Mitzi said. “But I’m here! I’ll do whatever you command me—even the stuff you were doing with your elf and your human earlier! If you’ll renew my contract, I’ll even agree to give you breeding rights, brah! I’m definitely game to give you a litter of kitties!”

“I… I appreciate that, Mitzi,” Caleb said, patting the catgirl’s thigh. “Maybe we ought to get to know each other a little bit better first?”

Mitzi looked a bit confused, but not put out. “Okay, Master! Hmm, that’s weird!”

“What is?” Caleb asked.

Mitzi frowned. “Master Holdstock never wanted me to do that, either,” she said, looking from Eira to Yui and then back to Caleb. “So when you make fun of me for reading my smutty books, just remember—I don’t get to snuggle up to a big, hunky human at night the way you do, brah!”

“We’ll remember that.” Yui stepped forward and rubbed the back of Mitzi’s neck until the catgirl began to purr. “I’m sorry that Eira was so rude to you earlier. You’re clearly meant to be here—we’ll absolutely renew your contract.”

Eira frowned. “Hey, I didn’t apologize!”

“I’m apologizing for you,” Yui said, sticking out her tongue.

Before they could fight any more, the catgirl stiffened. “Oh! I just thought of something!”

“What’s that?” Caleb asked. His hopes weren’t high—he figured if anything, the catgirl would probably talk more about sex. That seemed to be just about all malkini thought about, in his limited interactions with the species. That and saying brah a lot.

“Master Holdstock wrote a whole bunch of letters in his study right before he left,” Mitzi said, rubbing her eyes. “Most of them he had me send out in the post the same day he left to go back to Earth, but there might have been one he left behind? I don’t really remember, but it couldn’t hurt to check his study, brah!”

Caleb’s heart skipped a beat. A letter from his grandfather?

“Take me to his study,” he said.


Chapter 11

Caleb’s grandfather’s study turned out to be on the exact opposite side of the apartment. Getting there required a number of twisty turns, and was further slowed down by the fact that Mitzi seemed intent on stopping every few steps and pointing out this or that aspect of the apartment’s furnishings.

For his part, Caleb found it hard to restrain himself. After so long without a single note from Grandpa Gene, the idea of getting a letter from him was intoxicating. Actual answers!

He expected the malkini to lead him to the room he’d been in earlier with the expansive library. To his surprise, she led him down a side hallway to a small chamber barely larger than a broom closet.

“I thought my grandfather’s office was that one down the hall,” he said, gesturing.

“Oh, it is, brah!” Mitzi agreed. “But this was where your grandfather did all of his writing. He said that getting all of the distractions of the world out of the way was key to composing prose. I think I’m quoting that word for word!”

That certainly sounded like the Gene Holdstock he’d grown up hearing about. The door was locked, but Mitzi had the key on a leather thong around her neck. She produced it from her cleavage with a lewd grin and unlocked the door.

Then Caleb was inside.

The room didn’t just look like a broom closet—it had clearly been one before his grandfather decided to set up shop in here. A vaguely musty smell filled the small room, and a single light bulb suspended from the ceiling provided the only light once he flicked the switch. The room’s only furniture was a basic black writing desk, facing the door he’d just come through.

A single manila envelope lay on the desk’s surface.

Caleb snatched it up like he was afraid it might disappear if he didn’t get it into his hands. In the blink of an eye, he was back in the living room, tearing the envelope open as he threw himself into one of the black leather couches near the glass wall. Eira and Yui walked in after him, mostly dressed, looks of excitement and worry on their faces.

“Caleb?” Yui asked. “Is it from him? For you?”

A single sheet of paper lay within the envelope. It was thick and creamy, and felt expensive—Gene Holdstock spared no expense where his correspondence was concerned. Caleb scanned the top of the document, his heart leaping in his chest at the single word written at the top.

Grandson.

“It’s for me,” Caleb said, his hands shaking gently as he read the letter. It was written in a familiar hand, the words the same sloping cursive that he’d seen in the note pinned to the painted door in his grandfather’s basement.

Frustratingly, the note appeared to assume that Caleb had gotten all of the previous notes.

Grandson, his grandfather’s words said. You’ve done well. With the instructions I gave you in my will, you’ve managed to make your way into the Wyrdworld, establish yourself as a Crafter, and locate my apartment. Do not be unkind to Mitzi—though scatterbrained and obsessed with prurient matters, she has been a loyal and faithful servant to me for many years. Please reward her for this service by allowing to stay on as your maidservant. Trust me when I say this is her greatest wish.

“Mitzi wasn’t lying about Grandpa Gene,” Caleb said, barely looking up from the page. “Not that I actually thought she was, but there’s proof right here. My grandfather told her to stay here, and he wants me to make her my maid.”

“Told’ya, brah!” the catgirl said.

“Done,” Yui assured the malkini, rubbing the scruff of her neck. “Of course we’ll keep a cutie like you around to clean the house!”

Caleb continued reading the words Gene Holdstock left for him to read.

By now, grandson, Gene wrote, you will have truly realized your destiny as a Crafter. I know that you are already beginning to reap the rewards that such a lifestyle offers, and with the tips and tricks I provided you to help you get started there is little doubt that you are the toast of Hades, a shining star in the Wyrdworld’s firmament…

“What tips and tricks?” Caleb said aloud, shaking his head. “Did that lawyer screw me over?”

However, grandson, there is something I have not told you until now. In truth, I felt that were I to let you know of the ordeal you truly faced with a journey walking in my footsteps, I feared that you would turn back at the threshold. That you would reject the Wyrdworld and all its promise and remain in the terrestrial world to live a normal life.

Fat chance of that.

What did his grandfather conceal from him? What could be so awful that Gene Holdstock would have held the knowledge of it from his own grandson and heir, in order to keep him on the path toward the Wyrdworld?

Caleb read on.

The role of Crafter is a burden, Gene Holdstock wrote. A glorious burden, to be sure, but a burden all the same. It is my hope, if you have followed all of the instructions I have given you so far, that you will have arrived in Hades soon enough that my seat in the Celestial Senate will still be unoccupied. Though I have shuffled off this mortal coil and traveled to a realm where none can touch me, most especially my enemies, they will certainly seek to place someone in my former seat who does not share my values. Who would not stop what is to come.

Caleb swallowed hard. What?

Put simply, grandson, you must run for my seat in the Celestial Senate. More than that, you must win it.

“Fuck,” Caleb whispered.

“What’s he saying?” Eira was across the room in the blink of an eye, eager to read over his shoulder. “Is there anything in there about harems?”

He shook his head and continued reading.

Should you not assume my seat, Caleb, a great ruin will come. Not merely to the Wyrdworld, or to our world, but to both. I have neither the time nor the strength to do what must be done in order to prevent calamity: for my time is almost up and my strength is almost gone. Already, I can feel the shadow of the reaper upon my back. You must handle things, grandson. This is my final request to you, the favor I will ask in exchange for bestowing such power and riches upon you. Take my seat at the Celestial Senate, and keep the worlds safe.

Damn, Caleb thought. He’s not asking much, is he?

His grandfather’s words shocked him. More than anything else, he wished he had the previous letters that Gene Holdstock had written for him. If he had them in his hands, was able to read them, he might have seen this coming. As it was, he was blindsided.

He was going to need to run for office? How? And when?

Only a small bit of writing remained at the bottom of the page. Caleb was so caught up in trying to figure out a way to avoid having to enter Wyrdworld politics that he almost overlooked it.

It is difficult for a man such as me to have friends, Gene had written. Lovers, yes—but true connection is rare. Should you find such things, grandson, in your walk, I would ask that you cherish them. The love of a good woman is beyond all price.

He most certainly would. He glanced up from the page at Eira and Yui and promised his grandfather that, right then and there.

Friends of the opposite sex are a rarity for a man such as I, but I do have ONE. Should you still require help, my grandson and heir, it may be possible for you to speak with her. She left the Wyrdworld long ago, but still resides near an entrance point to the world below. She resides in the nearby village of Wolfe’s Hollow. In fact, you may have already met her.

Caleb dropped the page. It fluttered to the ground, blurring in his vision as the realization hit. Suddenly Eira and Yui were both on their feet.

“What is it?” Yui asked. “Caleb, what did he tell you?”

Caleb wasn’t looking at them. His gaze had traveled to the corner of the living room, where that strange portrait hung among all the others his grandfather had collected. He stared at the ethereally beautiful woman, at her auburn hair and her moon-shaped face. She was young in the portrait—so much younger than she was now. But at long last, Caleb recognized the woman who’d had pride of place in his grandfather’s living room.

He had her card in his wallet.

“That woman,” Caleb said, reaching into his pocket. “I know where we’ve met her before.”

He pulled out the card the woman at the Wolfe’s Hollow Renaissance Faire had given him. She’d told him to contact her if he needed anything—and at the time, he had no idea how much he was going to need her help.

The business card was a simple one, little more than a name and contact info:

Yui’s eyes widened first. She looked from the card to the portrait on the wall, then back again, her mouth forming a perfect little ‘o’ of shock. “This Desdemona Valente... she’s the woman who ran the sewing circle!”

Eira soon joined her. “That lady did seem to know a lot about Belleteyn. Shit, I shouldn’t have noticed!”

“This woman,” Caleb said, swallowing hard. “Desdemona. She knew my grandfather. She knows the Wyrdworld!”

He had to find her, and fast. Maybe she’d have the answers he so desperately needed.

Like: how the hell was he supposed to run for his grandfather’s Senate seat?


Chapter 12

Mitzi turned out to be an even better maid than Caleb expected.

Securing the malkini’s services as his house servant was something he’d dreaded, especially knowing how long she’d been squatting at his grandfather’s home while unregistered. But the office he called barely even noticed the strangeness of his request.

“Oh, of course,” the agent said, sounding only too happy to reduce the population of malkini running around Hades by one. “Don’t even worry about the paperwork, honestly! We’ll send you the proper documentation in a week or two, Mr. Holdstock. Until then, just keep doing what you’ve been doing!”

What Caleb was mostly doing was worrying. It was true that not a single problem in human history had ever been solved by worrying about it, but that didn’t mean Caleb couldn’t try. His grandfather’s note troubled him—most of all his exhortation to run for his seat in the Celestial Senate. Up until now, he’d been treating the Wyrdworld like a fun game he could dip into or out of as much as he pleased. But holding political office would tie him to Hades, and probably keep him there for the rest of his life.

After he’d finished reading his grandfather’s letter, he’d given it to Eira and Yui. They’d accepted the news with slightly more grace than he had, and Eira even looked a little excited at the prospect of her man holding political power in the Wyrdworld. Both of them agreed he needed to take his grandfather’s wishes seriously, however he ended up deciding to go.

“It’s not a bad idea,” Eira explained. Two days had passed since they had come to live at his new apartment, and the place was just beginning to feel like home. Normally it would have taken much longer, but having his girlfriends around made any place he traveled to feel like a love nest. “Honestly, it was what I was going to suggest to you even before I read your grandfather’s letter.”

“You really think so?” Yui asked. “That Caleb should be a Senator?”

The television in the living room was turned to the Wyrdworld News Network, with the volume down low and the captions running. Caleb had been watching a lot of TV over the last couple of days—for him, it was a way to acclimate himself quickly to the culture of the Wyrdworld. If he was going to become a politician in the near future, he needed to immerse himself in Hades: its history, its current events, even its jokes and memes. He still wasn’t sure if he was going to take over where his grandfather left off, but it couldn’t hurt to learn.

Eira nodded. She twirled a lock of silvery hair around her finger and took a sip from her steaming mug of coffee. The dress code around the apartment was pretty casual, though they’d stopped walking around naked once they’d adopted Mitzi as their maid. The elf wore a big, puffy sweater with nothing underneath, her long legs poking out from beneath it to play idly with Caleb’s lap.

“I’ll tell you what I think,” Eira said. On the TV, a talking head started discussing a bill that had been recently proposed in the Celestial Senate to modify the current status of the malkini. “If Caleb is really planning to stay in Hades—to move between worlds and live in both, the way Gene Holdstock did—then taking over his grandfather’s seat in the Celestial Senate is the best career move he could possibly make. It’ll give him even more security in Hades than being a Crafter.”

“And me having a literal harem wouldn’t be a disqualifying factor?” Caleb asked.

He was joking. He knew from his constant TV watching that no one would care. It had always been accepted, if uncommon, for powerful men and celebrities in the Wyrdworld to have multiple partners, but the advent of the malkini in Hades had altered society in just a few short years. The massive gender imbalance in this part of the Wyrdworld meant that pretty much every guy in the prime of his life with a little bit of power was bouncing around between multiple women.

Eira knew it, too. She shot him a sly look as she caressed his thigh with her toes.

“Honestly, Caleb? I think the only thing you’re likely to get pushback about is how small your harem is.” She wiggled her eyebrows in Yui’s direction, as she knew talking about Caleb hooking up with other women turned Yui on like nothing else. “A guy like you would be expected to have at least six or seven girls on his arm at any given time. Especially if you’re gunning for the seat of a legend like Gene Holdstock.”

Six? Seven? Caleb tried to imagine having that many beautiful women lounging around his apartment in very little clothing. His mind filled in the blanks, populating the couches with the cute demoness and the pretty goblins he’d seen out in the streets of Hades.

“Caleb is new in town,” Yui said. Her cheeks were flushed, and her eyes looked feverish with excitement at the prospect of talking about this. “He hasn’t had time to meet many women yet. And don’t forget, he’s brought his childhood best friend from the human world along with him.” She beamed at him. “People are going to assume it took him a while to get me okay with the whole ‘harem’ thing. They don’t need to know the truth.”

Caleb chuckled. “What if I’m satisfied with the two ladies I’ve already got?”

As he spoke, Mitzi sashayed across the living room with a dustpan and a small broom, sweeping up the dust off the furniture. Once she was done, she collected the plates from breakfast and made her way back into the kitchen with a friendly brah.

As a malkini, Mitzi was great. True to her word, she hadn’t tried to ensnare Caleb or either of his women with her aura of adorability. Cleaning out the closet where she’d been hiding after Gene Holdstock left had been one of her first tasks, and she’d taken to it with gusto. The only thing the malkini had asked was to be allowed to stay in the bedroom she’d colonized—a request Yui had gladly granted.

It hadn’t escaped Caleb’s notice that that particular bedroom was the same one the catgirl had been using to snoop on him and his harem. Doubtless, the catgirl maid was still listening in on the trio every night—probably in between reading sessions of her depraved catgirl erotica. As long as she kept it quiet, though, Caleb didn’t mind.

Besides, Yui seemed to derive an erotic thrill out of the whole thing.

“In that case,” Eira said with a big grin, “we’ll respect your wishes, of course. And the girls we bring over to the apartment to party with us will be friends, instead of potential romantic partners.”

“Unless you want them to be more, of course,” Yui said, running her hand between Caleb’s legs.

Just as her fingers began to caress the bulge in his pants, the scene on the screen changed.

“Hey,” Caleb gasped, his attention drawn to the news report. “That’s us!”

It was indeed the three of them. Evidently someone had snapped a picture of them flagging down the taxi outside of Lady Lachrymosa’s office. There would have been little opportunity for them to be photographed otherwise. Caleb had been using the card Lady Lachrymosa gave him to order groceries and staying inside for the most part, both because he was interested in learning more about the Wyrdworld and because he worried about an attack by Belleteyn D’Amore.

The reporter was a cherry-skinned demoness with long horns and a lot of cleavage. Her suit was cut smartly and fit her like a glove. “Speculation abounds this week, as the heir of recently departed Wyrdworld titan Gene Holdstock has apparently arrived in Hades. The elder Holdstock’s seat in the Celestial Senate is still unclaimed, and the arrival of the young Crafter has set off a flurry of rumors that this young man intends to run for his grandfather’s seat. It’s left many in the Wyrdworld asking: just who is Caleb Holdstock, anyway?”

“Good to see the news is just as vapid down here as it is on Earth,” Caleb said, turning the volume up.

Yui kept on rubbing him, resting her head on his shoulder as she idly played with him while they watched the report. “What are they saying about us?”

The scene changed to an interview on the street. To Caleb’s surprise, the reporter on the scene was standing just outside of the tree containing the highway to Hades. Kerr stood by, her hair teased and her makeup clearly done by the network, with her guard dog by her side.

“He’s an interesting guy, for sure,” Kerr was saying.

“Would you say he has an understanding of the Wyrdworld?” the reporter asked. “Gene Holdstock was a true oddity in the way he adapted himself to our ways and customs—almost as if he was born here. Does his grandson have the same spark?”

“Kerr, you bitch!” Eira was up off the couch, pointing angrily at the TV screen. “Talking to the fucking press? How much did they pay you for that?”

“She didn’t warn the other clans in Hades we were coming,” Caleb said. It was getting a little hard to think with Yui’s fingers massaging him through his boxers. “She did us a favor, Eira. I’d say cashing out with an interview is a pretty small sin, considering.”

As if confirming Caleb’s suspicions, Kerr smiled at the camera. “Well, I can tell you that he already had two women following him into the Wyrdworld,” she said, gently tugging on her guard dog’s leash. “Following him like puppies, actually. Big hearts in their eyes and everything!”

Eira scoffed. “A puppy!? Fuck you, Kerr!”

The scene cut back to the gorgeous demon reporter in the newsroom. “Caleb Holdstock’s love life promises to be a tumultuous one. We’ve already received reports that one member of his harem is none other than Eira Greenwreath, a former fugitive sought after by the Omega Sovereign. Wyrdworld News has received word that Greenwreath’s debts have been forgiven following the Holdstock Heir’s arrival in Hades, from none other than Lady Lachrymosa herself…”

The scene changed yet again. It now showed Lady Lachrymosa sitting behind her desk, framed with trophies and knickknacks from her long career in Omega.

“Young Master Holdstock is extremely ambitious,” the vampiress said with that sharklike smile. “We had a very productive conversation shortly after his arrival in Hades, and I’m pleased to report he intends to step into his grandfather’s illustrious shoes—where Crafting is concerned, at least. And he’s been more than happy to allow Omega the humble task of handling his integration into the Wyrdworld economy.”

“Humble?” Eira’s eyes widened. “I’m shocked that bitch didn’t burst into flames when she said that word! Omega’s taking a third of your gross pay!”

Caleb shook his head. “Lady Lachrymosa’s only taking a third until the seven hundred and fifty thousand I agreed to take on gets paid off.” He’d explained this several times already, but Eira continued to nurse the grievance. Deep down, he knew she’d expected Lady Lachrymosa to forgive every penny of her debt in exchange for introducing her to Caleb. “After that, it gets much more reasonable.”

“Speaking of which, when is she going to get back to us?” Yui asked. The newscaster had already moved on, segueing into some story about a demonic orgy that had accidentally erupted into an orgy of violence. “That silent auction of hers should have wrapped up by now, right?”

Caleb wasn’t sure. For all her crowing about having the Wyrdworld’s newest Crafter in her stable, Lady Lachrymosa had been remarkably tight-lipped about when she actually expected him to pay the money he owed. For now, she was riding the wave of prestige he had brought to Hades, along with the minor celebrity he’d already acquired as the heir of Gene Holdstock.

“The Holdstock Heir,” Caleb whispered, rolling the newscaster’s words over his tongue. “I kind of like that. I might tell Lady Lachrymosa to start inserting that nickname into all of my official press.”

His words cut off with a gasp. Yui was no longer content with merely rubbing him through his boxers—she took him out of his pants and began to stroke, nibbling her bottom lip as she sighed and relaxed against him.

“You tell that lady whatever you want,” Yui said, her hand working its way up and down his stiffness. “How about the Holdstock Hunk? Shit, we could be the Holdstock Harem…”

“The Holdstock Whores,” Eira snickered, watching eagerly as Yui massaged his rod. “Hey, that has a pretty nice ring to it. We’re doing Lady Lachrymosa’s PR job for her.”

Yui planted a kiss on the side of Caleb’s mouth, then leaned in and parted her lips for him. It felt amazing, and his manhood began to throb in Yui’s fist. He kissed the girl hard, running his hand beneath her sweater to feel the smooth, warm body beneath.

As he did, his eyes opened. Caleb found himself staring at the portrait on the far wall: the one of the woman from the Renaissance Faire, Desdemona, when she was young.

He must have stiffened up or something like that. Yui pulled back a bit, her fingers slowing as she gave Caleb a worried look. “What’s wrong?” she asked, glancing in the same direction as him. “Is Mitzi back…?”

Yui expected to lock eyes with the malkini maid. Instead, she found herself looking at the same portrait as Caleb.

“Mmh, you like her?” Yui asked, turning back to Caleb. Her fingers moved faster, harder.

“She is beautiful,” Caleb admitted. “But I’m more interested in what she knows. What she can teach us.”

Yui chuckled. “Don’t lie to me, Caleb. I’ve known you almost as long as your parents, you can’t lie to me. You’ve got a little crush on Desdemona.”

Suddenly Caleb felt Eira pressing in on his other side. The elf watched Yui give him a handjob, giggling as Yui expertly stroked him toward his peak.

“She’s so much older now, though!” Eira said, frowning gently as she looked from the portrait back to Caleb. “Oh, wait—are you into older women, Caleb? I’ve heard that that’s a thing with some human males!”

“Not just some,” Yui chuckled. “Men love MILFs. And Desdemona is an absolute MILF.”

“MILF?” Eira frowned, her brows furrowing together.

“It means ‘mom you’d like to fuck’,” Yui said with a giggle. “Is that right, Caleb? You want to fuck Desdemona? You want to fuck her hard, while Eira and I watch?”

A wordless growl escaped Caleb’s throat. His balls boiled over, the familiar cresting feeling of an approaching orgasm tingling up his spine. Yui’s fingers never slowed, applying just the right amount of pressure.

At the last moment, Yui giggled. “Cum for me,” she begged, sliding to the floor and burying her face in his lap. “Cum in my mouth, Master!”

Her wish was Caleb’s command.

He grunted, his hips lifting off the couch as his cock jerked against the back of Yui’s throat. Yui swallowed hard as he shot, greedily sucking down his load as quickly as he could give it to her. The world blurred around him, settled, and went back to normal. When he was done shooting, he slumped against the couch bonelessly.

Yui chuckled to herself as she pulled off him. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and settled back onto the couch, toying with the remote as she tucked him back into his pants.

“Thank you,” she said, blowing Eira a little kiss. “I love doing that. The look on your face when you realize what it is you’re about to get is fucking priceless.”

Caleb nodded wordlessly, his gaze returning to the portrait.

They lay there for a few minutes, just relaxing. Finally he sat up, took a sip of his now cooling coffee, and turned the TV’s volume back up to an audible level.

“What we need,” he told the pair, “is a way to contact Desdemona.”

Eira and Yui shared a look.

“She knew my grandfather,” he continued. “You heard what he wrote—she knows about the Wyrdworld. She must have helped him in some way, aided him in his crafting. Which means she knows how these things are supposed to be done.”

“As do I,” Eira said mildly. “Are you sure this isn’t also a sex thing? Because if it is, I’m going to have to be the one to point out the incredibly obvious.”

Truly, she didn’t need to. Caleb had already thought that part out—had been thinking about it ever since reading his grandfather’s letter, in fact.

“You think Desdemona used to have sex with my grandfather,” Caleb said. “That she was part of whatever harem he had, back when he used to sit in the Celestial Senate.”

“I think it’s a distinct possibility,” Eira said, looking at Yui for support. “Look, I’m sure you don’t like to think of your grandfather as a sexual person. Nobody wants to think of their relatives having sex, unless they have something really wrong with their head…”

“Definitely not,” Yui agreed.

“But your grandfather was a celebrity in the Wyrdworld,” Eira said, giving Caleb a sympathetic look. “More than that, he was a sitting Senator in the Wyrdworld’s legislative body. He was expected to have a harem.”

“That doesn’t mean they were in a relationship,” Caleb said. Like he said, he’d thought about this. “My grandfather didn’t lie to me in any of his notes, Eira. He didn’t say Desdemona was his lover—just his friend.”

Eira smiled sympathetically. “Look at that painting,” she said, gesturing to the portrait of the woman near the window. “Does that look like something a friend hangs in their living room?”

Just then, Mitzi entered. The catgirl had discarded her cleaning implements—from the look of her, she’d been in the middle of scrubbing the breakfast dishes when the commotion from the living room brought her over.

“Is everything alright, Master?” Mitzi asked. “You three sounded like you were throwing elbows, brah!”

“We’re just having a conversation,” Eira said, shaking her head. She still hadn’t completely discarded her bias against Mitzi, but she was working on it. “Nothing for you to worry about.”

Caleb had an idea. What was that old adage about servants hearing everything in a household?

“Actually, Mitzi, you can help me out with something,” he said, sitting up. “That woman over there, in the painting. Do you recognize her?”

Mitzi made a show of examining the portrait, as if she hadn’t carefully cleaned every inch of the apartment more times than Caleb had fingers and toes. “Oh yeah, of course!” The malkini straightened up, a big smile on her face. “That’s Lady Desdemona, brah! She’s one of Master Holdstock’s closest friends!”

“Friends,” Caleb said, giving Eira a significant glance. “Is that all they were, Mitzi? You didn’t sneak up against the wall and listen to them on some romantic evening?”

“I spied on them plenty,” the catgirl said with a laugh. “But they never did anything like that! I got the impression Master Holdstock would have if she were into it, brah, but she wasn’t having it for whatever reason!”

“Do you know if my grandfather had any way to contact her?” Caleb asked. “His note to me told me to look her up, but she’s on Earth. In a place called Wolfe’s Hollow.”

Mitzi’s reaction to the request was strange. He expected the catgirl to be her usual, helpful self, but at the mention of contacting the woman from the other side of the door, her expression fell. She put her hands behind her back, her tail going curiously flat as she shifted from one foot to the other.

“I guess I can try to work something out,” she promised, sounding non-committal. “It might be possible to send messages between the Wyrdworld and the human one… Master Holdstock mentioned something like that to me just before he left.”

“He did? Mitzi, you’ve got to do that for me. Okay?”

“I’ll try,” the catgirl said. Suddenly she straightened up, stiffening as if a bolt of lightning had gone through her body. “Oh! But that’s not the only reason I came out here! I received a phone call just a few minutes ago from Omega.” She glanced back through the door from which she’d came. “From someone named Charity, I think?”

Lady Lachrymosa’s accountant.

“Charity called?” Caleb asked. “What did she want?”

The catgirl scrunched up her face. “She said something about an auction. You’d think someone as rich as they are wouldn’t need to throw a yard sale, brah!”

“The Silent Auction!” Eira cried, nearly falling off the couch.

“It’s done!” Yui added. Both of them sprang into action. “She’s found a buyer!”

And Caleb had his first official assignment as a Crafter.


Chapter 13

Thank God I held onto that card, Caleb thought as the taxi tore through Hades. This would have been a hell of a lot harder otherwise.

The demoness’s carriage took a corner sharply, the malkini pulling it nearly crashing into a nearby dumpster as they pulled the vehicle along as quickly as they could. People were staring, and not just because Caleb, Eira, and Yui were now considered minor celebrities in Hades. Their driver was being reckless in the extreme.

“We’ll be there in just a few minutes!” the demoness cried, glancing over her shoulder and grinning back at Caleb. “Rush hour traffic, you know? Sometimes you’ve got to put the fear of Abaddon in these peasants!”

The demoness was the same cab driver who’d given the trio a ride to Caleb’s grandfather’s apartment. After a brief consultation, Caleb had decided to ring her rather than one of Hades’s taxi services. The others were all owned by the clans, which meant both that everyone in the city would know where they were going and that they were likely to be harassed by the paparazzi along the way.

A little defensive driving was a small price to pay in comparison.

They sped through Hades’s business district, scattering other vehicles and attracting the attention of every pedestrian they passed. A few lifted cameras and shot quick photos of them as they drove.

The taxi driver made record time to the Omega building. A small crowd had gathered outside to greet the trio, throwing up cheers as they disembarked from the carriage. A few women even carried signs: Caleb caught sight of one that simply said HOLDSTOCK HAVE MY BABIES!

“Looks like you’ve already got a fan club,” Yui said, glancing at the group of scantily clad women.

The demoness took Caleb’s card and scanned it. “Want me to hang out here for when you’re done?” she asked, cocking an eyebrow.

“Sure,” Caleb said. “If you don’t mind?”

The demoness grinned. “Are you kidding me? This is the most excitement I’ve had all day!”

Even as she said it, several of the gathered women had begun to surround the driver and pepper her with questions. The taxi driver clearly loved the attention; in no time at all she was beaming as she painted a very exaggerated picture of the things Caleb and his harem got up to.

Caleb climbed out of the vehicle, followed quickly by Eira and Yui. The latter paused on the sidewalk, turning around and reaching back into the taxi. “Come on,” she said, coaxing an unseen person with her fingers. “We’re going to be late!”

There was a beat in which it appeared the cabin of the taxi was empty—then Mitzi stepped out. The catgirl was still dressed in her maid uniform, and blinked at the bright lights of Hades like she’d been buried under a blanket for the whole ride to Omega. Actually, that wasn’t all that far from the truth—Yui had insisted on hiding her. She’d been almost as insistent about her coming along in the first place.

“I don’t know why you brought that malkini,” Eira said, shaking her head. “You ought to have left her back at the damned apartment, Yui!”

Caleb wasn’t entirely sure why Yui had pushed so hard to bring Mitzi along for the ride. The catgirl would do anything he asked, since she saw him as her new master, but a meeting with Lady Lachrymosa wasn’t exactly the best place to showcase his maid’s skills. He wanted to make Yui happy, though, and she seemed to know what she was doing. So he’d said yes.

“Look!” someone cried from the crowd. “The Holdstock Heir’s got a malkini!”

“A malkini in a maid uniform!” a succubus chimed in. “Man, you think he’s into roleplay, or what?”

Anything else the crowd had to say was swallowed as Caleb and his entourage were hustled through the revolving door. The snake-haired secretary who’d been so snotty the last time she’d seen him was nowhere to be found—in her place were a pair of big orc goons in business attire, with dark sunglasses and earpieces.

“Mister Holdstock?” one said, looking Caleb up and down. “Come with me, please. Lady Lachrymosa is waiting for you.”

Several of the onlookers outside began hammering on the glass wall of the Omega building. As Caleb turned, one of the succubi from earlier tugged up her shirt, pressing her naked tits against the window and sticking out her tongue.

“Wow,” Caleb said, but the goons practically shoved him and his entourage into the elevator, shutting the door behind them. The last glimpse of the lobby Caleb got showed a couple more big demons in suits clearing the crowd.

“I saw her, too,” Yui said, winking up at Caleb. “Fucking hawt.”

The two men in suits remained silent the whole ride up. Even when one of the malkini pulling the elevator lost their grip and shook the whole box, swearing and throwing brahs around like it was going out of style, they stood there with stoic impassivity. Only once the elevator had reached the proper floor did they step out and gesture Caleb forward.

“Lady Lachrymosa is expecting you,” they said, dropping Caleb and his crew off at the door.

“She most certainly is!”

The voice that came from within the office was loud and sounded a little bit drunk. Was Lady Lachrymosa celebrating? She must have done even better with the Silent Auction than she thought, Caleb realized. Thinking it relaxed him a bit, and he slipped his arms around Eira and Yui’s waists as they were ushered into the office.

Lady Lachrymosa was most definitely in her cups. The tall vampiress sat at her desk with a half-empty bottle of something thick and red before her, with another empty bottle a foot or so away. Someone had dragged in an extra chair for Charity, who perched like a gargoyle on the edge of her seat as she watched her Mistress celebrate.

“Ah, there he is!” Lady Lachrymosa rose from her seat, her head nearly touching the ceiling. “The man of the hour! The Holdstock Heir! Come here, my dear boy—let Lady Lachrymosa give you a hug!”

The Lachrymosa who Caleb had met in this office a few days ago was a predator in every sense of the word—a cold, calculating businesswoman in a world of blood and money. Having her be nice to Caleb was so off the wall that it verged on absurd.

Still, Caleb allowed the vampiress to do what she was going to do. She embraced him hard, lifting him right off the ground as she smothered his face inside of her pale, ample cleavage. He found the experience disorienting but not altogether unpleasant—it was a little bit like getting into a pillow fight with a giant.

“Oh, Holdstock,” the vampiress moaned, sounding like she wanted to sink her fangs deep into his neck. “You are going to make me so much stinking money, honey! Would you believe it?”

Caleb waited patiently for Lady Lachrymosa to put him down, then settled into his chair with Eira and Yui at his sides. No one had left out a chair for Mitzi, so she sat cross-legged near the door, with her back straight against the wall.

“You brought a malkini,” Lady Lachrymosa said, gritting her teeth. “Well, I don’t suppose I care any longer! You’re the celebrity, Caleb, you can do what you want! Within reason, of course!”

“Of course,” Eira said, leaning forward in her seat. It had just begun to dawn on the elf how drunk Lady Lachrymosa actually was. “I take it the Silent Auction went well?”

“Well? Ha!” The vampiress tossed her head back and howled with laughter. When her mouth opened wide, Caleb caught a glimpse of crimson stains across her pearly white fangs. He wondered if it was just blood wine that she had been drinking in celebration, or if she and Charity had decided to pop open one of Lady Lachrymosa’s many thralls, as well.

“The Silent Auction raised a considerable amount of funds for your services,” Charity explained. She seemed far less drunk than her Mistress, though still a little tipsy. “So much, in fact, Crafter, that once this job is completed, your debt to Lady Lachrymosa will be effectively canceled.”

The head vampire’s eyes widened. “Quiet, minion! You were not supposed to tell Caleb that! I was to be the one who granted him salvation, and only after he came to my bedchamber!”

Her bedchamber? Lady Lachrymosa really was roaring drunk if she thought Caleb was in the mood to have sex with her. Though that embrace had certainly smacked of heat…

“My apologies, Mistress,” Charity said automatically.

“Human Crafter, I command you to forget what Charity just told you!” Lady Lachrymosa pointed a finger in the air. “Now, do you want to hear how much the Silent Auction managed to raise for you and Omega?”

Caleb chuckled. “From the sounds of it, more than enough.” Hearing that was a relief.

Lady Lachrymosa made a face. “Damn it, Charity, you spoiled the surprise!” She sounded a touch more sober, as if popping her bubble had flushed some of the blood wine from her system.

“Sorry again, Mistress,” Charity said, a faint smile on her features.

Lady Lachyrmosa took no heed. “Anyway, yes—you are good to go,” she said, waving a finger in Caleb’s general direction. A drunken smile spread across her face as she looked out over Hades, like a queen admiring the seat of her power. “But do not forget that it was I who made it so that you command such a high price, Holdstock Heir. My agents coined that term, and placed your stories in the press so that your arrival would send such ripples through the society of the Wyrdworld. Without me, you would never have been able to fetch such a high price for your services!”

“I’m very grateful for the help, Lady Lachrymosa. In fact, I look forward to a long and profitable relationship between the two of us. Now why don’t you go ahead and tell me about this job you signed me up for?”

Lady Lachrymosa nodded. She looked more than happy to get down to brass tacks. With her long arms, she reached for the remaining bottle of blood wine, then downed a big swig with gusto. She held the bottle out to Charity, cocking an eyebrow, but the accountant shook her head.

“Suit yourself,” Lady Lachrymosa said with a shrug. “The Silent Auction was a roaring success. Everyone who’s anyone in Hades wanted to be the first to contract a Crafting from the Holdstock Heir. I’m told that Blackveil and Greenwreath got into a bit of a bidding war over who would be first to secure your services, but the final bid came in from an anonymous patron who either is not affiliated with one of the three Clans, or does not wish to be known to be affiliated with them.”

“Anonymous?” Caleb asked. “Can they do that?”

Charity nodded. “The top bid was placed by an anonymous individual,” she said, ticking off figures on her fingers. “For now, they wish to only be identified by the letter M.”

“M,” Caleb whispered. “Like in James Bond!”

“I don’t have the faintest idea who that is,” Lady Lachrymosa said flatly. “Anyway, the client has provided us with a photograph of the first item they would like for you to Craft for them. Are you ready to see it?”

“Photograph?” Caleb asked.

“First?” Yui added.

Ah. There it was. The sharklike, predator’s smile that Caleb associated instinctively with Lady Lachrymosa. It was spreading across her face, stretching from ear to ear, and it made him wonder if she was truly wasted or had been able to control herself all along.

“Of course,” the vampiress said. “You did not think that we went through all that trouble and spent all that time and effort to secure the rights to a single item’s worth of Crafting, did you not?”

Yui’s brows furrowed together. “We… kinda did?”

Lady Lachrymosa and Charity shared a look. The pair began to laugh uproariously.

“Oh no… no no no!” Lady Lachrymosa slapped her thigh, jiggling her pert flesh. “We have a contract with this mysterious person, human Crafter! And as the grandson of the illustrious Gene Holdstock, you will no doubt fulfill the terms of this contract!”

Oh great, Caleb thought.

“The client will provide a number of items for you to refine,” Charity explained in a calmer tone. “The first will be provided within the next two days, and you will have a period of one week to open the Item World within the item and perform the refinement process.” She frowned. “There is, however, a rub with this first item…”

The accountant trailed off.

“What’s the catch?” Caleb asked.

Lady Lachrymosa made a face. “The client is requesting something a little difficult.” She waved his concerned look away with a gesture, smiling broadly. “Nothing that you can’t handle, of course! You are Gene Holdstock’s grandson, after all!”

Maybe that was the case, that it wasn’t a big deal. But Caleb thought he could see worry flashing in Lady Lachrymosa’s eyes, behind her big smile. What was the head vampire of Omega worried about? That he wouldn’t be up to the task?

“The item will be delivered to Omega’s offices,” Charity said, taking over the exposition from her boss. “After that, you may take it to your grandfather’s apartment and open the Item World there. Or anywhere else you choose. You will complete the first Stratum of the item, giving it a level of refinement similar to that which you bestowed upon your vorlesen.” The accountant nodded, then let out a sigh. “And then you will do it again.”

Caleb went still. The color drained from Yui’s face. Eira let out a shocked whistle. Behind them, Mitzi gave a little start and looked up from the floor.

“Twice?” Caleb asked. “Seriously?”

He remembered the basic process of solving an Item World from Eira’s introductory lessons in Crafting. Refining an object required him to traverse the world inside the thing being refined, traveling through it until he reached the point where he could either ascend to the next Stratum or leave. Usually there were puzzles or monsters inside—frequently both—but every item was different. And there was an element of randomness to their generation, as well.

Each level of an Item World was referred to by Crafters as a Stratum. Clearing each Stratum applied additional bonuses to the item being refined: but each Stratum was exponentially more difficult than the previous level. So much so that even when refining something as important as his grandfather’s staff, Eira had been too intimidated to try ascending to the second Stratum of his vorlesen.

If his new contract with this mysterious M required him to clear multiple levels of an Item World, then he and his party were going to have a whole new kind of challenge on their hands.

It’s a good thing I’ve got two beautiful assistants to guide me through the process, he thought, glancing over at Eira and Yui in turn. Both of them looked intimidated, challenged, but ready to support him in any way he needed.


Chapter 14

“Just so we’re clear,” Eira said, putting a hand on Caleb’s thigh, “this client is asking us to complete two Stratums of the world that’s inside this thing they’re going to give us?”

Charity frowned. It was clear that this point confused her a little bit, as well. “No,” the accountant said, taking a sip of her wine to cover her misgivings. “The client actually made a specific request for you not to clear multiple levels of the item.”

Now it was Eira’s turn to look confused. “That… that doesn’t make any sense.” She gave Caleb a significant look. “Caleb, there’s something fishy about this.”

“There is nothing fishy about the amount of money this client is paying,” Lady Lachrymosa cut in. “And they’re not asking you to do anything illegal, or even particularly strange. You’re simply to complete the first level of the Item World, refine what you’re given, then re-enter the new item you’ve created and refine it a further time.” The vampiress clapped her hands. “Simple as!”

It sounded a little strange to Caleb, but not so much that he wasn’t planning on accepting the job. “Interesting,” he said, leaning forward. “So is refining the same item twice over easier than clearing two levels in a single mission?”

“This isn’t normal!” Eira sprang to her feet, her eyes wild with surprise and anger. “You’re not supposed to go into an Item World, leave, and then go right back inside! That’s not something Crafters normally do!”

“Eira,” Caleb said mildly. Everyone in the office was staring at the elf. “Let’s hear the rest. Lady Lachrymosa isn’t going to foolishly endanger our lives when she knows how much money we can make her.”

Eira took a moment to collect herself. She looked at Lady Lachrymosa and her underling, realizing belatedly that both of them were as shocked as if they’d bit into a sweet donut and found something bitter waiting inside.

“I’m sorry,” Eira said, sitting back down. She took Caleb by the hand and gave him a squeeze, letting him know that she was there and supporting him. “But I’m concerned about this job. There’s something off about it.”

“I agree,” Caleb said, nodding at the elf. “It sounds strange. But I’m sure this client has a very good reason for asking us to do things this way.” Then he turned to Lady Lachrymosa. “And I’m sure you’re going to tell me what that is.”

The head vampire made a little urk of surprise at being called out. “I don’t ask questions like that,” she snapped, her back arching so much that her cleavage nearly spilled out of her top. But she recovered quickly. “I am not paid to question my clients. I am paid to ensure that they are satisfied, and that they pay me handsomely for my services. And if this client wishes to have a Crafter refine an item two times over, paying you a small fortune in the process for the privilege, who am I to question it?

“Yeah,” Mitzi cried from behind them all. “That’s commerce, brah!”

“Your malkini,” Charity muttered, looking a little surprised. “She speaks!”

“She can do more than that,” Caleb said, thinking. He figured the answer would be something like that, and that Lady Lachrymosa would sidestep the whole thing. All that was left was for him to make his decision. And deep down, he already knew what that would be. “Alright, I’m in. I just have one more question.”

“Very well.” Lady Lachrymosa shared a glance with her assistant that couldn’t properly be called nervous, but might have been a little worried. “You’re the Crafter, Caleb. The Holdstock Heir. Go right ahead.”

“Actually, now that I think about it, I have two,” Caleb said, amending his previous statement. “And I want you to be honest with me, Lady Lachrymosa. As honest as possible. Because I do see this as a long-term arrangement between us, and a mutually beneficial one. Which means I’m going to need to be relying on you for some things going forward.”

“Information.” Lady Lachrymosa looked gratified to have been complimented in such a manner. The vampiress was beaming, toying with one of her dark braids and looking Caleb up and down. “Alright, very well, human. Only because you are so attractive.”

He leaned forward, looking Lady Lachrymosa in the eye. Charity glanced away, unable to meet that unflinching gaze from the heir of Gene Holdstock, but Lady Lachrymosa was made of sterner stuff. She crossed her arms beneath her breasts and met his eye.

“Tell me what you think,” Caleb said. “Who in Hades could be rich and powerful enough to buy out this contract? What sort of demon, elf, or anything else that you’ve got down here could pay us so much money, and manage to hide their identity from you and Omega?”

Lady Lachrymosa smiled. “You know that I have been trying to solve the mystery of our anonymous patron,” she said.

“Let’s just say that I knew a woman like you wouldn’t be able to resist finding out. So tell me. What have you found?”

“I have been doing quite a bit of searching on that score,” Lady Lachrymosa said. “And I’ve come to a conclusion that I accept. There are a very small—vanishingly small, some would say—number of individuals in the Wyrdworld who could pay the amount we received for your contract. Particularly while being able to afford the first item you are going to be Crafting.”

Caleb leaned forward in his seat. He couldn’t help it. “You know what it is?” he asked, intrigued. “Tell me.”

This time, it was Lady Lachrymosa who knew she’d hit the bullseye. “Charity,” the vampire said, reaching over to her underling. “Show Mr. Holdstock the image.”

With a nod, the vampire accountant produced a tiny handheld device from a pocket in her robe. With the push of a button it began to glow, generating a hologram just over the screen. It shimmered, its edges so blurry as to make the form within invisible as the device switched on.

Then the picture snapped into place, and all Caleb could do was stare.

For a moment, no one spoke. Then Eira let out a whistle through her teeth. “Holy shit,” she said, a hint of her former thief’s greed in her tone. “Is that real?”

Floating above the palm sized device in Charity’s hand was a hologram of a diamond. It was the size of a robin’s egg—back on Earth, it would have been worth a fortune. Caleb had no idea how much it was worth here in the Wyrdworld, but it had to be roughly equivalent from Eira’s reaction.

“I have confirmed through M’s sources that this is no piece of costume jewelry,” Lady Lachrymosa said. “You and your group will be provided with the genuine article, to be transformed by your powers.”

“A fabulously valuable treasure,” Charity mused, running a finger along the edge of the projection. “It will be delivered to your grandfather’s apartment—your apartment now, Crafter—by armored car, under lock and key. Part of our arrangement with this M is to keep their treasure safe.”

“Do not think that you would be able to steal it!” Lady Lachrymosa teased. She waved a finger in Caleb’s face, as if he were some naughty schoolboy in need of a little remedial discipline. “We keep track of such things, you know. Omega is putting its trust in you, Caleb. If anything should happen to that diamond…”

He shook his head. “The only thing that’s going to happen to that diamond is that it’s going to be Crafted. Twice.”

The head vampire made a steeple of her fingers. “Excellent.” She moved as if to end the meeting, then thought better of it. “There is one more matter we must discuss before I let you go, Caleb.”

He thought he detected a note of hesitation in the vampiress’s voice. He couldn’t imagine what there could be that the leader of Omega didn’t wish to bring up in his presence.

“That’s probably a good thing,” he said, grinning over at his companions. “I’m pretty tired. We’ve had a busy day, and we’d like to get a little afternoon nap in before nightfall.”

Charity perked up. “You have evening plans?”

“I was thinking about taking in some of the city’s nightlife,” he said, deciding the spur of the moment. “I believe you mentioned something during our last meeting about making a bigger stir in the city, Lady Lachrymosa. Figured I might as well take your advice. Have a little fun.” He was gratified to see both Eira and Yui were looking forward to it.

Lady Lachrymosa’s brows rose. “Interesting,” she said, a strange catch in her voice. “I wanted to speak with you about something very similar. It concerns your harem.” She made a face. “Or rather, your lack of a harem.”

A wave of amusement settled over Caleb. He glanced over at Eira, then at Yui, smirking at his girls before returning his attention to the vampiress on the other side of the desk.

“I’m pretty sure I’ve got a harem already,” he said. “If I don’t, then it’s certainly news to the two women warming my bed every night…”

Lady Lachrymosa held up a hand. “I’m certain that where you come from, that would be considered a harem,” she said, a faintly distasteful look on her face. “We have heard that your men and your women are quite… prudish in the world you call home.”

“Two women is disappointing,” Charity said. Unlike her Mistress, she managed to sound honestly sympathetic about Caleb’s situation. “Even spriggans can manage to attract two women to their side. And nobody likes spriggans.”

“We understand that it takes time for newcomers to acclimate to the culture of the Wyrdworld,” Lady Lachrymosa said, a sympathetic smile spreading across her face. “But you should really have more partners than you currently do, Caleb. You’re a much younger man than your grandfather, and you’re a rising star in South Hades. The fact that you’re not running around with every prime piece in the Wyrdworld… well….”

Lady Lachrymosa made a gesture with her hand. In Caleb’s world, it meant ‘so-so’, but he sensed that here it was a bit more negative in nature.

“People are going to talk,” the vampiress finished with a shrug.

Caleb raised an eyebrow. “How many women do you want me to surround myself with? Twenty?”

He expected Lady Lachrymosa to laugh. She did not.

“Twenty would be a bit much,” the vampiress said with a shrug. “Seven or eight would be about what is expected. Ten would be ideal. More than that, and you might be thought a bit too much of a horndog. But just a bit.”

Caleb scoffed. What kind of world was this?’

Hades, that’s what, he thought, swallowing hard. When in Rome…

Yui leaned forward, looking interested. “So you’re saying we need to find five more women to join the harem,” Yui said with a grin. “Tonight?”

“We should be able to do that,” Eira added, beaming over at her partner. “Couple more elves, a goblin, maybe a succubus or two…”

“You want us to throw a party, we should throw a par-tay,” Yui said, her eyes shining. “Make all the gossip columns the next morning!”

Caleb half rose from his seat. “Wait, wait, wait,” he said, shaking his head. “This is my decision to make. And there’s no way I’m adding five more women to my harem in a single night.”

The logistics of it alone were enough to make Caleb’s head spin. Not to mention he had enough on his plate.

Fortunately, Lady Lachrymosa had the answer.

“I sense your distress,” she said, leaning forward across the desk. Her cleavage nearly spilled from her lacy black top, her pale flesh framed by her two midnight black braids. “I know you would prefer to move slower in matters of the heart, Caleb. So Charity and I have cooked up a solution for you. Something that will allow you to take your time selecting your future harem girls, and thoroughly audition them before adding them to your menagerie of mates.”

That sounded almost too good to be true. Caleb immediately worried what Lady Lachrymosa wanted in return. Still, if it could solve his problem, it was best to at least hear the vampiress out.

“How?” he asked.

That shark-like grin spread across Lady Lachrymosa’s features. “If we can’t win over the press, we intimidate them,” she said, clearly more in her element when an implicit threat of violence was added to the conversation. “We make sure you are captured in public with someone who is dangerous enough that prospective applicants for your harem would be terrified of her. Someone who is the equivalent of six or seven elves! No offense, Greenwreath, but you know it’s true.”

“None taken,” Eira said, a strange look of glee on her face. “I think I like where this is going, Lady L.”

“Yes,” the vampiress said, making a face. “You would.”

Suddenly the pieces clicked together in Caleb’s head. Someone dangerous and intimidating. Someone who was literally as big as several other mates put together…

He had to work very hard to keep a shocked, disbelieving laugh from escaping his throat. “You’re talking about yourself,” he said, his jaw dropping. “You want me to go out with you?”

“It was my idea,” Charity piped in, looking pleased with herself for thinking of it. “I originally suggested a lesser vampire within Omega’s power structure—perhaps even myself. But Lady Lachrymosa immediately insisted it had to be her. No one else would do.”

“No one else has quite the… fearsome reputation in this town that I do,” Lady L said, showing her fangs. “Yes, I am suggesting that you and I go to dinner, Caleb. There is a lovely Mexican-Demonic Fusion Bistro in the more fashionable quarter of South Hades that has been getting rave reviews lately, and I think you would enjoy both the food and the attention.”

Caleb was more than a little stunned. “What would you eat?”

Lady Lachrymosa’s brows furrowed together. “Trust me, I would manage,” she said, looking a bit flustered by the question. “Really, this is for the best, Caleb. Both of our profiles would be raised by the relationship. You, because you’re dating one of the most powerful women in Hades—and because doing so will keep the press off your back for several months, giving you time to select new women to fill out your harem.”

“And you?” Caleb couldn’t help but ask. “What do you get out of it?”

“Other than the naughty thrill of being with a man one-hundredth of my age?” Lady Lachrymosa asked sarcastically. “Caleb. You are the hot new thing in Hades. Everyone is speculating about you: what you will do, who you will fuck, whether you will run for your grandfather’s seat in the Celestial Senate. I will be the talk of the town with you on my arm!”

The more she talked about it, the more Lady Lachrymosa’s idea began to make sense. He was an important person now, a celebrity in the Wyrdworld—but also an unknown quantity. A wildcard in the deck of demons, elves, and fantasy creatures that ran South Hades. Linking himself explicitly (in the most explicit possible terms, no less) with the leader of Omega would give him some much needed stability in the press, and would keep speculation about his harem at bay. His girls deserved that.

Eira and Yui looked intrigued by the idea as well.

“You want to go on a date with our man?” Yui asked, crossing one leg over the other.

Eira snorted. “Guess who’s the slut now?”

“Don’t get it twisted,” Lady Lachrymosa growled, her eyes narrowing to slits. “This is a PR campaign, Greenwreath. Something to get the hoi polloi talking, and put our pictures in the gossip columns. Nothing more than that.”

That’s what Lady Lachrymosa said. But her eyes didn’t match the tone of her voice. There was something about the idea of going out with Caleb that the vampiress found intriguing, even beyond the obvious value it had as a PR stunt.

“If you say so,” the elf grumbled.

Yui frowned. “That’s disappointing,” she said, casting her gaze around the room. “I would have liked to have seen the two of you together.”

“Are you kidding?” Eira snorted. “She’s like, a whole foot taller than Caleb.”

“He’s scaled mountains before,” Yui said with a shrug. Then she grinned. “Wouldn’t mind watching him climb Mt. Lachrymosa one bit.”

“Yes, well!” Lady Lachrymosa made a sweeping gesture, as if she were trying to remove the mental image of that from her mind. Yet wasn’t there a faint excitement detectable behind that pale face and those blood-red lips?

The meeting wrapped up quickly after that. “I will be in contact within the next few days,” Charity promised as they rose to leave. “We’re thinking of scheduling your dinner with Lady Lachrymosa just before your Crafting, so that both news articles will hit the press one right after the other.”

“A one-two punch,” Eira said, nodding with approval. “I like it!”

Charity’s smile told them she knew they would. “Expect an invitation within the next two or three days,” she said, waving her fingers. “A limousine will pick you up. And I hope I don’t need to remind you all of this, but this will be a solo venture.”

“We don’t get to come?” Eira sounded a little surprised.

“With ordinary succubi or elves, it would be acceptable for you to bring your entourage along while auditioning a harem member,” Charity explained. “With someone of Lady Lachrymosa’s stature, the press would interpret such a move as a stealth insult.” The accountant smiled. “So no, it will just be Caleb and my Mistress!”

“Great,” he said, plastering on a smile. What the fuck is she going to eat at a demonic Fusion restaurant? Blood pudding?

The crowd at the front of the Omega building had mostly dispersed by the time Caleb and his companions made it back through the great glass revolving door. Only a few curious onlookers and rubberneckers remained, along with a pair of women sporting cameras who lurked on the opposite side of the street like vultures. Caleb caught a flash from one of their devices as he stepped onto the sidewalk and grimaced.

“Guess it’s all part of the game now,” he said, thinking about Lady Lachrymosa’s offer. Was he really going to go out on a date with a vampire?

The demoness and her taxi waited on the curb. The woman maintaining the carriage had apparently pulled a small paperback book out of a pocket next to the driver’s seat. She looked engaged in her reading and had her feet up on the dashboard like she didn’t even see the world around her.

This impression was only strengthened when Caleb walked up and rapped on the glass of the window with his knuckles. The demoness gave a start as if a bolt of lightning had struck the street, letting out a yelp as she dropped her book.

“Damn it!” she cried, reaching for the volume as it slipped between the seats. “Now I’m going to have a hell of a time finding my page!”

“We’re ready to leave,” Caleb said, looking down the block. The two women with their cameras were still lurking in a nearby alley—probably to snap pictures of the group as they drove away—but everyone else was dispersing. Omega’s security must have done wonders for the log jam.

They climbed into the carriage, and it set off down the road. Eira and Yui almost immediately collapsed into Caleb’s lap, while Mitzi sat on the cushions across from his own.

“That… was a hell of a meeting,” Eira confessed, fanning her face with her long, slender fingers. “I never thought I’d be watching you go on a date with a vampire.”

“I never thought I’d be looking forward to it this much.” Yui planted a kiss on Caleb’s cheek as she spoke. “That vampire can say whatever she wants about ‘PR campaigns’, but I think she’s just looking for a little personal time with Caleb’s staff.”

Caleb chuckled. “Of course you two are talking about my date. And not the incredibly expensive diamond we’re going to be entering in a couple of days.”

To tell the truth, it made him more than a little nervous to be trusted with so much. He had an idea for how he was going to handle that, and he’d tell his girlfriends all about it once they got back to the apartment.

But for now, he was going to enjoy the ride.


Chapter 15

Once Caleb got back to the apartment, it was time for a conversation. Mitzi made to head to her personal quarters as soon as they walked through the door, but Caleb stopped her.

“Would you mind getting the three of us some drinks?” he asked, gesturing at the kitchen. “And get something for yourself, too. I want to hear your thoughts about what I’ve got to say.”

The malkini gave him a shocked look. “Me?” Caleb nodded. “You served my grandfather for a long time. I’d be interested in hearing what you have to say. Either way, I’d rather you hung out with us instead of hiding off on your own. You might be a maid, but that’s not all you are, and I don’t intend to treat you like that’s all you are.”

Mitzi seemed shocked.

So did Eira.

“You’re serious?” the elf asked, putting her hands on her hips as soon as the catgirl had disappeared into the kitchen. “You want her to be part of the meeting?”

“Why wouldn’t she be?” Caleb asked.

Eira sighed. “I know you want to be equitable,” she said, holding up her hands. “But Mitzi is a malkini. A freaking catgirl!”

“So?”

Eira bit down on the tip of her tongue, then sucked her teeth in frustration. “They don’t think about things like normal beings do!” she protested, casting her gaze at the kitchen door as she said it. She wanted to make certain it was closed, and Mitzi didn’t overhear. “All they think about is sex and food! They don’t—”

“They only think about sex and food,” Caleb said, crossing his arms over his chest. He tried to keep the smile off his face and failed. “Sounds like a certain elf I know.”

“Eira, this isn’t like you,” Yui said, holding onto Eira’s arm. “I know I haven’t known you for long, but I know you’re not a prejudiced person!”

Eira stared at Yui for a long moment, thinking. Finally she sighed, shaking her head. “You’re absolutely right. I’m sorry. Between this and Lady Lachrymosa’s office, I’m really losing my head lately!”

“You’re totally fine,” Yui said.

“Of course the catgirl can hang out with us,” Eira said, taking a seat on the couch. “She can even join the harem for all I care! Whatever makes you happy is alright with me, Caleb.”

“I don’t know about adding her to the harem,” Caleb said. He meant it—though the catgirl seemed interesting and was fairly cute, he didn’t feel that ‘spark’ that flew whenever he spoke to someone like Yui or Eira. Maybe it would eventually develop, but he’d cross that bridge when he got to it. “But I’m definitely interested in hearing what she has to say.”

Caleb and Yui got settled on the couch. They had little time to get comfortable before Mitzi arrived, carrying a bottle of expensive looking wine and a number of glasses on a tray. A small hand towel was wrapped around the bottom of the bottle.

“Good lord, we’re burning through my grandfather’s wine cellar,” Caleb said as the drinks were poured.

Mitzi shook her head. “No sir! Master Holdstock has dozens of bottles just like this one, brah! He used to have me serve them all the time!”

“I don’t think you need to worry about beer money any more,” Yui said, toasting him with her glass of wine. “You’re rich now, remember?”

“And in a hell of a lot of debt,” Caleb said, thinking of the tuition he’d taken on from Omega for Eira’s sake. “Here’s to getting that settled as quick as possible.”

It was a good thing to toast to, and all of them did.

Eira swirled some of the liquid around in her mouth, letting out an appreciative moan. “Oh, this is good shit,” she said. “Mitzi, have a glass already!”

The catgirl hadn’t poured herself any. She looked reluctant to do so.

“I don’t think I should, brah,” she said, shaking her head. “Master Holdstock never let me drink with him. Said it was unseemly for servants to put themselves on the same level of the Master…”

Caleb cringed. “Well, I’m Master Holdstock now,” he insisted, taking a sip of the wine. Eira was right—it tasted incredible. “And I say you pour yourself a glass and sit down. What I have to say concerns you as well.”

The catgirl maid looked like she wanted to argue with him, but wouldn’t dare contradict the master of the house.

“If you say so, brah,” the catgirl said, filling her goblet right to the brim. “Hey, Fae girl, scoot over for me!”

Mitzi leaned forward and gave Yui a great big sniff, her nostrils flaring. “You’re human,” the malkini said, “but you’re also part Fae. From the smell, I’d say it’s on your mother’s side. A fairy grandmother, maybe?”

Yui shrugged. “I only just found out a little while ago that I was part Fae. I don’t know where it comes from. My grandmother lived in Japan. She was a shrine maiden in Kyoto—she didn’t emigrate with the rest of my family when we came to America…”

Mitzi nodded. “And I bet she was really, really good at it, wasn’t she?”

“I mean, I’m sure she was,” Yui said. Her brows furrowed together. “You’re not saying…?”

“Kyoto, you said? There’s a portal to the Wyrdworld near there.” Mitzi was rubbing her chin now, lost in thought. “She wouldn’t have come to this side of the Wyrdworld through it, of course, which is probably why no one here’s ever heard of her, brah! I’m guessing someone slipped through, seduced great-grandmamma Yui, and inserted a little Fae blood into her family line.”

“I mean…” Yui trailed off, then shook her head and laughed. “It’s pretty crazy. But I guess it doesn’t change anything. Especially if it’s that far back in my family tree.” A smile spread across her features. “I guess I can thank Grandma Yukio for these,” she said, wiggling her long, sexy legs.

“Damn straight,” Caleb assured her. “That’s actually what I wanted to talk about. We’ve got two days until my date with Lady Lachrymosa—and three until that diamond shows up at the apartment, if there’s no delay. Once it gets here, we’re going to be expected to refine the diamond. Not once, which would be tough enough, but twice. In a row.”

It silenced the entire room. Caleb’s companions managed to keep their worries locked away, trusting in their man to see them through even the most difficult spots. But even so, he could tell that this assignment troubled them. It was a tall order for them to fill.

“What are you thinking?” Mitzi asked. “You don’t think you can do it, do you, Master?”

Caleb sighed. “I think that every time I’ve survived an Item World so far has mostly been luck. I think that this”—he picked his vorlesen off the coffee table, patting the silver dog’s head—”saved my bacon in the fight against Belleteyn D’Amore and I still don’t know three quarters of the stuff it can do. So do I think I can refine this item twice in a row? Maybe. But I’m worried about it.”

“Me too.” Yui squirmed in her seat, unable to meet Caleb or Eira’s gaze. “I swear I don’t think you’re weak or anything like that, Caleb! You’ve saved my life, and I owe you everything!”

“It’s okay,” he assured Yui. “I think what I need is some help. Some expert help. I need to spend every moment I can of these three days training for the mission to come—to making sure that I can guide all of us through that Item World and get us to the other side.”

Eira set her goblet down on the coffee table and palmed her chin. “I think I know what you’re going to say.”

Caleb nodded. “We need to go back to Earth. I’ve got to find Desdemona—my grandfather’s friend—and bring her here.”

Eira and Yui looked shocked, but Caleb had been thinking about this. Almost from the moment he’d recognized the beautiful, ethereal woman in his grandfather’s portrait, he realized that Desdemona was his best shot at learning how to be a good Crafter in a hurry. She’d been with his grandfather for years, whether their time together had been romantic or not. She knew things—things about him that Caleb could only guess.

Sure, Eira could teach him a few tricks. And she had. But he needed more. He needed to learn from somebody who’d seen Crafting in action; who didn’t just know about Item Worlds from a book she’d read in magical college.

Both Eira and Yui looked over at the portrait of Desdemona hanging near the window.

“If she could help you out…” Yui whispered, nursing her wine.

“I’m all for it,” Eira agreed.

Now that wasn’t something Caleb expected. Yui’s agreement, sure, but Eira’s?

“You don’t have a problem with her joining us?” he asked.

Eira shrugged. “There’s only so much I can teach you about being a Crafter. If you’re going to do this and make a career out of it, you’ll need guidance. Ideally you’d have an entire series of instructional tapes waiting for you, narrated by Gene Holdstock and telling you everything you need to know about the art of Crafting. But if we don’t have that, then Desdemona will have to do.”

Caleb smiled at the thought. “You don’t have something like that hidden away in the apartment, do you, Mitzi?” It was worth a shot.

The catgirl shook her head. “No, sir!” she said, giving him a mock salute. She looked more than a little drunk—Caleb made a mental note about malkini being lightweights when it came to drinking. “If I had videos like that, brah, I’d watch them every day! I sure do miss your grandfather!”

“I wish I could have known him like you knew him,” Caleb admitted. He leaned over and put his hand over Mitzi’s furry paw.

The catgirl looked so shocked that she nearly fell out of her chair. She glanced up at him, her dark eyes wide, and spots of color rose to her cheeks.

“M-master!” she cried. Suddenly she seemed to remember herself and pulled away. “I’m only the maid, brah! You wouldn’t take advantage of a poor, innocent malkini, would you?”

Caleb had his doubts that Mitzi was innocent. But what was more important at the moment was that she was game for the mission.

“You said that you had ways of contacting my grandfather’s friends back on Earth,” Caleb said, leaning in close. “Could you send a message to Desdemona? Tell her to meet me at my grandfather’s mansion—say, tomorrow, around noon?”

Mitzi blanched. “You really want to bring Dez back into Hades?”

Dez? Is that what Caleb’s grandfather called her?

“Yes, I do,” Caleb insisted. “I need her to help me learn how to be a Crafter, Mitzi. Can you get a message to her or not?”

The catgirl looked down at the ground between her feet. “Yes,” she finally said. “I can send her a message, Master. I don’t know if she’ll get it, though!”

“Well, it’s worth a try.” He was more than willing to give it a shot—even if it didn’t work, he’d be able to look for Desdemona with the information on the business card she’d given him. “I want you to send a message to her tonight, Mitzi. I’m leaving first thing in the morning, so you can let me know if she responds before then.”

“First thing in the morning?” Eira gave a little start. “You’re not going to sleep in?”

Caleb shook his head. “I’ll want to get an early start of it. Plus, the emptier the streets are when I head out, the better. I won’t want any cameras catching sight of me as I leave Hades.” He perked up and looked over at Mitzi. “Can you call my usual taxi girl and have her on standby?”

As Mitzi nodded, the other two women on the couch stared at Caleb, dawning recognition in their eyes.

“You mean to go this alone,” Eira said. “Don’t you?”

Caleb was more than a little surprised they hadn’t figured it out yet. “I can move faster by myself. There’s no reason for me to trouble the rest of you—”

It was as far as he got.

In the blink of an eye, Eira and Yui were over to Caleb’s side of the couch. They grabbed him and held him, clinging to him in a way that reminded him of the flood of malkini he’d fought his way through the first time he’d entered an Item World. Neither of them were going to let him get off the couch without changing his tune.

“You’re not going anywhere without us,” Yui insisted. “Where you go, we go!”

“Maybe Mitzi can stay behind, just to provide us some cover,” Eira added. “But you’re taking me, and you’re taking Yui!”

Caleb couldn’t help but laugh. His harem’s dedication was touching.

“Alright, alright,” he agreed, shaking his head. “You two are trying to crush me. You can come, alright?”

The two women relaxed.

“Good,” Eira said as she sat up.

“Mitzi, you do need to stay behind, though,” Caleb said. “I’ve got plans for you. You think you can hang out in the apartment for a day or two and cover for me?”

The catgirl gave him a confused look. “I’m always here, brah,” she said, staring down into the depths of her wine. “I wouldn’t go anywhere, Master—not unless you commanded me to!”

“Alright.” Caleb rose from the couch. “We’ll talk about the rest of it in the morning. For now…”

He reached out to Eira and Yui. They’d been clinging to him like a piece of driftwood after a shipwreck just a few moments before, so both of them knew the score. They responded to his affection with plenty of their own; smiling back at him, they raised their bodies from the couch and embraced him in a hug from either side.

“Mitzi, hold my calls,” Caleb said. “Going to turn in early tonight, since I’ve got to get up in the morning. We’ve all got lots to do if we’re going to pull this off before anyone notices we’re gone.” He glanced at each of his women in turn. “You don’t mind hitting the sack with me a little early, do you, girls?”

“Who, us?” Eira beamed, her eyebrows waggling as she no doubt pictured all sorts of erotic delights in her mind’s eye. “Hell no!”

“I’m pretty tired, too,” Yui said. Her tone told Caleb she wasn’t lying, but that there were things she wanted to do before the three of them passed out. Perhaps she wanted to do those things two or three times, even. “The thought of getting under the covers with you two right now… mmh, it’s heaven.”

“It’s settled, then.” Caleb chuckled. His hand strayed down to both women’s asses as he led them from the living room. “See you in the morning, Mitz!”

As Caleb headed to the bedroom with his two beautiful girls by his side, he watched Mitzi watching him from the couch. She’ll be listening through the walls tonight, he thought, picturing the malkini maid with her ear against the plaster as he banged Yui and Eira’s brains out. Naughty little catgirl.

He was kind of looking forward to it.


Chapter 16

“You ready?”

Caleb stood in the foyer of his grandfather’s apartment, a backpack strapped to his back. A delicious morning’s breakfast settled in his stomach, while the three cups of coffee he’d hurriedly downed during the repast sizzled through his bloodstream, filling him with caffeine. It’s my apartment now, he reminded himself, looking around the place. Now I’ve just got to prove that I deserve it.

In the background, the telephone rang.

“I’ll get it!” Mitzi cried. She made her way across the living room, heading to the phone. At Caleb’s request, she’d moved it to a central location while he and his companions were eating breakfast that morning, so she wouldn’t miss any calls. From outsiders, or from Caleb himself.

The catgirl had a job to do.

Next to him, Eira shifted from one foot to the other. She wore a pack over her shoulders that was identical to Caleb’s own, with a pair of oversized water bottles strapped to each side. She carried Caleb’s for him, since the sides of his own backpack were occupied by something they were going to need as soon as they left the Wyrdworld. The elf looked even more keyed up than usual, and watched Mitzi with a mixture of expectation and suspicion.

“Let’s see if she’s able to pull this off,” Eira muttered. She looked up, realized Caleb could hear her, and colored cutely. “Sorry.”

“It’s alright,” Caleb said. His mind was off in the clouds, making plans. Assuming they were able to make it out of the Wyrdworld without suspicion, they’d have a limited amount of time to take care of their business and make their way back to Hades. “I’m curious to see how she handles this, too.”

The phone continued to ring. Mitzi picked it up right before the call would have gone to the apartment’s answering machine. A little display next to the earphone showed the Caller ID—Mitzi held it up as she answered so that Caleb could see.

It was one of the city’s gossip magazines. Perfect, Caleb thought. This would be a good test. Low stakes if anything got screwed up.

“Holdstock Residence,” Mitzi said.

It never failed to surprise him how quickly the catgirl managed to slip out of one persona and into another. The ditzy malkini with a constant low-level case of the horny faded into the background, replaced with a calm, professional assistant.

The voice on the other end of the phone said something Caleb couldn’t hear. Mitzi listened attentively, then let out a speculative purr. “What’s that? You want to speak to Master Holdstock? An interview?”

This was a show the catgirl was putting on for their benefit. Eira and Yui nodded along, both watching the malkini like she was an actress in a movie and the scene she was in had just gotten interesting.

As Mitzi continued to listen, she reached over and jiggled the mouse. A slender, newly purchased laptop stood on a table a short distance away from the phone, and it was the reason why the catgirl had moved the telephone out here. The acoustics in the foyer area were the best.

“I’m so sorry, but Master Holdstock is busy right now,” the malkini said. “He’s been in his suite all morning, and I don’t think wild stallions could drag him out of that bed…”

As Mitzi spoke, she flipped open a video she’d saved on the desktop. It went fullscreen, showing a bunch of catgirls surrounding a muscular demon dude on an oversized bed. A handful of the creatures were busy pleasuring the man, while the others teased and pleased each other, keeping the whole group ready and turned on.

Moans filled the foyer.

Mitzi said something non-committal to the person on the other end of the line. The catgirl walked away from the laptop, the earpiece of the phone on a long, twisted cord she used to step over to another alcove near the wall. She produced a frying pan and slammed it against the wall, creating a massive thump. With a grin, she did it again.

Soon the sounds of knocking mixed with the pornography in the background. From the way the smile spread across Mitzi’s face, Caleb could tell the deception was working.

Right now, there’s a member of the Wyrdworld press who thinks I’m balls-deep in about a half-dozen women, he thought with a chuckle. They won’t be surprised that I don’t pick up the phone for a while—after all, I’m busy. Doing what new celebrities in Hades do.

Mitzi and the caller exchanged a few more pleasantries, and then the malkini maid hung up the phone. She switched off the porn movie and logged off the laptop, practically giddy with glee.

“It worked, Master!” the catgirl said, jumping up and down. “That was someone from DMZ, the biggest gossip site in Hades. They wanted to interview you.”

Mitzi’s smile was infectious. Caleb, Eira, and Yui found themselves matching it.

“What did you tell her?” Caleb asked.

“I didn’t have to say much,” Mitzi said, wiggling her eyes in the direction of the laptop. “Between the moans and the thumping, they definitely think you’re in the middle of some decadent, depraved orgy! I even offered to set up a callback time for them to talk with you, but the woman on the other end of the line said she’d try you next week! When you’re ‘feeling better’!”

Caleb started to laugh. “If I was actually doing what it sounded like, my life couldn’t be much better than that.”

“It worked,” Yui said, giving the maid a high-five. “Now you just do that to anyone who calls, okay? Except for Lady Lachrymosa, I guess. You can tell her Caleb is meditating or something. Or maybe he’s in an Item World, practicing his Crafting for the big day.”

Mitzi nodded. “Either way, nobody will be thinking to look for you in Hades, Master! In an hour, all the gossip columns in the Wyrdworld will be saying you’re in the middle of a drunken bender, brah!”

“And that they shouldn’t expect to hear from me for a few days,” Caleb said, his heart leaping into his throat. “A perfect alibi. Is the cab ready?”

“It’s downstairs,” Eira said. “I already talked to her. The streets are clear. There’s not even a camera crew out there at this hour.”

“Great.” Because I got up at an ungodly early time specifically to avoid them.

Caleb was hoping to catch a quick nap on the way out of Hades. Despite how early he’d ‘gone to bed’ with Eira and Yui, he hadn’t actually fallen asleep for several hours after wishing Mitzi a good night. Even after they’d had their fun and the girls were snoozing in his bed, he lay awake for a while staring at the ceiling, feeling the immense pressure of the new role he was taking on in the Wyrdworld.

If he really was having an orgy with a bunch of new harem girls, life would be a whole hell of a lot easier. But then he wouldn’t be worthy of his position as his grandfather’s heir.

Eira’s intel was right—they had nothing to worry about as they made their way downstairs. At this early hour in Hades, the streets were as clear as a freshly shaved hockey rink. And about as cold, too. The lack of any sunlight meant that temperatures were damned cold until the rivers of fire started to heat up around mid-morning.

The demoness and her taxi looked bright eyed and bushy tailed, at least. “Ready to head out?” she asked, giving the trio an appraising look. “You three look like you’re about to go hiking up the side of Mount Abbadon!”

“Is that a real place?” Caleb asked, climbing into the carriage.

The demoness grinned. “You betcha! You wouldn’t really want to go hiking out there, though, Crafter. The Fire Orcs who live on the side of the mountain are seven feet tall, always looking for new lovers, and don’t take ‘no’ for an answer.

“Death by snu-snu.” Yui laughed, climbing in behind Caleb.

It certainly sounded like it. Caleb couldn’t tell if the demoness was exaggerating or not, but after a few moments thought he figured she probably wasn’t. The combination of ‘dangerous’ and ‘horny’ felt about right for the Wyrdworld.

“Is that where you come from?” he asked the driver, settling into his seat. He was in a joking mood—a lack of good sleep always made him feel a little loose and loopy.

The demon woman laughed. “Nah. I’m South Hades born and bred,” she said, looking him up and down. “Your elf told me I’m taking you to the border?”

“That’s right,” Caleb said. Eira was climbing in as he spoke; she was the last to enter the carriage. From the way her head swiveled as she settled in, he figured she’d given the street a more thorough search for cameras than the rest of them. “You won’t tell anyone about this, will you?”

“Who, me?” The demoness flashed the sort of grin that men usually had to pay for.

Suddenly Caleb realized how attractive she was, and how strange it was that he hadn’t seen it before now.

The carriage rumbled as it set off down the street, its team of malkini huffing and puffing. Vapor rose from the catgirl’s mouths as they jogged, though they looked to be enjoying the early morning exertion. The demoness glanced around furtively, then pushed a button to bring up the carriage’s roof.

“No one’ll see you in here,” she assured Caleb. “You three just relax. Catch some Z’s if you can. I’ll wake you up when we get to your destination.”

He was planning on doing just that. “Thanks,” he said, meaning it. “You know, I never caught your name.”

The demoness grinned, showing a mouthful of toothy fangs. “Name’s Mare,” she said, an inviting look spreading across her face. “Lesser demon of South Hades. Grew up not too far from Eira’s neck of the woods, actually. I think we might have gone to the same high school.”

“We did,” the elf said. “You were a sophomore when I was a senior. And I need you to do something for me.”

This caught her off-guard. “What’s that?” Mare asked.

“Let me know when we get to the big tree,” Eira said, leaning back in her seat. “There’s someone who works at the entrance who I need to speak to before we go.”

It didn’t take a rocket scientist to tell who she meant. Eira had to be talking about Kerr—the woman who worked as a guard at the entrance of the highway to Hades. Caleb remembered her oversized, three-headed dog, and the way it had dropped its fierce posing to roll over for belly rubs and lick his face.

He was looking forward to seeing her again, even if she probably wouldn’t be happy to see Eira.

Mare promised she’d do that. Shortly after, she shut the window in the front of the carriage’s cabin, sealing Caleb, Yui, and Eira in the darkness. The vehicle rocked gently back and forth as they made their way through the streets, heading toward the main thoroughfare leading out of the city and back to the surface of the Wyrdworld.

Caleb immediately felt his eyelids growing heavy. It was warm in the carriage, and the padded cushion and back of the seat felt so comfy against his body.

But before he passed out, there was something he wanted to know.

“Eira,” he said.

In the dim light of the carriage, he could see just enough of the elf’s silhouette to know she started. She must have been about to pass out, too.

“Uh huh?” Eira asked blearily. Yep. Almost out like a light.

Caleb cleared his throat. “Why do you need to speak to Kerr?”

Even in the darkness, Caleb could see the elf grin. “Because Kerr’s a chatty bitch,” she said in a matter-of-fact tone. “And I don’t need her telling tales out of school about you sneaking out of the Wyrdworld. Hell, I’m half-convinced she’s the reason Bellteyn was able to find you in the first place…”

Caleb wasn’t so sure about that, but he wasn’t about to question Eira’s intuition. “Don’t be too hard on her,” he said instead, leaning back against the cushion and closing his eyes.

“No?”

“She’s got a cute dog,” Caleb said, already beginning to drift. “Nobody who’s got a dog like that could be evil…”

The next thing he knew, the carriage was slowing to a stop. He snapped out of a dream where he was back in college and trying to make it to class on time, only to discover that he wasn’t wearing any clothes, and for a few seconds he wondered where he was and how he’d gotten there. Then he remembered the carriage and rubbed his eyes.

He could tell from how long he’d been asleep that they weren’t all the way to the border yet. He’d have been more well rested if that was the case. This must have been the stop along the way that Eira requested—the quick tete-a-tete with Kerr, the guard at the World Tree.

Eira was already climbing out of her seat. She either woke up faster than Caleb or was already awake, for she showed no signs of lethargy as she climbed over to the carriage door. Moonlight shone through the gaps as she opened the side of the vehicle and climbed out.

Always night in the Wyrdworld, Caleb reminded himself. That was something he doubted he’d ever get used to, no matter how much time he spent in this strange world beyond the door in his grandfather’s basement. At least in Hades, with the play of brightness and dimness from the city’s rivers, it was easy to tell day from night—up here on the surface, the sky was an endless expanse of inky blackness punctuated by a spill of stars. No doubt that same massive, orange crescent moon hung low in the sky, bathing the landscape in its ethereal light.

Enough light entered the interior of the vehicle for Caleb to see Yui. Yui was laying across her seat, snoozing gently with one arm over her face. Her backpack lay on the floor in front of her, bulging with supplies. Yui had always been a planner, and she’d filled her pack with everything she thought she, Caleb, or Eira might need on their journey.

She looked so cute that Caleb didn’t want to wake her. He slipped past her sleeping form and opened the carriage door with his fingertips, stepping out into the endless night.

The World Tree was just as he remembered it. Its branches stretched to the sky, tangled and twisted around each other like a thicket of thorns. The two lanes of the great highway leading below were as black as pitch.

Mare had parked the carriage just along the side of the entrance, far enough from the road that no one pulling out of Hades like a bat out of hell (a metaphor Caleb couldn’t help but permit himself) would be at risk of slamming into it. Kerr stood a short distance away with her three-headed dog, her face filled with trepidation as Eira approached.

The demoness sat in the driver’s seat of the carriage, sipping from an energy drink with a logo of a pitchfork on the side. She glanced up as Caleb passed, a drop of the fizzy liquid dripping from the corner of her mouth. She wiped it away with the back of her hand.

“Didn’t expect to see you up,” she said, glancing back at the carriage. “How’s your princess?”

“Sleeping like a baby,” Caleb said, his eyes never straying from Eira as she walked over to the guard booth. “I haven’t gotten to talk to Eira yet. What kind of mood is she in?”

Mare rubbed her chin with a gnarled thumb. Only now did Caleb notice that her nails were long and black, and that each had a tiny silver pentagram glued just beneath the cuticle. It gave her a very alt-model appearance.

“I don’t think she’s liable to raise hell for the moment,” Mare said, taking another swig from her can. “But if Kerr talks back or gets her dander up, you might see some of the old South Hades Eira I know.”

“Duly noted,” Caleb said. “Thanks.”

Mare held out her energy drink. “Want a sip?”

He fancied himself something of a connoisseur of energy drinks back home, having sampled most of the major brands’ many offerings during late nights pumping out his college work against a deadline.

He took the can (it was indeed simply labeled PITCHFORK) and tipped back an experimental sip.

Just that tiny amount of the stuff was almost too much for him.

“Good Lord!” Caleb gasped, nearly dropping the can. “My lips are on fire!”

It tasted as if someone had emptied an entire tube of pepper spray into the can. The overall flavor might have been acceptable if there were nothing more irritating than carbonation and sugar in the drink, but Caleb could hardly taste it for all the burning. He felt his eyes water.

“The Lord didn’t have anything to do with that,” Mare said, her eyes shining with mirth as she took the can back from him. “Strong stuff, huh?”

You could say that again. Caleb was a fan of that show on YouTube where celebrities ate extremely hot wings while answering questions, and if he’d had to insert Mare’s energy drink into an episode somewhere, it would have been right at the end where the truly insane levels of spiciness came out to play.

“It’s not really for me,” Caleb admitted. “I’m probably more for the mild flavor.”

Mare snorted. “Baby, this is the mild flavor!”

He chuckled, then shook his head and walked off. He had to jog to catch up with Eira; the grass alongside the road leading out of Hades was wet with what promised to be an endless amount of dew.

“…know that you’re in league with those bitches,” Eira was saying in a low, threatening tone of voice. “Don’t tell me you don’t take bribes, Kerr—I know for a fact that’s bullshit. If one single word about our little adventure makes it back to Hades before we do, I will personally—”

“You’ll do what?” Caleb asked mildly.

Eira had been so involved in berating the guard that she hadn’t even noticed him coming up behind her. Her eyes widened a fraction but she recovered smoothly.

“I’m just making sure my old friend and I have an understanding,” the elf said, jerking a thumb over her shoulder at Kerr. “Turns out she knows this taxi—even if we’d shot past like a fucking rocket without stopping, she’d realize what we were up to. Damned shame if you ask me.”

What wasn’t a damned shame was Cerberus’s reaction to Caleb’s arrival. All three of the dog’s heads beamed at Caleb, and three tongues wagged eagerly like the pup had just gotten out of an appointment at the vet and was looking to blow off some steam. Caleb wished he had time to play fetch with the demon dog, though he knew Kerr would only have been mortified by him doing so.

Caleb looked the gate guard up and down. She had one hand on Cerberus’s leash and the other on her hip and was massaging a bulge near her belt like she had a weapon stashed there. Caleb made a note of it but didn’t let it worry him.

Eira just snorted. “How do you think the authorities got that report about ‘noted fugitive Eira Greenwreath’ out so quickly, Caleb? Kerr fucking snitched on us. Little bitch was probably on the horn to Lady Lachrymosa before you even got finished petting her dog’s belly—”

“That’s a lie,” Kerr snapped. The guard looked so upset by the accusation that Caleb was almost inclined to believe her. “I never told anybody you were back in town, Greenwreath! I’m not a fucking snitch!”

Caleb sighed. They didn’t have time for this. The last thing he needed was his right-hand girl coming to blows with a gate guard. But at the same time, he had to admit that Eira had a good reason for what she was doing. They had to be sure that Kerr didn’t betray them. And that report had arrived in Hades with disturbing efficiency.

Maybe the truck driver who’d given them a ride into town had turned right around and sold them out. But Caleb didn’t think so. For one thing, the man hadn’t recognized Eira—Kerr had. And she knew Eira was a fugitive, or at least had been at the time.

How to deal with this? Caleb glanced back at the carriage. The demoness had finished with her energy drink and stashed it beneath the seat, and her team of malkini looked eager to get the show back on the road. Caleb hoped Yui was still sleeping through all of this peacefully, rather than wondering where he and Eira were.

Oh, he thought. When the idea came, it was so obvious he nearly slapped his forehead.

“My girl here says you accept bribes,” Caleb said, putting an arm around Eira’s shoulders. The elf stiffened for a moment, not sure where he was going with all this, then relaxed into his touch with a smile.

Kerr’s hackles rose. “Look, Crafter, I know you’re hot shit in town and you’ve got Greenwreath in your stable. But you cannot take the word of a South Hades thief as gospel. Especially when she’s impugning my character—”

“She’s not impugning anything,” Caleb replied with a grin. “I don’t give two shits about your character, Kerr. I want to offer you a bribe.”

The gate guard’s entire manner changed in an instant. The high-handed, moralistic posturing she’d been doing only moments ago dissolved, replaced with the hard look of someone who’d grown up on harder streets. Caleb thought again about Eira’s tight-knit clan back in the slums of Hades, and stopped wondering how it was the Greenwreaths managed to get their followers so deeply in debt.

“Well now we’re talking,” Kerr said. She leaned over and patted three of Cerberus’s heads, rubbing the scruff on the dog’s many necks. “What’s your offer, Crafter?”

Holy shit, Caleb thought. Only his recent experience in dealing with even crazier shit than this allowed him to hold onto a neutral expression. Eira was right about her all along!

Kerr was crookeder than a Soviet intersection. She probably had sold their information to Lady Lachrymosa, or one of the other clans in South Hades.

Her position made her the perfect person to buy information from. Her job meant that she could keep eyes on everyone who entered and left the main artery connecting the upper Wyrdworld to Hades. Someone like that was worth keeping in one’s back pocket, wasn’t it?

Especially for Caleb himself.

“Here’s what I want you to do,” he said, gesturing with his chin at the tunnel they’d come through. “Keep the news about us to yourself, at least until we make our way back into Hades. I don’t want anyone to know we’re gone—otherwise, they might start asking some uncomfortable questions. And I’d really rather avoid that if we can help it.”

Kerr nodded as if this were exactly what she’d expected. “Sure, sure,” she said, idly patting the back of Cerberus’s head. “And what do I get in return, Caleb? What are you offering me for my silence?”

Eira’s head turned, an expectant look filling her face. Clearly she was waiting for Caleb to name a figure. He was cash poor at the moment, but his apartment was worth a fortune—and was filled with things he could sell in a pinch to come up with the money.

But he didn’t want to part with any of that. He had something else in mind.

“How would you like to join the group?” he asked the woman.

Kerr couldn’t have looked more shocked if she’d been struck by lightning. The gate guard stared at Caleb, her jaw dropping open as her grip on Cerberus’s leash tightened.

“You want me in your harem?” Kerr said, her eyes filling with disbelief. She let out a little laugh. “You seriously want to fuck me? Don’t get me wrong, Caleb, but you’re not exactly my type. And I don’t like the idea of sharing you with Greenwreath.”

Caleb was already shaking his head. “Not for sex, Kerr. For a job. You really don’t want to work for Hades’s newest Crafter?”

Kerr wasn’t dumb. She could see a golden opportunity when one was being dangled in front of her eyes. “You’d hire me? Really? Why?”

Caleb knew any falsehood would shut the whole thing down before it could begin. So he squared his shoulders and told the truth.

“You seem like a resourceful person,” he said. “Lady Lachrymosa might have a bird’s eye view of Hades’s gossip networks, but you’re down in the thick of it, like a soldier. I could use that perspective.” He knelt down and held out a hand for Cerberus to lick. “And honestly… I like your dog.”

Cerberus was eager to show Caleb some love. Three tongues licked at his outstretched palm as the dog strained at Kerr’s leash, barking and hooting with glee.

“My dog!?” Kerr clearly couldn’t believe what she was hearing.

“I’ve been thinking we need a pet at the apartment,” Caleb said with a smile. “A mascot.”

The three-headed dog was adorable and clearly loved Caleb and his women. He wanted it waiting for him when he got home after a long, hard day, just like the rest of his new family.

After all, what was a family without a dog?

Kerr looked from Cerberus to Caleb. The guard clearly felt some level of admiration for the pup she kept on a leash, but their relationship didn’t go much beyond the business level. He could tell from the look in her eyes that she wouldn’t fight him over the dog. Especially not when she got a look at the kind of wages he was paying.

“Alright, it’s a deal,” Kerr said. The redhead smirked and crossed her arms beneath her breasts, giving Eira a look like a fox who’d just been promoted to hen house inspector. “I’ll keep my mouth shut until you get back, Crafter. And when you do show up at the entrance to the highway, I’ll jump ship and catch a ride with you into Hades. We can hand the highway patrol my resignation letter at the same time I sign your contract. Understood?”

“Understood,” Caleb said. “Who’s a good boy!?”

Cerberus was smart enough to understand what was happening. The big three-headed dog was practically doing cartwheels at the thought of being able to come home with Caleb. He wished he could take the dog with him back to Earth, but it was too risky. What if Cerberus ran off and got spotted by the authorities? There’d be a whole new cryptid in West Virginia if that were the case.

“Calm down,” Kerr whispered. Yes, the guard wouldn’t be heartbroken to hand over her dog. Not one bit. “Pleasure doing business with you, Crafter. See you soon.”

As they walked back to the carriage, Eira finally spoke up. “That was cleverly done,” she said, lacing her fingers through Caleb’s. “But did you really have to hire Kerr?”

He chuckled. “I know you don’t like her. Relax, I’ll make sure she’s nowhere near you. I’m going to need all sorts of people around me in the near future: PR flacks, rumormongers, and the like. I figure we’ll need a whole operation like Lady Lachrymosa’s before long.” He glanced back at the entrance of the tunnel leading into the World Tree. “Can you think of anyone more experienced to run it?”

Eira tried and failed. “Fine,” she said, climbing into the darkness of the carriage. She dropped her voice as they slipped inside to avoid waking Yui up—she was still asleep. “Just don’t expect me to bond with the bitch.”

“I won’t,” Caleb assured her, sinking into the cushions. “Some miracles are just too much to hope for.”

The carriage sped off, driving across the Wyrdworld. Soon they’d be back on Earth, and Caleb would have a hell of a lot of work to do.

But for now, he caught some much-needed rest.


Chapter 17

“I’m really hoping I don’t need these,” Yui said, looking down at the items in Caleb’s hands. “But I guess I should put them on, just in case.”

Caleb, Yui, and Eira stood in the same clearing where they’d entered the Wyrdworld proper. Despite the fact that they’d been in the world beyond his grandfather’s basement for a little over a week, it already felt like the Earth itself was something from a whole other lifetime. Caleb felt a curious mix of longing and trepidation at the thought of returning to the world he’d grown up in.

He liked the Wyrdworld. It was as simple as that. Part of him worried he’d have trouble finding his way back, but he knew Eira and Yui would help him no matter what.

At the moment, he was in the middle of helping Yui. As soon as the carriage stopped and Mare let them out of her taxi, Caleb had unstrapped the items he’d been carrying on the sides of his backpack since they’d left his apartment in Hades.

Yui’s enchanted bracers.

Once upon a time, they’d been her wheelchair—the device she used to get around after the accident that had taken away her ability to feel or move the lower half of her body. At first it had been her prison, but Yui had told him that once she got used to using her wheels, they became her freedom. Without them, she’d have been trapped at home one hundred percent of the time, unable to experience the independent life she enjoyed.

That wheelchair had been refined in an Item World. The very same Item World where Caleb and his harem fought the bounty hunter Belleteyn D’Amore and watched her get carried into the Wyrdworld by a horde of ravening malkini. Thanks to the magic Caleb inherited from his grandfather, Yui’s chair now fit around her legs—allowing her to walk via telepathic commands.

He strapped one of the devices along Yui’s left leg, tightening the leather bands that held the metal into place. As he moved to do the other, Yui picked up the bracer for herself and fit it along the muscle of her calf.

“I should probably learn how to do this for myself,” Yui said with a self-deprecating smile. “But thanks, Caleb.”

“Anytime.” He truly did hope that the bracers wouldn’t be necessary. It would be incredible if Yui could keep walking once she traveled through the door leading back to his grandfather’s basement. In fact, it would be a miracle.

But Caleb had already been blessed with more miracles than most men were entitled to. And so he planned for the worst, even as he hoped for the best.

“Be back here at the same time over the next three days,” Caleb told the taxi driver. He expected the harem to be back by the second day, but it was a smart move to have backup just in case. “We’ll try and meet you.”

“Can do,” Mare said. Then a knowing smile spread across the demoness’s face. “Hey, Caleb?”

“Yeah?”

Mare’s smile broadened. “I heard you offer that gate guard a job a little while ago,” she said, twirling a lock of her long hair around her finger. “You wouldn’t happen to be in the market for a full-time valet, would you?”

Caleb laughed. “Sure. Just be here when we need you to be, and we’ll figure it out once we get home.”

The demoness gave him a mock salute. “Yes, sir! You can count on me!”

Caleb knew he could.

There were no other preliminaries to complete. All that was left was to step back through the door, and return to the world he called home. With a sigh, he drew his vorlesen.

“You two ready for this?” he asked.

Eira and Yui nodded.

The silver dog’s head at the end of his staff glowed faintly as he put it to work. Eira had told him all he needed to do to reopen the door was to draw the portal in the air with his vorlesen. According to Eira, his willpower would do the rest.

Caleb’s skepticism dissolved as he saw the glowing trail left behind by his implement. It glowed like phantom power as he traced the contours of the portal above the wet grass in the center of the clearing—by the time he was done, he could see a mist forming in the center of the doorway.

“It’s working,” he said, his heart hammering against his ribcage. “What else do I need to do?”

“Touch the staff to the center of the door once you’re done drawing it,” Eira instructed. “That should be enough magic to pierce the veil and form a connection between the worlds.”

Caleb tried to ignore that funny little ‘should’ as he worked. Once the doorway was complete, he thrust the head of the vorlesen through the center like a battering ram, slamming it through the glowing portal he’d created like the point man of a SWAT team kicking down the entrance to a drug den.

As the silver head penetrated the fog, the mists cleared. Caleb felt as if he were looking through a crooked mirror, or a pair of glasses whose prescription were slightly skewed. Through the portal, he saw a bare concrete floor, a bunch of shelves, and some wooden stairs leading upwards.

It was his grandfather’s basement.

He’d found his way home.

“Come on!” He knew the portal was stable, but part of him still worried about it collapsing unexpectedly. “Let’s get a move on!”

Together, the trio stepped through the doorway. Behind them, Mare waved goodbye.

A searing blast of white light filled Caleb’s eyes as he stepped between worlds. Just like last time he’d traveled into the Wyrdworld, he felt a keen sense of dislocation in that moment between his feet leaving the ground of Eira’s world and touching down on the surface of his own. His stomach did a flip. Tilting forward felt like going down the steep hill of a rollercoaster, with all the mingled fear and excitement that entailed.

Then Caleb was through. The scent of ozone filled his nostrils as he walked across the basement, jockeying with the musty scents of the subterranean cellar. He was back in his house on Earth. Home at last.

Caleb moved out of the way of the portal and turned, waiting for his girlfriends to follow. Eira stepped through next, sliding between worlds with the silky-smooth motion of a seasoned traveler. If she still felt that strange nausea when she traveled in and out of the Wyrdworld, she gave no sign of it.

But Yui certainly did.

Yui took a single step through the portal and toppled. Her eyes widened as she slid to the side, losing her balance. Caleb reacted faster than he thought possible. He sprang forward and grabbed Yui before she hit the ground, preventing a concussion or worse. Yui’s face was tight with exertion.

“Are you okay?” Caleb asked, looking down into her face. “You hanging in there?”

A tear formed in the corner of Yui’s eye. For a moment she looked like she might succumb to despair, then she suddenly squared her shoulders and forced herself to her feet. As she did, Caleb heard the tiny servos in her enchanted braces beginning to whir.

“I’m alright,” Yui said in a weary tone. “I just lost all feeling in my legs, is all.”

Eira made a face. “Shit. Nothing?”

Yui looked down at her feet. “Nada. I’m totally dead beneath the waist again.” She sighed, shaking her head, and brushed a lock of dark hair out of her face. “I really hoped that spending a few days in the Wyrdworld might heal me up for good!”

Her voice cracked on the final syllable. Caleb could feel her anguish; he took her in his arms and gave her a big hug.

“It’s alright,” he assured Yui. “I love you no matter what, okay?”

“Ditto,” Eira said, making a scout’s honor gesture. “Forever and ever.”

Yui wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and sniffed hugely. “I know,” she said, fighting back more tears. “God, I feel so selfish. I’ve got everything I could possibly want. A whole world where I can walk around and be completely normal and have amazing sex with the man I love. And thanks to these beauties”—she tapped the sides of the bracers with the tips of her fingers—”I can get along pretty well back on Earth, too. I should be happy, right? I shouldn’t be crying like this…!”

Suddenly there were another pair of arms around Yui. Eira’s.

“Hey,” the elf said, burying her face in Yui’s shoulder. “It’s okay! It’s a grieving process, you know? There’s nothing to be ashamed about!”

“You’re not being selfish.” Caleb took Yui’s chin in his fingers and tilted it up so that she was looking at him. “You want the best life you can get. Everyone does. And Yui, I promise you—if there’s some way to make it so you can be just as active on Earth as you are in the Wyrdworld, I’m going to find it for you. You can count on that.”

Yui smiled through her tears. “I feel like you’ve given me so much already,” she whispered, shaking her head. “I can’t believe it took me this long to realize my feelings for you, Caleb. I was such a fool…”

He chuckled as he planted a kiss on Yui’s forehead. “Nah, it’s my fault. I should’ve stepped up and been a man, told you how I felt.”

“The accident fucked everything up for us.” A strange look filled her face as she said it, and the wheels spun behind her eyes. “But it won’t fuck up our future, Caleb. Not anymore.”

“Not anymore,” he agreed. “Come on. Let’s go see what we’ve missed.”

The answer, of course, was everything and nothing at all. Caleb’s phone started buzzing even before they’d made their way up the stairs and to the main living room of the mansion: returning to Earth had restored his cell phone signal, and all the texts and phone calls he’d missed while he was away were now piling up. Most of them weren’t important: a few well-wishes from old colleagues, a note from the program director at his college letting him know he could apply for more bereavement time, the usual cadre of ‘special offers’ and telemarketing calls. Strangely he had a missed text from his grandfather’s lawyer, but it appeared the man just wanted to check in and make sure everything was alright with Gene Holdstock’s home.

Other than that, he had tons of notifications on his social media accounts. While he’d been in the Wyrdworld, everyone else he knew had been living their lives back on Earth. Taking pictures of meals, snapping selfies at concerts, and getting endlessly outraged about the latest news article or piece of gossip. Looking at his Facebook feed made Caleb feel like an alien trying to study humanity from a distance—it made him wonder why he’d ever cared so much about the damn apps.

A sense of weariness settled over him. “I kind of liked living away from all this mundane stuff,” he said, glancing up from the screen at his companions.

Both of them chuckled.

“My phone’s dead,” Yui said. “Honestly, I don’t think I ever want to turn it on again.”

“The Wyrdworld definitely has a different vibe,” Eira said. “It looks like it’s morning here?”

It was. Caleb’s phone showed the wrong time for the first few minutes after he left the doorway, but it had already synched up with whatever official clock it periodically connected to. Earth and the Wyrdworld moved on different schedules, but occasionally they strayed close to each other. Right now, the real world was a few hours behind Hades, and the sun had just come up.

Caleb flipped on the news as they made their way into the living room, just to make sure the world hadn’t exploded or World War III hadn’t broken out while he was gone. The sounds of talking heads filled the room, their voices both soothing and faintly irritating.

“I’ve got to call Desdemona,” Caleb said, reaching into his wallet for her card. “I hope I’m not waking her up at this hour. She seemed like a bit of a hippie, though. She’s probably up with the sun…”

Yui made her way across the living room and settled down heavily on the couch. “I think I forgot how to use these damn things,” she said, glancing down with anger at the braces wrapped around her feet. “I feel like a goddamn golem when I walk around the place! I almost wish I had my wheelchair back.”

“You’ll get used to it. Promise.” Eira glanced at the doorway leading to the kitchen. “How about I fix us all some pancakes?”

That sounded good to Caleb. “While you do that, I’ll make this phone call,” he said, heading toward the front door. “Yui, will you be okay—”

“Of course,” she said, waving him off. She’d already grabbed her laptop and a charger and was booting up her computer. “I’ve got plenty to do. Good luck!”

With a nod, Caleb stepped out onto the porch.

The air was chilly; it was probably going to be a cold day. For a few moments, he didn’t recognize Yui’s van in the driveway, then he remembered that she had rented it to drive up the mountain and surprise him. His truck was parked somewhere behind it, almost all the way back in the woods.

She’s probably paying late fees on that rental, Caleb thought, thumbing the phone number on Desdemona’s card into his cell phone. I’ll have to take care of that for her sooner or later…

The phone was answered on the third ring. The voice on the other end of the line sounded like it had been roused from a deep, dark slumber.

“This is Desdemona speaking,” a feminine voice intoned.

Caleb hesitated. For the first time, he considered the possibility that he’d been mistaken. What if this random woman from the Renaissance Faire wasn’t actually connected to his grandfather Gene? What if he’d invented all of this, out of a desire to find someone who could explain the intricacies of Crafting to him before he had to complete Lady Lachrymosa’s mission?

The woman on the other end cleared her throat. “Hello? Is anyone there?”

“Hi,” Caleb said, speaking a little louder and faster than he’d intended. “I apologize if I woke you up.”

There was a pause. “That’s quite alright,” she said, sounding far more alert than she had just a few seconds ago. “Am I correct in assuming I’m speaking to the young man I met at the Wolfe’s Hollow Renaissance Faire?”

Caleb felt like a bolt of lightning had just shot down his spine. She remembers me, he thought, thinking about the sewing circle Eira and Yui had signed up for at the Ren Faire. No, it’s more than that. She’s been waiting for me to call.

“Yes,” Caleb said, swallowing hard. “I am. My name’s Caleb Holdstock, and I—”

“I know who you are,” Desdemona said. She sounded amused, probably by how flustered he was. “I knew back when I met you at the Renaissance Faire. You had those two wonderful young women with you, and they sat in my sewing circle.”

“That’s right,” Caleb said, happy to be back on firmer ground. “Eira and Yui. They’re with me right now, actually, up at the house.” Suddenly he realized that he might be saying too much—that he might scandalize the much older Desdemona. “They and me, we’re…”

Desdemona laughed. “You don’t need to explain yourself to me, young man. I was once your age. The people who follow your grandfather’s path tend to end up in relationships that are… a bit nontraditional.”

Caleb decided to skip right past that remark. “I’m calling because I need your help.”

“I’m certain that you do. Tell me: did you manage to deal with that woman from the Renaissance Faire who was giving you so much trouble? The Black Knight?”

It took Caleb a moment to remember what Desdemona was talking about. When he’d first met Belleteyn, she’d been jousting in the Renaissance Faire’s tournament, wearing a suit of black armor and absolutely annihilating the competition. In retrospect, he should have known there was something funny about her right then and there.

“Sort of,” he admitted. “She’s not a threat right now, but she might be soon.”

“Women like her usually are,” Desdemona said, and now there was a strange distaste in her tone. “The silver serpents.”

Beware of serpents, his grandfather had warned him. He’d definitely been right on the money where Belleteyn was concerned.

“Exactly,” Caleb agreed. “I don’t know how well you knew my grandfather, Desdemona. But I’ve found some things among his personal effects that imply to me that he thought of you highly. That you helped him quite a bit.”

It could have been his imagination, but he thought Desdemona sounded flattered. “Gene was a rascal, but he was a good man,” she said, sounding as if she were thinking of long gone dinner parties and fun adventures. “You look just like him at that age, you know. The resemblance between you two is uncanny.”

“It is?” Caleb had never heard that before. Certainly none of his other family members had ever brought it to his attention.

“I mean, I’d have to see you again to confirm,” Desdemona said in a pleased tone. Now Caleb knew the woman was flattered. “But yes, you remind me quite a bit of Gene Holdstock as a young man.” There was a rustling sound, as if Desdemona had just risen from a rocking chair on her front porch. Although given the hour, it was more likely she’d just rolled out of bed. “Since you’re talking to me, I’m going to go ahead and assume you’ve investigated your grandfather’s basement.”

Yet again, Caleb felt a shock go through him. She knew about the basement. She knew about the basement.

Which meant she knew about the Wyrdworld.

On an intellectual level, he knew that since seeing her portrait hanging in his grandfather’s apartment. But now it felt all too real.

“Just answer yes or no,” Desdemona prompted helpfully from her end of the line. “Don’t add any details, just in case. Serpents sometimes listen in on the phone lines, you know.”

Caleb hadn’t known that. But now that he did, he didn’t intend to forget it.

“Yeah,” he said, trying to sound casual. “Yeah, I’ve seen it.”

“Quite the find, isn’t it?” He could hear the smile in Desdemona’s voice. “Thinking you might renovate it? Follow in your grandfather’s footsteps?”

He had to hand it to her. She’d found a pretty slick way to inquire as to whether or not he intended to become a Crafter. For all Desdemona knew, Caleb was trying to figure out a way to get a camera crew down into the Wyrdworld and make as much money off it as possible.

“Yes,” he said after a pause. “I am. I’m already making the plans.”

Desdemona let out a sigh of relief. He hadn’t realized until that moment how much the older woman had been waiting to hear it.

“That’s wonderful news,” she said. “Thank God. I knew Gene chose you to inherit his property for a reason.”

When Desdemona said property, she didn’t mean Gene’s house. She meant his crafting device—his vorlesen. Caleb could sense it, and so he decided to be bold.

“Yeah, he left me some interesting stuff,” he said, laughing casually. “Like this walking stick of his. Can you believe I’m actually using it? It looks pretty swanky, too.”

“I’d like to see that staff. You know, young man, I’ve been thinking quite a lot about the past lately. A very wise man once said that the past is another country. I think it might be nice to visit that country again some time. Do you take my meaning, Caleb?”

He did. He hadn’t even asked Desdemona if she would come to the Wyrdworld with him yet. He’d just told her that he needed help. But she was letting him know she was game. She was ready.

After all, she’d just been waiting for him.

“I think I do,” he told Desdemona. “Why don’t we have lunch at Gene’s cabin? Eira’s a pretty damn good cook, if you don’t mind my language. Maybe we could spend a little time exploring that country of yours.”

He could practically hear Desdemona thinking it over. Please say yes, he thought, crossing his fingers. He needed someone who’d worked with his grandfather before—who’d worked with a Crafter. Otherwise, he was going to be in the shit.

Finally, Desdemona spoke.

“I think I’d like that. I’ll bring a bottle of wine, provided you’re able to pick me up?”

Relief flooded Caleb. “That would be great,” he said, pumping a fist in the air. “Just tell us what you want and we’ll make it happen.”

Desdemona gave him her address. Caleb plugged it into the GPS on his phone while he had the woman on speaker, just to see where she was located. Her house was on the far edge of Wolfe’s Hollow, not far from where the Renaissance Faire was held. It would take him maybe a half-hour to get there.

They made plans for Caleb to pick Desdemona up soon. He was eager to get off the phone and let his girls know to prep for company. As he said his goodbyes, however, Desdemona cut in.

“Oh, and Caleb?” She asked.

“Yes?”

There was a long pause. “Your grandfather would be so proud of you, young man.”

Caleb felt a lump in his throat. “Thank you,” he whispered.

“No, thank you.”

Before he could say anything else, Desdemona ended the call.

Caleb stared at the phone for a long time before heading back into the house.


Chapter 18

Gravel crunched under the tires of Caleb’s truck as he made his way down the mountain roads. A classic rock station played on the radio at a low volume, fading in and out as the signal waxed and waned. By the time he made it to the main road it was nice and strong, and he turned it up to sing along to an old song about not fearing the reaper.

He hadn’t seen Wolfe’s Hollow in about a week. The highway leading into town looked just the same as it always had, but for Caleb, every road sign and billboard along the way looked brand new—like he was seeing it for the very first time. Every few minutes, his senses were assaulted with a feeling that was very much, but not quite, like déjà vu. Turning up the radio and singing along louder helped, but only a little.

It’s not that this place feels so different, Caleb told himself as he tapped on the steering wheel to the beat of the drums. It’s that I’m different. I’ve changed a lot, in a very short amount of time.

In the parlance of a very old brand of cigarettes, he’d come a long way, baby. The Caleb Holdstock who’d originally come to Wolfe’s Hollow with the intention of flipping his grandfather’s mansion and the Caleb Holdstock who was a young, gifted Crafter driving to pick up his grandfather’s friend might as well have been two different people. The Wyrdworld had changed him, as surely as losing their virginity or going to war had changed any number of young people on the cusp of true manhood.

The early morning streets of Wolfe’s Hollow were practically empty as Caleb drove through the main thoroughfare into town. Paper flyers for the Renaissance Faire hung from telephone poles, their colors faded by the sun almost to the point of illegibility. It was a whole different world; a much more sedate one, the kind of world where someone sat on their back porch and watched the sun rise over a cup of coffee. Caleb found himself turning down the radio as he drove, matching the energy of the scene.

The GPS had him turn down the main artery running through town and head into the hills. Desdemona’s house was a short drive from the town center, just a short hop and a jump up a side road. Caleb’s truck handled the switchbacks well, the gravel road beneath his tires making his seat jump and bounce.

Desdemona’s house was nowhere near as luxurious as his grandfather’s, but you couldn’t beat the location. It was parked right on a ridge overlooking town, so that the coffee drinker he’d fantasized about while driving down Main Street could watch the whole town slowly come to life in the mornings. It had the aesthetics of a log cabin, with a big wooden wraparound porch and an old-school furnace sticking out of the back of the roof.

Desdemona sat on a rocking chair on the porch, watching over the town. She perked up as Caleb’s truck pulled into the driveway, waving to him as he cut the engine.

“Good morning!” she said as Caleb opened the door. “Would you care for a cup of coffee?”

Caleb had already had one, but another wouldn’t hurt. Besides, he had a little time before he needed to get back to his grandfather’s house.

“That would be great,” he said as he stepped onto the porch. “Thank you so much for agreeing to meet with me, Desdemona.”

“Please, call me Dez,” she said, smiling as she rose. “And between you and me, I think we both know I’ve agreed to do a great more than merely speak with you.”

Dez excused herself and went inside, while Caleb sat in the rocking chair next to the one the woman had vacated. Despite her age, he found his gaze straying to her shapely legs and backside as the screen door bumped against her posterior. Either Desdemona was better looking than Caleb remembered from the Wolfe’s Hollow Renaissance Faire, or she’d gone to a great deal of trouble to make herself look more attractive for this meeting.

No, I will not make this weird, he told himself. The rocking chair squeaked beneath him; he’d always found them extremely comfortable. She’s practically old enough to be your mother. You need her to be your mentor, like… like Gandalf! Frodo never had sex with Gandalf, did he?

Maybe in fan fiction. But Caleb didn’t want to think about that.

Desdemona came back outside with two fresh mugs of coffee. She handed one to him and settled down in the rocking chair, crossing one leg over the other. “I like to come out here in the mornings and watch the city come to life,” she said, taking a sip from her mug. “Today, I feel like I’m saying goodbye.”

Caleb swallowed a mouthful of coffee. God damn, that’s good, he thought, his brows rising. He wondered how the woman made the stuff. French press?

“It doesn’t have to be a goodbye,” Caleb said, looking over at Desdemona. “You’re just taking advantage of a new opportunity. Going on a little bit of an adventure. You’ll be back before you know it.”

Desdemona’s face told him she’d been around the block a few times, and wouldn’t be so easily fooled. “Things will be a lot better between us if you agree right here and now not to lie to me. We’re not on the phone any longer where some serpents might overhear us—we both know you’ve been to that world on the other side of the door. The Wyrdworld. You’ve been to Hades, and you’ve seen your grandfather’s home there. Inherited it, I suppose, the way you inherited his home here.

“I have.”

Desdemona nodded. “I know. I can see it in your eyes. You like that world, just like your grandfather did.” She sighed and shook her head, a faraway look entering her eyes. “You look exactly like Gene did at your age, Caleb. May I see it?”

“See what?”

Desdemona made a face. “You must have brought it,” she said, nodding at his pack. “Your vorlesen, Caleb. The tool of a Crafter.”

He’d heard the word so many times that it had almost been robbed of its strangeness. Hearing it drip from Desdemona’s lips imbued it with that sense of mystery anew. Caleb took the staff from his pack, handing it over to the woman.

She examined it thoroughly, paying special attention to the silver dog’s head at the top. She looked into its ruby eyes and nodded, as if some long-held suspicion had just been confirmed.

“It’s beautiful,” she said, handing the device back to him. “You should treasure that. It’s truly a gift.”

For the second time since he’d met Desdemona, the woman’s words put a lump into his throat. “I know,” he said, putting the staff back where it came from. “What was he like, my grandfather? You knew him well?”

Desdemona nodded. “I aided him greatly,” she said, looking out over the town as it slowly awakened for the day. “When he and I first met, I was just a mere slip of a girl. I’m afraid the first time he told me about the door in his basement, I thought the poor man had lost his mind. But he was telling the truth. The Wyrdworld… it’s so much more than I ever could have dreamed of.”

Not for the first time, Caleb wondered why Desdemona had ever left. And what his grandfather might have had to do with that.

“We talked to his maid,” Caleb said. “Mitzi.”

He watched a flicker of recognition pass over Desdemona’s face. “Oh yes! The catgirl! I remember her well.”

Caleb nodded. “She said you worked very closely with my grandfather. I’m hoping that you can aid me in a similar fashion.” He realized how presumptuous that sounded, and decided to modify it. “I’ll pay you, of course…”

Desdemona snickered. “Of course you will,” she said, smiling at him over her coffee. “But I’m assuming the payment will come in Dark Dollars, rather than ordinary currency?”

She had that right on the money. She really had lived in the Wyrdworld for a while.

“That’s not a problem,” Desdemona assured him. “More than ever, I think you’d better bring me back with you to the Wyrdworld. You’re going to need me. And it’s what Gene would want.” A funny smile spread across her face when she said that last part. “Not that he ever would have asked me himself, of course.”

There was something Caleb had been wanting to ask about almost from the moment he met Desdemona. It had been in the back of his mind throughout the entire conversation, and now he decided to bring it to the foreground.

“I don’t mean to pry,” he said, leaning forward in his rocking chair. “But if we’re going to be working together, there’s things I need to know. Did something happen between you and my grandfather? Some falling out?”

In response to the question, Desdemona just rocked back and forth.

She was quiet for so long that Caleb had almost begun to believe she wasn’t going to answer his question at all. Then she cleared her throat and spoke.

“Your grandfather and I were… very close,” she admitted. Her rocking slowed to a stop, and her cup of coffee was almost forgotten. “For a very long time, we were. Then, near the end, we were not. You can probably guess why.”

Caleb already thought he knew. “He made a pass at you, didn’t he? And you weren’t interested.”

Desdemona’s eyes went as wide as saucers. Then she laughed in disbelief.

“No,” she said, the crow’s feet around her eyes crinkling merrily. “You have it exactly backward. I didn’t reject Gene. He rejected me.”

Of all the possible reasons for a falling out between his grandfather and this woman, this was one that had never even crossed his mind. All this time, he’d assumed that his grandfather had been carrying a torch for Desdemona. After all, most men didn’t hang portraits of their platonic friends in their sitting rooms.

But it was completely the opposite.

Desdemona saw the confusion on his face and smiled.

“You didn’t expect that, did you?” A smirk tugged at the corner of her mouth, making her look wry.

Caleb nodded, still trying to wrap his head around what she had told him. “I did not,” he admitted. “I figured you and him… And if it didn’t happen, it probably didn’t happen because of you.”

“Gene was a very… chaste man,” Desdemona explained. “Here on Earth, we might call it chivalrous. In the Wyrdworld, where it’s considered par for the course for every man to be hopping in and out of bed with at least half a dozen women at the same time, it was considered a fringe species of insanity. In fact, it was part of why I was so attracted to him in the first place.”

“He didn’t have a harem?” Caleb asked. From what he knew about the Wyrdworld, he could completely understand how the residents there must have thought Grandpa Gene was insane. “Really? Even when he was in the Celestial Senate?”

Desdemona frowned. “Your grandfather loved his wife very much,” she said, as if that explained everything. In a way, it did. “When Rose passed, she left behind a hole in Gene that nothing was going to be able to fill. I don’t think he was ever the same man afterward. He was about the loneliest person I’d ever met, in fact.”

Caleb tried to put himself in his grandfather’s shoes. How would he feel if—God forbid—something were to happen to a member of his harem? To Yui, or Eira? He didn’t have to stretch his imagination far.

It would break him. Suddenly he felt like he understood his grandfather in a whole new way.

“He was a very good man,” Desdemona said. “And Rose was a damn fine woman.” A strange smile spread across her features. “If she hadn’t passed, I think things would have been different between us. Very different.” A faraway look entered her eyes. “If there was ever a woman who could have convinced Gene Holdstock to sign up for a harem, it was that one…”

Maybe Caleb didn’t want to know everything about his famous Crafter grandfather. Desdemona appeared to realize she’d gone a little too far, too; she took a long, slow sip of her coffee and looked over the city as she allowed him a moment to process things.

“The long and the short of it, Caleb, is this.” Desdemona was all business now, the fun and flirty looks she’d given before temporarily banished. “I believe you’re going to need my help if you’re to step into Gene Holdstock’s shoes.” She paused, as if there was something she’d just thought of. “You do intend to follow in his footsteps, yes? Run for his seat in the Celestial Senate, take up his business as a Crafter? You’re not just looking to have fun and live the life of a dissolute playboy in the Wyrdworld, are you?”

Caleb could hardly keep himself from laughing. “How could you possibly think that?” he asked, shaking his head. “I’m Gene’s grandson, Desdemona. Of course I’m planning to follow in his footsteps.”

A wry little smile twisted Desdemona’s lips. “In that case, you simply must bring me with you. I’m afraid I must insist.”

She didn’t need to. Caleb already knew how badly he needed her.

“I’ll help you pack,” he said, rising from the rocking chair. “Whatever you need, we’ll make sure you get it…”

But Desdemona was already shaking her head. “I prefer to travel light,” she insisted, that clever smile of hers getting more clever all the time. “Nearly anything I would bring with me can be quickly replaced in the Wyrdworld. Assuming you’d be willing to give me my first paycheck or two in advance?”

Caleb found himself grinning. “I think we could make that happen.”

It seemed that Desdemona would get up and get into his truck now. But as she rose, a look of consternation suddenly spread across her face. “Oh! I almost forgot! My promise!”

Promise? Caleb watched the woman head inside the house, the screen door slamming shut behind her. She rummaged around for a while, before coming back outside with something long and dark. It took him a moment to recognize it as a bottle of wine.

“I told you I’d bring a tipple along with me,” she said with a smile. “When it comes to promises, I have a single hard and fast rule. I always keep them, no matter what.”

“If you stick to that rule, we’re gonna get along just fine,” Caleb told the newest member of his group. “If you’re ready to go, then let’s head out. I can’t wait for Eira and Yui to get to know you better.”

The drive back through Wolfe’s Hollow felt as if it took all of five minutes, though of course the winding roads leading up the mountain required longer than that to navigate. Desdemona told Caleb a number of humorous stories about his grandfather as they drove up and down the gravel paths, and in exchange he told her all about Lady Lachrymosa and her baleful accountant.

By the time they made it back to the cabin, they were both laughing their asses off.


Chapter 19

As soon as Caleb pulled into the drive, he noticed Yui’s van was gone. He got out of the car with Desdemona, and it was only a few moments later that Yui’s van showed up.

The van roared to the front of the driveway and slowed to a stop, coming to a halt just behind the rear of Caleb’s truck. Almost at once the doors were open, with Eira leaping from the passenger seat and making her way down the lane.

Eira leaped into Caleb’s arms. “I’m sorry! We really thought we’d make it back before you and Desdemona showed up.”

“It’s alright,” Caleb said with a shrug. “We haven’t been here more than a minute.”

Yui hopped down and made her way to the porch, walking with uneven, jerky steps. She still hadn’t quite gotten the hang of handling her bracers, but she didn’t tip over or topple even when she reached the stairs and climbed up them. Her expression was grim and resolute, and somehow triumphant.

She gave Caleb a hug, then kissed him deeply. “It’s done,” she whispered, running her fingers through Caleb’s hair as she broke the kiss. “I’m all yours now.”

Caleb cocked an eyebrow. “What’s done?”

In response, Yui just let out an awkward laugh. “We can talk about it later,” she said, giving him a significant look. “I’d rather not discuss it in front of the newcomer. Speaking of which, it’s great to see you again, Desdemona!”

“You can just call me Dez,” she said, looking at the elf and Yui like they were her new best friends. “If you need time to speak with Caleb, then please go right ahead. You’re not offending me at all. You’ll find I’m actually rather hard to offend—particularly where harems are concerned.”

“You’ve had experience with several, eh?” Eira asked. “You really do look like the portrait in Gene’s living room. Are you going to help my man become the best fucking Crafter in the Wyrdworld?”

Desdemona didn’t hesitate. “Yes,” she said with a nod. “Yes, I am.”

“Then you’re alright with me,” Eira said, giving her a little kiss on the cheek. “I like her, Caleb. You weren’t involved in any of those harems personally, were you?”

“Eira!” Caleb said. But Dez only laughed.

“I’m afraid not,” she said, resting her hand on the elf’s shoulder. “But I’m at the age when women are willing to try almost anything once. Why don’t you and I whip up a farewell meal, while Caleb and Yui have their talk?”

It was an elegant solution. So elegant, in fact, that both Eira and Yui realized immediately there was no point in trying to outmaneuver Gene Holdstock’s former assistant.

“Sure,” Eira said with a grin. “Assuming you don’t mind helping out?”

“Not at all,” Desdemona said. “As long as you’re willing to crack my eggs for me. That’s the one cooking chore I can’t seem to stand, no matter how I try…”

The two women disappeared into the kitchen. Leaving Caleb and Yui alone.

“Let’s go upstairs,” Yui said. “Your bedroom should give us some much-needed privacy.”

She made her way up the stairs, cursing and muttering every step of the way. She seemed impatient with her bracers, unwilling to adjust to their movements. By the time they made it to the bedroom and Yui threw herself onto Caleb’s bed, he could tell she wanted to tear the things off and never look at them again.

“So, I guess you’re probably wondering where me and Eira went off to?”

“Sure,” Caleb said. “I am a little curious.”

“To the bank,” she admitted, her lips forming a tight little line. “And the lawyer’s office.”

“Bank? Lawyer?”

“I… I settled my affairs, Caleb. Next time we go through that portal to the Wyrdworld, I don’t want to come home.

Caleb felt his brows furrowing together. “I don’t know what that means.”

“It means that the last few vestiges of debt I owe are paid off,” she said, rolling over and sitting up against the headboard. “Nothing big—just some credit cards I kept open with small balances to keep my credit score high—but they’re gone now. My rent and utilities will be paid for a while; long enough to satisfy the terms of my lease. Everything else is going to my family: my parents, my cousins, my sister-in-law.”

“Yui, you’re making it sound like you filled out a will or something?”

She laughed. “That’s exactly what I did,” she said, crossing her arms under her breasts. “The lawyer told me that nobody would get a cent until I’ve been declared legally dead, which will take at least six months after my disappearance. The payments I’ve made until then ought to ensure that nothing goes wrong, and all of this goes through without a hitch. I really, really want everyone in my family to get what they deserve. I got a lot of money from that accident settlement, and it’s all going where it belongs.”

Caleb’s jaw hung open. He wasn’t quite believing what he was hearing.

“Yui, you’re not dead.”

She flashed a sad smile. “I’m not. But I’m not coming back.”

Slowly, Caleb’s gaze traveled to the bracers around her legs. Yui nodded, and he began to understand.

“You can’t be serious,” he blurted.

Yui handled herself well, even under pressure, but the remark brought tears to the corners of her eyes. “I’m not coming back here,” she insisted, in a tone that told him it was final. “We’re having a nice dinner tonight with Eira and Dez, then tomorrow morning we’re traveling into the Wyrdworld. And I’m never, ever coming back to Earth.”

There were many things Caleb could have said to Yui. He could have argued that her family was still here, and that they deserved to see her. He could have pointed out that while the bracers she used to walk weren’t perfect, they were still a hell of a lot better than a wheelchair—and that once he became a better Crafter, it wasn’t outside of the realm of possibility that he could make her something that was even better. He could have done any number of things, or held events in her life over her head.

Instead, Caleb did none of those things. He looked into the eyes of his beloved, the girl who was closer to him than a wife is to a husband, and realized that Yui had already thought long and hard about this. That this was her decision, not his, and she had every right to make it.

“Okay,” he said.

Yui looked stunned. “Okay?” she whispered, sounding almost upset. “Is that all you have to say?”

“If this is what you want, then it’s what you’ll get. I… I remember the look on your face back at the condo in Hades, Yui. How you ran your hands over your legs and told me this was the life you’d always wanted, with you and me together. I wouldn’t try and take that from you. I’m sure that after Hades, walking in those bracers is akin to torture—”

“You have no idea,” she whispered bitterly. “It’s awful. I just want to be me again. Caleb, you’re really okay with this? I… I thought you’d try to fight me. That you’d tell me I was being selfish…”

Caleb laughed. “Hell, we’ve only got one short life,” he said, pulling her close. “If we find something we really want, the only thing we should do is grab it with both hands and hold it as close as possible. I don’t think that’s selfish at all.”

Yui buried her face in his chest and sobbed. He held her tight until her crying passed, and when it did, there was a faint smile on her face.

“Thank you for understanding,” she said.

Caleb nodded. “It’s a lot of money to give away,” he said, thinking about her millions. “You’re sure about handing all that over to your family?”

“Of course I am,” she said, not even questioning it. “You know, I thought about leaving half to you. My family wouldn’t fight it—they know how close the two of us were. But you’re staying in the Wyrdworld too, aren’t you? In Hades, to be like your grandpa?”

Caleb had been thinking a lot about that lately. Now he felt he knew the answer.

“I am. As much as I can, at any rate. I’ll probably need to come to Earth every now and then, but I can’t see myself spending too much time here.”

Yui held him tight. “Good. ‘Cause you’re mine. And I need you.”

A little smile lit up his face. “It’ll be especially hard for me to get away once I have a family,” he said, his hand straying to Yui’s belly.”

Now it was her turn to stare open mouthed at Caleb. “You… you want to? You mean it?”

“As long as it’ll work in the Wyrdworld, yeah. I mean, I’m going to be a Senator, right? That means I’ve got to be a family man. Lots of harem girls with beautiful babies bouncing on their hips…”

It was as far as he got. Yui grabbed him and covered his mouth with her own, kissing him deeply. His hand strayed down to the firm flesh of her ass, caressing it as her tongue entered his mouth. One of his fingers experimentally traveled beneath her leggings and between her cheeks.

“I know nothing can happen while we’re on this side of the door,” Yui said, looking down at her bracers. “But maybe before dinner, you’d want to practice?”

Grinning, Caleb pushed Yui down onto the bed. “Always,” he said, hiking up her shirt and nibbling her breasts.

And they did.


Chapter 20

Dinner that night was the best meal Caleb Holdstock had had yet. The combination of Eira’s magic and Desdemona’s ingenuity produced a feast unlike anything he had ever sampled before. Every dish tasted like it had been enchanted by a powerful fairy, so delicious that it nearly felt addictive. He ate an entire plate and asked for seconds, then thirds’.

After a good night’s slumber in which Yui watched Caleb ‘practice’ with Eira before passing out, they made their preparations to return to Hades. Leaving his grandfather’s cabin behind in a state of total emptiness left Caleb with a slightly uneasy feeling, but there weren’t many other options he could take.

“We could always turn it into an AirBnB,” he told his companions. “But what if we need to come back in the middle of somebody’s vacation?”

No one seemed to mind much that they’d be leaving Earth behind soon. Desdemona was clearly eager to begin her second term as assistant to Hades’s newest Crafter; Eira had no ties to the human world that she’d miss when she was gone. And Yui looked so eager to get to the other side of that door in his grandfather’s basement that part of Caleb worried about her snatching his vorlesen and trying to make it down there all by herself.

It took him most of the morning to figure out what it was that troubled him so. It wasn’t just that he was leaving his home behind, or that he’d probably only see his friends and parents rarely from this point forward. That didn’t trouble him overmuch.

It was the fact that once he traveled through the door, he knew he was going to be living more in the Wyrdworld than out of it. He had no idea how he was going to handle his new life as a Crafter—and if (when, he assured himself, when) he ran for his grandfather’s seat as Senator of Hades, that would add a whole level of complexity on top of his life.

He had a lot of work to do, and not a lot of time to do it in.

Thank God he had some friends he could trust by his side.

“Everything will be alright,” Yui assured him as they packed their bags. Yui was still a little shaky on her feet, but that would vanish as soon as they traveled through the door. Caleb could tell she was looking forward to chucking her bracers once and for all. “I know you’ll take care of us.”

“Thanks, Yui,” Caleb said. “You’re a real trooper.”

A sly smile spread across her face. “Honestly? You’re the reason I feel comfortable enough to do this.”

“Pardon?”

Yui let out a giggle as she shouldered her pack. “If you weren’t such a great guy, I’d be super worried about relocating to the Wyrdworld. With you, I don’t have to worry. I know you love me—and I love you. You’ll take good care of all of us, no matter what.”

Yui’s words humbled him. “I’ll do my best,” he promised, giving her a kiss on the cheek.

She looked down at her legs. “So… are we ready to head out?”

They were.

Caleb led his companions down the stairs and to the basement. With his pack slung over his shoulder and his vorlesen in his hand, he made a beeline for the chalk outline of a door on the far wall. He knew that the moment he touched it with his staff, it would open up and provide them entrance to the Wyrdworld.

He hoped Mare was waiting for them. That demoness was good at ferrying them around, but she was more than a little bit flighty. He could see her getting distracted.

As he prepared to open the portal Desdemona stepped up to him, putting a hand on his arm. She wore the same loose traveling clothes she’d had on when he’d arrived at her house, and only now did he realize she’d been dressed for the journey all along.

She looked even more attractive than before. Nothing about her physical appearance had changed, but her new adventure had come with a new sense of purpose. An aura of authority and wisdom surrounded her that made her seem even more beautiful.

She nodded. “Go on, young man,” she teased. Caleb got the sense she was fully aware of what she did to him every time she called him young man. “Open the portal.”

He touched the head of his staff to the bare concrete wall. For a moment, he wondered if the magic would activate—and then it did. The whole wall shimmered, the outline of the door painted in chalk beginning to glow, and the Wyrdworld appeared in the center as if seen through tilted glass.

The grassy knolls and moonlit sky of the Wyrdworld looked every bit as beautiful and Gothic as ever. Caleb could see Mare’s carriage waiting by the roadside. The demoness was sitting in the front with her legs hanging over the side, a trashy-looking paperback book held in her long, black nailed fingers.

“Let’s go!” Caleb said, his heart jumping into his throat.

He stepped through. A flash of light surrounded him as the whole world flipped upside down, shifting his organs around in a way that made him want to retch. Just like always, the moment between the human world and the fantasy one made him feel like someone who’d gone over Niagara Falls in a barrel—his equilibrium spun and spun.

In another heartbeat, he was through. His feet touched the grass, his nostrils filling with the scent of the Wyrdworld.

He was home.

Mare gave a start, nearly dropping her book. She closed it with a hurried look and sat up straight in her seat, waving at her boss. “Hey there, Holdstock!” the demoness said, smiling wide with her fang-filled mouth. “You get everything taken care of you wanted to deal with in the human world?”

“Something like that,” Caleb said, turning around. He wasn’t trying to be rude, he just wanted to see the rest of his party arrive.

Eira stepped through first. Like always, the elf was graceful as hell. She practically danced across the grass as she made her way over to Caleb and gave him a big kiss. “Always good to be back on the road to Hades,” she said, giving him a little pat on his rear.

It really was.

Caleb’s heart jumped into his throat as Yui made her way through the portal. She took one unsteady step onto the grass, her posture hesitant as she relaxed her mental hold on the bracers and let her weight take over. Then a great big smile spread across her face, and he knew everything was alright.

Yui raced across the grass, tearing off the bracers. She left them there like she’d never need them again. She jumped into his arms and wrapped her legs around his hips, kissing him so deeply that he felt her tongue against the back of his throat.

“I’m home,” Yui said as she broke the kiss. “Home for good!”

“You seem really happy about it. I’m glad...”

Caleb trailed off as the portal sizzled once more. As he saw the figure step through from the other side of the door, his jaw dropped open. A bolt of heat went straight down his spine, caressing his balls as his blood beat in his ears.

“Woah,” he whispered. “Look at you!”

Desdemona stepped onto the grass, grinning from ear to ear. As the moonlight shone on her face and arms, the years she’d accumulated since leaving the Wyrdworld seemed to dissipate like smoke. The crow’s feet around her eyes vanished, and the slightly gray tint to her roots was washed away and replaced with vibrant color. In fact, the Wyrdworld turned her from a brunette to a sort of dirty blonde.

By the time Desdemona reached the rest of the group, she looked like a younger sister of Desdemona who none of them had ever meant. She’d been pushing sixty before: now at a glance, Caleb would have put her age somewhere between thirty-five and forty.

The newfound blonde put her hands on her hips, smirking at them all. “What’s the matter?” she teased, rolling a lock of hair around her finger. “You all look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

Caleb’s gaze raked its way up and down Dez’s traveling clothes. As it did, something clicked in his head.

“You knew this was going to happen,” he said, noting the way the blonde’s outfit clung to her like a second skin. “You dressed for it, knowing that when you traveled through the door, it was going to…?”

To what, exactly?

Desdemona shot him a knowing look. “That it was going to reward me for my years of service,” she said, crossing her arms beneath her newly perky, ample breasts. “The former leader of the Blackveil clan granted me this boon herself—it’s not a glamor, like the things Eira does sometimes to disguise herself.” She ran a hand down her side. “This is really me.”

Caleb approached her. He couldn’t keep his eyes off her, and he could tell Desdemona was drinking in the attention.

Smiling, Desdemona took him by the hand. “I’m getting a very strange sense of deja vu,” she said, looking into his eyes.

“Not me. For me, this all feels new.”

For a moment, he felt certain Desdemona was going to kiss him. Then her gaze slid off him, and settled instead on the demoness sitting in the front of the carriage. “You are Master Holdstock’s driver?”

Master? Mare mouthed the word with disbelief. “Um, I’m Caleb’s driver, yeah,” she said, shooting the woman a mock salute.

“Excellent.” Desdemona gave Caleb’s hand a little squeeze. “We should head back to your condo, sir. From what you’ve told me, the sooner we’re back in your apartment the less chance we have of causing suspicion from those currently in charge of Hades.”

That all made sense. But something else stuck in Caleb’s mind. “Sir?”

A smirk tugged at the corner of Desdemona’s mouth. “Would you prefer I refer to you as young man in front of those you do business with?” She had a teasing, flirting manner when speaking with him, which he already sort of loved. “I will if you want me to, Caleb. But I think in public, I should show that I’m your subordinate.”

“Sure,” Caleb said with a shrug. “Sir sounds good.”

“Most men agree,” Desdemona said. Then she shot him a wink. “In private, of course, you can refer to me as anything you like.”

Caleb whistled through his teeth as Desdemona strode over and climbed into the carriage. To his surprise, Mare actually held the door open for Dez.

It surprised Caleb how quickly Desdemona had gained authority over the taxi driver. She’s going to be great at running things, he realized. My business is going to be so much smoother with her as my second-in-command. And my girlfriends like her, too!

“Caleb, I am scarily turned on right now,” Eira admitted with a little laugh. “That woman is something else.”

“She’s so gorgeous,” Yui murmured. “She almost looks like the woman in that painting at the apartment now. Do you think she has Fae blood in her family tree, too?”

“Maybe,” Caleb said.

Desdemona had mentioned a boon from one of Hades’s most powerful clans. That would explain the way the years fell away from her when she stepped into the Wyrdworld all by itself, but Caleb didn’t totally discount the idea. Fae blood would definitely help.

Caleb paused at the entrance to the carriage to let Eira and Yui climb inside, then stepped into it himself. It was dark inside, the curtains drawn, and the interior of the taxi felt a great deal smaller with four people inside rather than the usual three. Eira and Yui sat on one bench along the far side of the cabin, while the last remaining seat for Caleb was found right next to Desdemona.

Without a word, Mare started them back along the road to Hades. Caleb knew from experience that it would take a while for them to arrive—their first stop would be at the World Tree. They’d need to pick up Kerr and Cerebus, as Caleb had promised the gate guard in exchange for her help, and bring both of them back to Hades with them.

That, however, would happen about three quarters of the way through the ride. So for now, they could relax.

What was strange was that they looked so not relaxed. Both Eira and Yui fidgeted, and Desdemona kept giving him glances from her seat. Caleb could see what was up, but he didn’t want to be the one to make the first move. Desdemona needed to do it for herself.

Finally she smiled and shook her head. “It’s been so long that I hardly remember how this works,” she said, leaning in close to Caleb. “I’m so nervous! You won’t…. You won’t reject me, will you, young man?”

Her worries made him chuckle.

“I think I prefer you calling me ‘sir’,” he told Desdemona, running his fingers through her hair. “Maybe even ‘Master Holdstock’. That sounds very submissive and deferential…”

Both Eira and Yui groaned.

“Very well,” Desdemona whispered. “Master Holdstock. May I…?”

She couldn’t take it any longer.

Desdemona put her hand behind Caleb’s head, pulled him close, and kissed him hard.


Chapter 21

The touch of Desdemona’s lips against his own was the sweetest, most pleasurable fire that had ever burned inside of Caleb.

He slid a hand behind her, grabbing the small of her back and pulling her into his lap as the two of them made out hot and heavy. Desdemona groaned in surprise. One hand stayed there, kneading the small of her back, while the other buried itself in her hair.

As they kissed, Caleb’s fingers trailed down the side of her face. Gradually, the tips came to her chin.

Desdemona looked almost drugged with bliss. A fever of lust burned in her eyes, and every muscle in her taut, magically-enhanced body seemed filled with the energy of a woman half her age.

“You’re a good kisser, Master,” she murmured, looking like she’d just discovered a fact which pleased her. “I’m already so jealous of your other women. They’ve gotten to experience so much of this already…”

Caleb took Desdemona’s chin and angled it toward him.

She looked a little surprised to be handled in such a manner. Her eyes widened slightly as she locked gazes with him, one leg slowly rubbing up and down his thigh like a cat.

“There’s something that needs to be understood right here and now,” Caleb said, staring deep into the woman’s eyes. “Otherwise this goes no further, and you stay my assistant.”

The idea clearly panicked Desdemona. “What, Master?”

He squeezed her chin gently. “I’m not him,” he rasped.

She didn’t need to ask Caleb who he meant by him. Neither did Eira or Yui—from the looks on their faces, they already knew. There was a whole psychosexual dimension to Desdemona’s attraction to Caleb that he didn’t want to think about too deeply, and wanted to sidestep right out of the gate. She was a hot older woman, she was the young guy promising to show her the world. Nothing more, nothing less.

“I know you’re not,” Desdemona said with a gentle smile. “You’re better.”

He thought she’d kiss him again after that. Instead, she looked nervous all of a sudden.

“Can I tell you something?” Desdemona whispered. “It’s personal, but I promise it’s not bad. Afterward, I’ll do whatever you want. I’ll follow all your orders like a good little assistant…”

As she spoke, Desdemona worked her hips back and forth in Caleb’s lap. She was grinding her inner thighs against his own, rubbing the bulge in his pants in a way that made him want to throw her over his knee and spank her senseless.

“You’d better make it quick,” Caleb managed to gasp.

Desdemona nodded. “For a really long time,” she whispered, her voice husky with lust, “I used to wonder why nothing ever happened between me and Gene. It always felt like a missed opportunity—maybe the missed opportunity—of my entire life. Like there was something grand that was supposed to happen to me, some great adventure, and I just happened to miss it.”

“You’re not missing it now.” Yui groaned as she slid her hand into her leggings, rubbing the insides of her thighs like she couldn’t get enough of feeling them again. “You’re right in the fucking middle of it…”

“Hush,” Desdemona said. Though her tone was more teasing than chiding. Lust made it so. “You don’t understand. You’re young, and you’ve never experienced what it is to lay awake at night, staring at the ceiling and working through your regrets. So many nights after I came back to Earth I lay there, just thinking—why not me? Was I not good enough? Sexy enough? Was I not a talented enough partner?”

Caleb knew instinctively that none of those things were true. But even as he thought it, he found he could picture Desdemona’s angst in his mind’s eye. He imagined the small bedroom and the tiny bed in that cabin overlooking the town of Wolfe’s Hollow. What must it have felt like for her, knowing that she’d missed out on living with a bird’s eye view of a city as wondrous as Hades?

“That’s silly talk,” Eira said, shaking her head. “You’re fucking great, Dez.”

A strange smile flickered over Desdemona’s face. “I don’t wonder it any longer. As crazy as it is to say, and as absurd a possibility as it seems, I believe I’ve found the reason. My life was meant to be this way. Your grandfather intended it.”

Caleb stared at the woman, not fully comprehending. “Come again?”

“Your grandfather trained me well,” she said, her smile widening. “He taught me about what it meant to be a Crafter, and showed me how life worked in the Wyrdworld. All that time, I thought he was doing it because he wanted to be with me. But he was far too chivalrous for that—too much of a gentleman.”

Yui’s moans filled the carriage. Eira looked like she wasn’t far behind.

“He was training me,” Desdemona finished, “so that I could be with you.”

To say Caleb was stunned would have been a major understatement. “You’re serious,” he said, staring at the beautiful blonde. He pulled back a bit, admiring her silhouette in the dim light of the carriage. “You really think my grandfather planned all this?”

A wry smile spread across Desdemona’s face. “If you knew Gene Holdstock the way I did, you’d already know the answer to that.” Her fingers lazily stroked the side of Caleb’s face. “So no, you’re not him. But you’re who I’m meant to be with. At long last…”

Desdemona leaned in closer, her lips puckered in anticipation. Caleb felt a hot rush of blood course through his lower extremities, igniting a fire inside of him. His hand gripped the small of the older woman’s back, grinding her against his lap.

“We are so happy to have you,” Yui groaned.

The presence of Mare just on the opposite side of the privacy glass no longer seemed to matter; if anything, it just made the whole thing feel even hotter.

Caleb dug his fingers into the laces on the front of Desdemona’s blouse and tore them open, exposing even more of her pale, ample cleavage.

Desdemona moaned and arched her back. Her fingers dug into the back of his skull—before he knew what he was doing, his face was between her gorgeous breasts.

He didn’t stop himself. He didn’t even want to. The woman in his arms felt like heaven itself. He kissed and licked and sucked her supple flesh, feeling her nipples harden against his tongue. Desdemona writhed in his lap, the slit between her legs boiling over as his attention sent her into overdrive.

A haze of lust filled Caleb’s eyes. All at once, he found it hard to believe he was really here—in the back of a fantasy-themed taxi cab with three of the most beautiful women he’d ever met. The man he’d been just a few short weeks ago could hardly have imagined anything like this. It was like a dream come true.

And it was about to get even better.

Suddenly the tenor of Yui’s moans changed. A high, desperate note entered her frenzied whining as her hips rose from the seat. Her eyes locked on Caleb and Desdemona, drinking the sight of them in.

“Fuck,” Yui groaned, sounding like she couldn’t believe what was happening to her. “I’m going to come! Oh fuck, I’m cumming!”

Her face contorted in pleasure as she came. Her hips bucked and thrashed, riding her own fingers as she rode out her bliss.

Eira licked her lips as she watched, her own slender fingers straying between her thighs.

The cabin stank of sex. No matter how hard she might have been trying to block it out, Mare had to be hearing what was going on in her taxi.

The sight of his childhood crush writhing in ecstasy was too much for Caleb. He grabbed Desdemona by the waist and lifted her off his lap, depositing her on the edge of the plush seat. Before she could ask what he was doing, he half-rose and unbuckled his belt.

Desdemona hiked up her skirt. She wore a pair of gray cotton panties underneath, which were absolutely soaked with lust. When she pulled the fabric to the side her feral tang was almost overpowering.

Caleb took out his cock and gave it a few strokes. All eyes in the crowded carriage were on him; Desdemona watched him eagerly, licking her lips as a clear bead of pre-seed dribbled from his crown.

“You want this?” Caleb asked.

Dez nodded, her blonde locks falling around her face. “Yes, Master,” she cooed sweetly. “Please, Caleb, please make me yours! Give me that cock!”

That was all he needed to hear. He pushed forward, burying his length inside of her in one smooth motion. Desdemona cried out as she was penetrated, her walls stretching to accommodate his girth.

Grabbing onto Desdemona by the hips, Caleb began to thrust. She moaned and writhed, her eyes rolling back in her head. Her breasts bounced up and down with every stroke, and the sound of their flesh slapping together filled the small space. He lifted one of her legs onto his shoulder, spreading her even wider so he could thrust into her hard and fast.

Yui and Eira watched him go, their hands moving faster between their legs. Both of them were masturbating furiously, drinking in the sight of Caleb fucking Desdemona like they couldn’t believe what was happening. Like it was the hottest thing they’d ever seen.

He kept pumping, feeling his balls slap against Desdemona’s ass with every thrust. She was so hot and wet, and her pussy gripped him like a vice..

The carriage rocked with each hard, driving thrust. Mare was probably having trouble keeping the vehicle on the goddamn road. If she ran them into the ditch, he doubted it would stop him now.

Desdemona smiled. She leaned forward and kissed him, her tongue darting between his lips. “I love being part of your harem! Fuck, look at you!” She rocked back, staring down at the place where the two of them joined. Her jaw dropped open as she watched him thrust hard and deep into her. “Bring the girls in close! I want them to see what you’re doing to me!”

Caleb reached out and grabbed Yui and Eira by their hair, pulling them toward him. The two women squealed and moaned, their eyes wide as they stared at the sight before them.

They fingered their slits furiously, their hands moving faster and faster between their legs.

“So hot!” Yui looked like she was on the verge of another orgasm. “Please, can I help out, Desdemona? Can I kiss you while you fuck Caleb?” Her eyes strayed to the older woman’s incredible rack. “I’m not too proud to say I want to suck on those titties, Mommy!”

Desdemona’s pussy clamped so tightly around Caleb’s cock that he nearly shot right then and there. Yui had definitely just touched a nerve.

“Of course you can, sweetie,” Desdemona said, sounding every bit the den mother he hoped she’d be to his harem. “I love showing sweet young things like you how much pleasure their pussies can give them!”

“Shit, that’s so fucking nasty,” Eira groaned, her eyes feverish with lust. “Do it, Yui. Give Caleb a show while he pumps Dezzie full with his hot cum!”

Yui crawled over, her eyes bright and eager. She leaned in and pressed her lips to Desdemona’s, kissing the older woman deeply. Desdemona moaned and kissed back, her tongue sliding into Yui’s mouth.

It was the hottest thing Caleb had ever seen. He kept fucking Desdemona, his cock pounding into her tight hole. He could feel his balls swelling, his orgasm building. He wanted to cum so badly, but he also wanted to keep watching his girlfriend and his hot older assistant fool around. Desdemona was already pulling Yui’s mouth to her tits, inviting her to suckle her breasts the way Caleb had.

Suddenly Desdemona arched her back like a bow. Her hips shot off the cushion, and her eyes rolled back in her head.

“Oh god!” she groaned, throwing herself back on Caleb’s cock as hard as she could. “Mmmh, baby, I can’t hold back any longer! I’m going to come all over your cock, Caleb!”

He couldn’t take it anymore. He grabbed Yui and pulled her in for a deep, passionate kiss. And as he did, three things happened at the same time.

First, Yui groaned against him and hit the stratosphere, an orgasm tearing through her body like a thunderclap. At the same moment, Desdemona let out a wordless cry of pure lust and came, her walls throwing sparks around him as she shuddered and panted and whimpered her devotion.

And Caleb buried himself hilt-deep inside of Desdemona and let himself go over the edge.

He slammed right through her back walls, filling her to the brim as he shot. Thick, hot ropes of sticky seed sprayed against her insides, coating her with his cream.

The older woman screamed as she came, her pussy clenching around him like a fist. It felt so good that Caleb never wanted it to end.

Yui and Desdemona were still shuddering with bliss, and a moment later, Eira joined them. All of them rubbed their swollen nubs with their fingers, grinding against their hands, their bodies trembling with pleasure. For a moment Caleb worried one or more of them might pass out; but they merely collapsed onto the cushions in a heap. Eira and Yui looked boneless, and only Desdemona’s ankles around Caleb’s waist kept her from falling to the floor.

Desdemona lay panting and sweating beneath him, one leg still wrapped around his waist. His cock was half-erect and still inside her, oozing the last few drops of his load into her. He let his eyes roam over her naked body for some time, her untied traveling clothes laying beneath her like a blanket, then leaned down and kissed her deeply.

When he broke the kiss, Desdemona’s eyes were filled with so much love and devotion that it made his chest hurt.

What did I do to deserve these women? Caleb asked himself. He felt like the luckiest son of a bitch in the world.

Whatever he’d done, he was going to make sure he kept on deserving this life. He’d protect his harem, and help it grow. He felt fairly certain Desdemona would be only too happy to help.

With a smile, Caleb pulled out of her. His cock left a trail as it left her well-fucked pussy, and he tucked it back into his pants with a satisfied smile. Desdemona slid her panties back to the side, but she made no move to rise or to get herself dressed. She seemed perfectly fine with lounging around Caleb and his other companions completely naked.

“I love you,” Desdemona said. “And I love you two girls, too. I can’t wait to be your den mother. I’m looking forward to seeing how you grow your harem, Caleb—how you turn this into a family.”

“Hell yes,” Caleb agreed, giving her a kiss on the forehead. “I can’t wait to see what the future holds. It’s good to have you here, Dez. As strange as it is to say after what the two of us just did, I’m looking forward to getting to know you a little better.”

She flashed a knowing smile. “You know me in the way that truly matters,” she said, slowly sitting up. “The bond between a Crafter and his harem is deeper than anything to be found on Earth—even that of a man and his wife.”

The taxi slowed to a stop. They weren’t at their destination yet, not by a long shot. What was Mare doing? Taking a detour?

As soon as the carriage stopped moving, Mare knocked on the dark glass window separating the driver’s seat from the interior. “Are you decent?” she asked.

There was a catch in Mare’s voice. Caleb and his girlfriends didn’t need to be rocket scientists to know what it meant. Someone was having fun while she listened to me and my women, he thought.

Caleb looked across the cabin. Eira and Yui were already decent; with a gesture, Desdemona wrapped her traveling robe loosely around her. She looked like what she was, which was a woman who’d just been fucked six ways to Sunday, but Mare already knew that.

“We’re good,” he told the driver. “What’s up?”

Mare slowly pulled back the partition, averting her eyes from the darkness. “I just wanted to let you know, that we’re close to the World Tree. You mentioned you needed to pick up a girl and her dog when we got there, so I figured you’d want the head’s up. Give you a chance to get cleaned up…”

Oh yes. There were definitely spots of color on Mare’s cheeks. She’d been touching herself, and from the looks of things, she’d finished right around the time that Eira and Yui did. Small wonder the taxi hadn’t crashed.

“Thank you for the reminder.” Caleb looked himself over and made sure his zipper was closed, and that nothing else was out of place. “You can take us the rest of the way now, Mare.”

The demoness looked like there was more she wanted to say, but she held her tongue. “Sure,” she whispered, closing the partition.

As soon as the carriage began to move again, Caleb started to laugh. So did his girlfriends.

“Have you ever seen a girl fiending for it like that before?” Eira said, hugging Caleb from behind. “You’ve got her eating out of the palm of your hand. She’ll do anything for you…”

Caleb shook his head, clearing it, and focused on the mission.

Or tried to, at least.

“We’ll be picking up Kerr in a few minutes,” Eira whispered, sliding to her knees. “Once she’s on board, we won’t be able to play any longer. Give me just one more quick taste, so I can think about it the rest of the ride back.”

Caleb grinned. “If you insist,” he said, putting his hand on the back of the elf’s head.

The taxi rolled beneath the big yellow moon, swaying gently back and forth.

Outside in the driver’s seat, Mare would have been able to hear the sucking and slurping coming from inside. Caleb pictures her sliding her hand between her thighs. It was going to be a long drive.


Chapter 22

When Caleb opened the door to his apartment, he found Mitzi standing in the doorway. The maid had the receiver of a phone cupped between her ear and her shoulder. Frenzied feline moans filled the living room, and Caleb forgot for a moment that the maid had been told to play malkini pornography whenever someone from Hades called, to trick them into believing he was busy with his harem.

Mitzi’s face lit up at the sight of him. “You’ll have to call back,” she said, speaking into the phone. “Master is busy!”

She hung up before the person on the other end of the line could respond, then tossed the receiver back into the foyer and jumped into Caleb’s arms. “Master Holdstock! You’ve returned! It’s so good to see you, brah!”

He hugged the catgirl and tried not to think too hard about what she was doing with her hips. She ground them against him with a giggle, holding onto him tight as she welcomed him home. If he didn’t know any better, he’d think his maid was trying to seduce him.

She’s just keyed up from all that catgirl porn, he told himself, setting the maid down on the ground. The fact that I reek of sex probably doesn’t help.

The blowjob in the carriage had been incredible. Eira got him off with moments to spare, drinking down the last of his load as the carriage slowed to a stop just outside of the World Tree. Kerr and her three-headed dog were waiting for them, and if she’d noticed anything when she climbed into the dimly lit, sex-filled carriage, she hadn’t said anything about it.

Cerebus rode on top of the taxi the whole way into Hades. The dog was with them now, which was more than he could say about Kerr. She’d taken lodgings in the city, which he was expected to pay for until he got her settled.

He was rich now, so he supposed he didn’t mind. He tried to tell himself he was buying a prime spreader of Wyrdworld gossip, but the truth was that he’d really only been interested in Kerr’s dog. Cerebus was a good boy, and he was looking forward to letting the big mutt put down roots in his apartment.

“It’s good to see you, too,” Caleb said, gesturing.

His companions entered behind him, Eira and Yui in front with Desdemona just behind. The blonde held a slender leather leash, connected to Cerebus’s central head.

“Mission accomplished,” Caleb said. “Dez is here now, and she’s going to help us with our mission for Lady Lachrymosa. I dare say you remember her?”

Mitzi did. She gave the newcomer a confused look, then her eyes went wide as saucers as she put the name and the face together. Suddenly Mitzi was kneeling on the carpet, her head inclined like she was receiving a queen.

“Lady Desdemona!” the malkini cried. “Brah, it’s been so long!”

A smirk spread across Dez’s face. “Oh come now, Mitzi. You’ve known me how long now? You know you don’t have to refer to me as ‘Lady’ anything. ‘Dez’ will be fine.”

“Yes, ma’am!” The catgirl shot to her feet. “I… I never thought I’d see you again, brah! Wow, I can’t believe it’s really you! You look good!”

“Thank you.” Desdemona ran her fingers through her hair. “Having a new sense of purpose has definitely made me feel younger. As has being so close to Caleb.”

Mitzi might have been a flighty malkini, but she was no dummy. She understood what Desdemona was saying. Caleb thought her eyes looked big before.

“She’s in your harem!?” the catgirl cried, looking overjoyed. “Brah, that’s such good news! You and Lady Desdemona are fucking!”

As if to punctuate her point, one of the malkini in Mitzi’s porn video suddenly screamed with bliss, begging for the human taking her to pound her harder and faster.

“We should probably cut that off,” Desdemona said with a snicker. “What must the neighbors think?”

In short order, Mitzi had the place running smoothly. With the constant porn noises gone, Caleb could hear himself think. The malkini maid brought them out drinks and snacks and they sat down on the couches, relaxing after their long journey.

Desdemona rose and inspected her portrait. “I did not look that good when that was painted,” she said wryly.

Eira snorted. “Babes, you look that good now.”

Desdemona blushed. It made her look even more beautiful than usual. “You’re flattering me, but I appreciate it,” she said, turning away from her younger image on the wall. “May I begin my duties as your assistant now, Caleb?”

“Please,” he said, nibbling on a piece of smoked meat. Say this for the Wyrdworld; they knew how to put together a bomb platter of charcuterie.

Desdemona nodded. In a matter of moments, the flirty, lusty look slid off her face and was replaced with a far more businesslike demeanor.

Compartmentalizing, Caleb thought. Nice.

Desdemona gathered her thoughts, then spoke.

“The item Lady Lachrymosa needs you to Craft should be arriving at any time now,” she said, rubbing her chin thoughtfully as she walked across the room. She didn’t sit back down on the couch; instead she paced back and forth, clearly more comfortable with thinking on her feet. “In fact, I’m a little surprised she didn’t jump the gun and send her accountant with it already. That woman is many things, but patient is not typically a quality that gets associated with her.”

Caleb could understand that. “I’m a little surprised, too. Actually… Mitzi!”

The catgirl came in from the kitchen at once. She wore two oven mitts over her paws—she must have been busy baking something, some dessert surprise to welcome Desdemona into the harem and into Caleb’s life.

“What’s up, brah?” the catgirl asked.

“Did you hear from Lady Lachyrmosa while I was gone?” Caleb asked. “Have there been any updates on the Crafting situation?”

Mitzi nodded in a way that reminded him of a bobblehead. “Oh yeah, brah! I’ve gotten, like, tons of messages from that vampire! And her weird-ass assistant, too!”

“What did she say?” Caleb asked. “Actually—shit, don’t bother. I’ll call her right now. God damn it, she must be fuming…”

A worried look spread across Desdemona’s face. “Something’s wrong,” she whispered, her gaze traveling to the television. “Where is the remote?”

Eira and Yui both got up and started looking for it.

“It’s got to be somewhere between these cushions,” the elf said, digging through them. “Damn thing always disappears when you need it the most!”

Desdemona nodded. “I need to get caught up on what’s been happening in the Wyrdworld,” she said, helping Yui and Eira search. “You speak with the vampire, Caleb. See what it is that’s got Lady Lachrymosa’s panties in a twist.”

Caleb walked into the kitchen, leaving the others to hunt for the remote. His heart hammered in his chest as he dialed the number for Omega. She was probably just checking in on me, he told himself, willing his pulse to slow. There’s nothing to worry about. We planned everything perfectly, got away without a hitch.

The line connected.

“Caleb?” a strangled voice asked. He recognized it as Charity, Lady Lachrymosa’s accountant and chief lieutenant. “Shit, is that finally you?”

His stomach twisted, ice filling his guts. He could tell he’d missed something awful.

“I—”.

It was as far as he got.

The line crackled as the sounds of a muffled argument carried over the line. A moment later there was an authoritative female voice on the phone—one that Caleb would have recognized anywhere.

“Caleb Holdstock!” It was Lady Lachrymosa, and she sounded pissed. “Where in the name of rusty fuck have you been!?”

Clearly, the situation was even worse than he’d expected. He whispered a silent prayer of thanks that he’d decided to call, rather than pay the Omega Sovereign a personal visit. If Lady Lachrymosa was in the room with him right now, he couldn’t be certain she wouldn’t try to rip his head clean off his body.

“I was… busy,” Caleb said, trying to think of a suitable lie. “You told me to build my harem, right? So I brought a few girls over. Turns out I’ve got that Holdstock stamina—I—”

“Don’t give me that bullshit,” Lady Lachrymosa snapped. “Charity called your apartment three times to schedule the delivery of the item, and each time your maid gave us the same excuse. All while women moaned in the background like they were trying to win a contest!”

“Hey,” Caleb said, hoping to run with it. “You can’t blame me for making a woman happy.”

“It was the same moaning each time,” the vampiress replied flatly. “Moaning which my steadfast and detail-oriented accountant traced to the second half of the pornographic film Catgirl Sluts #9: Petting Pussies!”

Caleb put his hand over the receiver and stared at Mitzi. Petting pussies? he mouthed, frowning.

The maid shrugged. She liked what she liked.

“So no, Caleb Holdstock,” Lady Lachrymosa continued, practically spitting into the phone. “You have not been sitting at home like a good boy waiting for your work to arrive like I told you to do! And you have not even been slutting it up around town like a bad boy, which would at least raise your stock in trade in the Wyrdworld! And you missed our date!”

Caleb’s mouth was halfway open in a reply when he heard the last part of Lady Lachrymosa’s statement. He’d been so distracted by his trip to Earth and his upcoming mission that he’d completely forgotten about his promise to take the vampiress out to dinner.

“Shit. When was that supposed to happen?”

There was a pause. “Yesterday,” Lady Lachrymosa said, her voice practically a growl. “I had reservations at Lanita’s and everything!”

“Very exclusive!” Caleb heard a voice shout from further away. That would be Charity.

“So I’ve heard,” he said, palming his forehead. “I didn’t realize. I’m sorry, Lady Lachrymosa. I know you probably jumped through hoops to get that reservation.”

“Technically, I did!” Charity cried. There were sounds of a scuffle—Caleb could tell the accountant was trying to make her voice heard over the line. “But that’s alright, Caleb! I’m sure you were busy!”

“My accountant is being annoying,” Lady Lachrymosa said in a peeved voice. “Listen, Crafter, if you had at least given me a little bit of notice, we could have worked things out. I’m not angry with you—just disappointed.”

“Mmh hmm,” Caleb said. To him, Lady L sounded quite angry, but he wasn’t about to provoke the vampiress further. Not when she seemed like she might be about to slip into a forgiving mood.

“Tell me what happened.” She sounded like she was trying to suppress her irritation and doing a mediocre job of it. “Why were you not able to make it to our date, Crafter? Where have you been?”

“The press is speculating!” Charity cried from the background. “They’re saying one of the clan heads kidnapped you, or killed you! Because of all the unpleasantness…”

“Which we know isn’t true,” Lady Lachrymosa cut in. “Believe me, if anyone were to try and kidnap you, my Crafter, it would be very, very bad times for them.” She chuckled darkly. “I’d have a half-dozen hard-ass vamps up their ass so fast they’d be spitting out fangs when they scream their last—”

“Wait,” Caleb said. “What do you mean, unpleasantness?”

Only now did he notice the sound of raised voices coming from his own living room. Desdemona had told him she was going to check out what was going on with the Wyrdworld news, so he’d just assumed any noise he’d heard coming from that direction was the television.

“You don’t know?” Lady Lachrymosa’s frown was audible from the other side of the phone. “My dear boy, where the fuck have you been for the last two days?”

“Caleb?” Eira was knocking on the kitchen door. “I think you’d better come out here…”

“I’ve been on Earth,” Caleb said through gritted teeth. He hadn’t wanted to tell Lady Lachrymosa anything about it, but hiding it was going to be too much of a hassle. “I was tracking down someone who’s going to help me become a better Crafter. Who’ll help me turn that diamond you gave me into whatever it’s supposed to be.”

“Oh!” The vampiress’s tone brightened. “You must mean Desdemona. Good for you! I would have suggested the same thing.”

The knocking on the door grew more insistent. A moment later the door opened a crack and Eira peeked in, saw Caleb on the phone, and withdrew her head. Through the gap, he could hear what sounded like a worried newscaster on the television.

The fact that the beautiful female reporters who read Hades’s top stories sounded worried nearly froze Caleb’s blood. Whatever was going on was as serious as a heart attack.

“Lady Lachrymosa,” he demanded, gripping the phone tight. “What the hell is going on?”

There was a long pause. In the silence, he could see Lady Lachrymosa’s vicious, shark-like smile.

“It’s war, baby,” the vampiress said with relish. “Our city is at war.”


Chapter 23

When Caleb walked back into the living room, he found they’d gotten visitors while he was away. Kerr sat on the couch, nervously petting the three-headed dog Cerebus as she watched headlines scroll along the bottom of the Wyrdworld news. To Caleb’s even greater surprise, Mare was in the apartment as well. The demoness sat cross-legged on the floor in front of the TV like a little kid, her gaze fixed on the screen. Mitzi flittered around like a butterfly, handing out coffee and snacks on demand.

“Lady Lachrymosa is coming,” he told the group. “She’s bringing Charity. And the diamond.”

Instantly, all eyes in the room were on him.

“She’s moving through the city?” Desdemona asked, looking more than a little surprised. “Now?”

Caleb swallowed hard. “She says it’s important. That she has a responsibility to this person she signed a contract with, this M…”

Eira let out a huff. “M still matters? The city’s at war, Caleb. Civil war! Have you heard?”

The atmosphere in the room crackled with anxiety.

“I heard a little bit,” he said, shaking his head as he made his way to the couch. “Lady Lachrymosa didn’t really give me the details.”

A gorgeous succubus in a leather corset with a suit jacket over it was narrating on the television, framed by photos of clashes around the city. A short video clip played of a building on fire, flames streaming from the tall windows while two groups of shadowy figures battled on the streets.

“This isn’t the first war that’s come to Hades,” Desdemona said. “It won’t be the last, either. I’m glad we made it to the apartment in one piece—it’s a miracle we missed the fighting. We should stay here until it’s over.”

“I didn’t even know things like this happened in Hades,” Caleb said.

Desdemona sighed. “Come sit,” she said, gesturing to an empty seat on the couch between Eira and Yui. “I’ll try to get you up to speed before the vampiress arrives. I have a feeling I know what she’s going to ask from you once she gets here.”

Caleb thought he did as well. He sat down, and immediately found himself in both Eira and Yui’s embrace. Their hands clutched him, rubbing him between his shoulders and holding onto his side.

“She’s right,” Kerr said. The guard looked harried, like she’d realized the situation she was in and came running as soon as she’d heard. “Hades is no stranger to civil wars and strife. It’s best to just hunker down and wait for it to be over.”

Desdemona nodded. She radiated calmness and authority, and (not for the first time), Caleb realized how lucky he was to have his grandfather’s former assistant running things here for him in Hades. She was a natural delegator and leader, and was good at soothing the emotions of his companions. All qualities she was going to need.

“Sometime late last night, there was an assassination attempt,” Desdemona explained, gesturing at the screen. “A group of warlocks assaulted the leader of the Blackveil clan while she was leaving a restaurant in the most desirable part of the city. She survived, thanks to her bodyguards, and when they ran identification on several of the bodies, they discovered they were linked to the leadership of the Moonwraith clan.”

Eira whistled through her teeth. While most of the people in the room looked horrified by the story, Caleb thought Eira had a bit of professional respect for the brass balls on the assassination squad. After all, she was a member of one of Hades’ clans herself.

“Twisted shit, huh?” the elf said. “The three clans haven’t been at each other’s throats in a while, of course, but this is the first time in years the city’s been fully at peace. And some dumbass Moonwraith decides now is the time to try and decapitate Blackveil’s command structure…”

Caleb thought there was probably more to it than that. And from the look on her face, so did Desdemona.

“The Greenwreaths weren’t involved?” Caleb asked. “No one tried to bump off their leader, either?”

Desdemona shook her head. “Right now, the Greenwreaths are remaining neutral. Representatives from both clans have reached out to them, though, and the Wyrdworld News is chasing down every rumor as to which way their leadership might lean. It could make the difference between whether this is a quick, internal conflict, or a full-blown war.”

Eira snorted. “Please. We all know who my people are going to stand with.” She gave Caleb a fierce look. “The Greenwreaths hate the Blackveils and the Moonwraiths, but we hate the Moonwraiths way more. If it comes down to it, we’ll back them against those gray-eyed fuckers.”

“This all sounds… strange,” Caleb said, frowning as his gaze traveled to the news. They were showing an interview with a news correspondent, who was standing on the sidewalk near the scene of the assassination attempt. Neon signs flickered on and off on the nearby buildings.

He caught sight of one. It said Lanita’s…

His eyes widened. Ice water filled his veins.

“Oh shit,” Caleb whispered. “That’s where the assassination attempt happened? At that restaurant?”

His tone must have told Desdemona he knew something. She whirled on him, her expression tightening. “It is. Lanita’s. It’s a—”

“Demonic-Mexican fusion restaurant,” Caleb cut in, his mouth going dry. “Dez, that’s where Lady Lachrymosa and I were supposed to have dinner. Where we were supposed to have dinner last night.”

You could have heard a pin drop in the room.

From her position in front of the TV, Mare started to laugh. “I’ll bet you a hundred Dark Dollars,” she said, looking over her shoulder, “that I know who got that reservation after Lady Lachrymosa canceled.”

“They weren’t trying to kill the leader of the Blackveils,” Caleb realized. “Those assassins were trying to kill me!”

He didn’t want to believe it. Yet the more he thought about it, the more true it had to be. The hit was a mistake: the assassins hired by the Moonwraiths had expected to run into Caleb and Lady Lachrymosa, and gun them both down. Instead, they’d run afoul of a powerful witch—the leader of the Blackveil clan.

“Someone tell me I’m wrong,” he said, hoping that Desdemona or Eira would bring up evidence. “Please. Tell me I didn’t accidentally cause a civil fucking war in Hades by taking a two-day vacation…”

Desdemona swallowed hard. “Actually, that would clear up a mystery that the newscasters have been trying to figure out.”

Caleb stared, waiting for her to continue.

“Apparently, some of the warlocks were found carrying specialized weapons,” she said, her face growing grave. “Of the sort used to neutralize vampires. As the leader of the Blackveils is no vamp, its speculated that they were expecting vampire bodyguards—”

“No they weren’t.” Caleb laughed, but there was no humor in it. “They were going to kill me. Or they were going to kill Lady Lachrymosa, and shank me if I tried to stop them.”

There was silence in the living room for a few moments.

Finally, Mitzi spoke. “Why would the Moonwraiths do that?” she asked, frowning. “They don’t hate Lady Lachrymosa, brah! And they’ve got no reason to kill you!”

Caleb watched the screen, not listening to the news correspondent’s report. “I don’t know that they did,” he said, thinking it through. “Dez. Moonwraith is denying they did this, aren’t they?”

She gave a little start, and he knew he’d hit a bullseye. “Indeed they do,” Desdemona said. “Not that anyone believes them. The first thing any clan who’d authorized the assassination of the head of another clan would do is put out an official statement denying it.”

“No one would believe it,” Caleb agreed. “Even if it happens to be true.”

Someone had tried to kill him. And they’d tried to pin it on one of the city’s clans, using them as a patsy.

His mind worked furiously. If he knew all this—if he’d been able to put it together in just a few minutes worth of logic and reasoning—then the chances Lady Lachrymosa didn’t know it as well were pretty much nil. Omega had to be aware that someone had tried to assassinate their queen.

And yet the vampiress and her assistant were coming here. Why?

He looked at Desdemona, feeling certain that she was thinking along the same lines. She shrugged. Clearly she didn’t know, either.

“Mitzi, please put a pot of coffee on,” she said, gesturing at the catgirl maid. “Something tells me we’re in for a long night.”

“Sure thing, brah!” the malkini said, making her way into the kitchen.

Suddenly Caleb thought of something. “Do we have any blood?” he asked, frowning at Desdemona.

Yui let out a little laugh. “We’re full of blood. Technically.”

Caleb smiled. “I mean to give to Lady Lachrymosa and Charity. We should have refreshments for them too, right?”

One of Desdemona’s shoulders rose, then fell. “I will offer myself as a vessel if necessary,” she said, saying it like she would be doing so to avoid Kerr or Mare being forced to provide the vampires blood. “But I don’t think they’ll stand on social niceties. This is an emergency—”

As if underscoring exactly how much of an emergency, there came a knocking on the door.

Caleb stared at it, then at his companions. “That couldn’t possibly be them,” he said, his brows furrowing together. “I just got off the phone with them two minutes ago…”

He went to the door and opened it. Lady Lachrymosa and Charity stood in the hallway, waiting expectantly. The elder vampiress was so tall that her head grazed the ceiling.

“Crafter!” Charity flashed a toothy smile, her fangs clearly visible. “May we enter your apartment, please?”

Caleb stared at them, stunned. “How the fuck did you get here so fast?”

Charity looked a bit taken aback. “Why, we flew, of course,” she said, recovering smoothly. “May we have permission to enter, Crafter? Most of the rumors about our kind are hurtful nonsense, but the one about us needing to be granted permission to enter a dwelling is unfortunately very real.”

They’re vampires, Caleb remembered, looking up at Lady Lachrymosa. And up. They can’t come in unless they’re invited.

The vampire leader of Omega seemed even taller in Caleb’s hallway than she’d been sitting at her desk in her office. She was going to need to practically limbo in order to make it through the doorframe—and she looked like she meant to go for it.

“Sure,” he said, stepping aside. “Both of you are very welcome. Come in.”

They did, Charity going first. The blonde vampire accountant carried a black silk purse over her shoulder with a bulge in the side. Caleb was fairly certain what was inside, and it made his heart race. The diamond, he thought, remembering the hologram the vampires had shown him. Wow.

“Excellent,” Lady Lachrymosa said, taking a seat on the couch. “It seems you have been expanding your harem while you were gone, Caleb. Though you still do not have enough bitches to truly be reckoned a man in Hades…”

“I’m not having sex with most of these women.” He did a quick count, glancing around the room. “Less than half of them, actually.”

Lady Lachrymosa rolled her eyes. “Pity. They make a good representative sample: elf, demoness, malkini. Now all you need is a vampire or two.”

Caleb ignored that for the moment. “Listen,” he said, turning and addressing the vampiress. “The assassination attempt against the Blackveil, that was a mistake. Those warlocks thought they were going to kill us—”

Lady Lachrymosa held up a hand. “Of course they were,” she said, shaking her head. “I am pleased you put all that together so quickly, Caleb. Your grandfather would be proud of your detective skills.”

“I had to tell her,” Charity whispered, giving Caleb a wink. “It was me who gave the Blackveil the Lady’s dinner reservation—as a gift, once we realized we could not get in touch with you. When we saw the vampire weapons, well: it didn’t take much to put two and two together.”

Caleb nodded. “So who’s behind it?”

“We don’t know,” Lady Lachrymosa said flatly. “But Caleb—I received an important message while you were gone. From M.”

Caleb still wasn’t sure who that was. The more he thought about it, the more absurd it seemed that anyone in any position of power within Hades would care about getting an item Crafted in the middle of this mess.

Perhaps M had called to cancel. But from the predatory smile on Lady Lachrymosa’s face, Caleb did not think so.

“What did they say?” he asked.

Oh yes. Lady Lachrymosa definitely looked like a shark. “You are not going to believe this. M sent a missive to our offices to tell us that this item—Charity, go on and take out the diamond now, please—may have the power to end the war in Hades before it begins!”

As if she were the ringleader in a circus, Charity whipped the pack around with a flourish and produced the diamond. It looked exactly as it had in the hologram, and seeing it in real life shocked Caleb to his core. If he had such a thing back on Earth, it would be worth millions of dollars—even the great big rock in the Smithsonian wouldn’t compare.

And yet, as he looked at it, he frowned. Something didn’t compute.

“M gave us this item to Craft before the war broke out,” Caleb said. Around the room, he could see everyone coming to the same conclusion. “So how the hell is it supposed to help us stop the war? Forgive me for saying it, but that sounds pretty fucking suspicious to me.”

“A bright one, aren’t you!?” Lady Lachrymosa looked thrilled. “Yes, Gene would be proud of you, Crafter. M has indeed tipped their hand with that little remark. They must be eager to have their item Crafted despite the current situation.”

The pieces clicked together in Caleb’s head. He didn’t like the picture they made.

“You think M did all this,” he said, looking around the room. “The assassination attempt. The civil war. You think the same person who sent you this diamond is behind all of it.”

Lady Lachrymosa smiled. “I do.”

Parts of it still didn’t make sense to Caleb. Why would this mysterious M try and have Caleb murdered, if they needed him to Craft the diamond they’d brought to the vampires? Perhaps the assassins were supposed to kill Lady Lachrymosa, and were under orders to leave Caleb alive?

He had no idea. He probably never would.

Unless he solved the mystery.

“That’s why we’re here,” Lady Lachyrmosa said, her hands on her hips. “To watch you Craft the diamond. Twice.”

Caleb frowned. “Why?”

Lady Lachrymosa’s face lit up. “Because,” she said, nodding at the rock, “whoever this M is, this item is the only link I have to them. And whatever it’s going to transform into has got to be M’s heart’s desire. Otherwise, they’d never have paid the fucking fortune they sent over for Crafting rights.”

Caleb nodded. “You think that once you see what it becomes, you’ll know who M is.”

“That’s right.” Lady Lachrymosa showed her fangs.

“What are you going to do once you know?” Yui asked.

Lady Lachrymosa’s head slowly turned. “It’s simple. Once I know who M is, I will fly directly to their location. Then I’m going to reach into their chest, split their ribcage, and remove their still-beating heart from their body. And eat it.”

The calm way she said it convinced Caleb she would do exactly that.

“This is my city,” the vampiress hissed. “Oh yes, we let the clans do their clan-ny thing, seeing as so many citizens of Hades go gaga for that kind of thing. It’s quite like humans and their sports teams, you know. But the real power in this city isn’t the Blackveils, the Greenwreaths or the Moonwraiths. It’s the fucking vampires.”

“We control the money,” Charity piped in, lifting a finger. “It’s the golden rule. Whoever has the gold makes the rules!”

Lady Lachrymosa nodded. “You’re going to Craft the diamond, Caleb. And once you do, I will know who M is. Together, we will end this war before it begins. We will kill everyone who opposes us, and bury their families alive in their caskets.” Then she grinned almost girlishly. “And then we can have that date!”

Hearing the vampiress talk about that at the end of everything else almost felt like the punchline to a joke. Caleb had to fight not to laugh, and almost failed.

Fortunately for him, he was saved by Desdemona.

“Very well,” she said, reaching out her hands to Charity to take the jewel. The accountant hesitated for a moment, then handed it over, glancing over at Lady Lachrymosa for confirmation before doing so. “We should begin right away, Caleb.”

“Now?” he asked.

Desdemona nodded. “I had hoped to teach you more before you embarked on this Crafting. There is so much you need to know about Item Worlds and how to navigate them. You should have been learning these things from your grandfather, instead of having them thrust upon you in a rush following his death.” A faint smile spread across her face. “But I’d say you’re doing well for yourself, given the circumstances.”

“More than well,” Eira chimed in.

“Thanks, but I’ve got a long way to go.” He sighed. “You want to do it right here? Right now?”

Desdemona shook her head. “Best to take it into the other room. When you open the world inside of an item, there’s always the risk of the portal being larger than you anticipated. We wouldn’t want to accidentally suck anyone inside who didn’t wish to accompany you on your journey.”

That made sense. “You and me,” Caleb said, ticking his way through mentally. “Plus Eira and Yui. Anybody else coming?”

Mare shook her head. So did Kerr. Mitzi looked like she’d gladly go, but Caleb wanted the maid to stick around the apartment while he was gone. Someone had to keep order around here. Though he doubted Lady Lachrymosa or Kerr would be bold enough to try and snoop around during the Crafting.

“We will stay here,” Lady Lachrymosa said. “The Crafting is your job, Caleb Holdstock. You will handle the transformation, while my assistant and I will watch and see what develops from the diamond you have transformed.”

“Hopefully we will have enough information to determine M’s identity from the first Crafting,” Charity added. “But if not the first, then definitely the second.”

The vampires sounded confident. Caleb wasn’t quite confident, but he had his harem by his side. Together, they’d make it through.

Desdemona handed him the diamond. It was heavy in his palm, and he could feel the energy radiating from it—it felt like potential. Whatever this thing was supposed to become once he’d Crafted it twice, he knew one thing for sure.

None of the people waiting on it were going to disappointed.

Caleb took his companions and led them into the bedroom, readying his vorlesen. It was time to Craft.

He slammed the silver dog’s head against the jewel. It rippled, sending a shockwave of energy through the room. The women cried out, whooping in mingled alarm and excitement as the portal opened.

The diamond folded outward, transforming into a portal to somewhere else. The last thing Caleb saw before it swallowed him and his harem whole was a flash of brilliant darkness.


Chapter 24

Once again, Caleb Holdstock found himself on the threshold of a brave new world.

He opened his eyes to see a peaceful, evening sky. The scent of cherry blossoms surrounded him, and the path ahead was filled with gnarled trees covered in the colorful leaves. The moon hung low in the sky, bathing the landscape in an ethereal illumination.

A public park? Caleb thought. That’s what this looks like.

There was no moment of wrenching dislocation. A moment ago he’d stood in his bedroom back on Hades—now he was in a whole new world. A pocket universe, contained within the diamond the mysterious M had shipped to Lady Lachrymosa.

He looked around. Caleb hadn’t known what to expect when entering the Item World: monsters, puzzles, an obstacle course lying in wait for an unobservant Crafter. So it was a shock to see the quiet, tranquil landscape all around him.

His harem fanned out around him. Eira and Desdemona took point to his left and right, while Yui stayed next to him as if the strange new world frightened her. His hand grasped hers, giving it a squeeze and reminding her he was there.

“This isn’t what I expected,” Caleb said. “It looks like we’re inside of some kind of Japanese Zen garden.”

He felt the urge to relax. But he needed to be on his guard.

Desdemona clearly felt no such urge. She walked a quick circle around the group, peering into the distance on all sides. The sound of slowly running water reached Caleb’s ears, and he realized that there was a small stream a short distance from where they stood. The gravel path beneath their feet led to it.

“Item Worlds are many things, but predictable is rarely one of them.” Desdemona gave their surroundings a suspicious glance. “We should be on our guard here. There’s no telling what surprises might be lurking in the shadows.”

Caleb thought about the hall of mirrors beneath the big top he’d wandered through with Eira and nodded. “Everyone stay close. Let’s take our time and get to the exit.”

As with most Item Worlds, the purpose of the pocket universe was to make it to the end. They looked flat, but were actually tiny cylinders, a silo of sorts. Desdemona had tried to explain it to him, even drawn a diagram that looked more like a wedding cake than a model of the universe. Caleb didn’t fully grasp it, but he’d figured a few things out.

Like that right now, they were on the first Stratum of the Item World. If the universe inside the diamond was a cylinder, they were at the very bottom—with more layers of reality stacked on top of this gentle, quiet garden. Each Stratum had an exit point back to the real world at the end, along with a set of stairs leading up to the next Stratum. The second level of the Item World would be much harder than the first, and the third would be even harder still.

There was no guarantee that the second level of the Item World would look anything like the first, either. On the drive back to Hades, Desdemona told Caleb about a time she’d helped his grandfather Craft a simple diadem into the coronation crown of the conquering ruler of a far-off Wyrdworld nation. The procedure had required a rare and difficult Triple Crafting, and each Stratum of the world inside the diadem had borne no resemblance to the other two. Even now, Desdemona shuddered to think of it—she and his grandfather had nearly been killed.

Today’s task was simpler than that. He merely had to reach the end of the first Stratum, refine the item, then re-enter it and refine it a second time. Considering how empty the first level of the diamond was, that augured well for how quickly and easily they could complete the mission.

The path beneath their feet was gravel and well-worn. Together, they made their way to the slender stream separating two of the park’s grassy banks. A set of stepping-stones had been dug into the middle of the stream—the polished rocks stood an inch or two above the waterline, their surfaces dark from an occasional wave. The water itself was shallow, barely a foot or two deep, but moved swiftly.

“Is this the right way?” Yui seemed strangely on edge, and had been ever since entering the Item World. “How do we know where the exit is, Caleb? What if we get lost in here forever?”

Desdemona chuckled. “There is nothing to fear, Yui,” said, putting a hand on her shoulder. “You have your man here, and you have me. Rest assured, I’ve guided Caleb’s grandfather through hundreds of Craftings, and never once have we been unable to find the exit of a Stratum. They’re usually as obvious as the nose on your face.”

Yui nodded slowly. “Alright,” she said, not sounding particularly convinced.

Caleb leaned over. “What’s gotten into you?” he whispered, sliding an arm around Yui’s waist. She was so tense that part of him worried she’d somehow hurt herself in the transition to the Item World. “You’re not normally like this.”

“I… I don’t know,” Yui whispered. “I just know that this place feels bad to me, Caleb. Bad and… and familiar, somehow. Like I’ve been here before.”

Eira paused. “No offense,” she said, making an awkward face. “But... cherry blossoms, big moon—I’m surprised we don’t see Mount Fuji in the fucking background. Maybe that’s what’s got you feeling that déjà vu?”

But Yui was already shaking her head. “None taken. Still, this definitely isn’t Japan. So why does it feel like I know this place?”

“I’m not sure, but we should keep moving,” Caleb said. “The sooner we find the exit to this Stratum, the better.”

They made their way across the stream, crossing the stepping stones one at a time. Desdemona went first, insisting she could tell if the crossing was magically warded, then motioned for the others to follow. Caleb took up the rear, just to be safe.

Once they were on the other side of the bank, he turned around and stared in the direction they’d come. The section of the park behind them looked nearly identical to that in front of them—almost like an unbroken strip. Despite Desdemona’s assurances, he indeed worried that it was possible to get lost out here.

They continued walking. Slowly Caleb’s adrenaline began to ebb—the simple motion of traveling through the sleepy park was beginning to wear away his sense of danger. He’d been on a knife’s edge, expecting the worst, and he’d found no resistance waiting for him in the world within the diamond. He found that strange.

And more than a little suspicious.

He voiced those suspicions a few moments later once he’d had time to chew them over. “There are no monsters here.”

Eira glanced at him over her shoulder. “There’s not,” she agreed with a smile. “Thank the Pointed God for that.”

“I’m not thanking anyone. There should be monsters, shouldn’t there? Desdemona, you’ve been inside more Item Worlds than any of us. Have you ever entered one and found it completely empty like this?”

She turned around, frowning. From the look on her face, Caleb could tell that she was indeed worried as well.

“No, I haven’t. To walk this far into an Item World and experience no visible resistance is extremely unusual.” She brightened. “But we shouldn’t be far from the exit now. I think I can see the stairs leading to the second Stratum not too far down the road.”

As if conjured by her thought, Caleb realized she was right. Off in the distance, surrounded by mist and just on the other side of another one of those slender, fast-moving streams lay a set of stairs. They rose steeply upward, before disappearing into a thicket of branches from a nearby tree.

Caleb had seen this trick before. Once a person reached the top of those stairs, they’d no longer be in the first Stratum of the Item World. Those stairs were a portal of sorts, no different than the chalk outline of a door on the wall of his grandfather’s basement.

Caleb had no intention of climbing those stairs. He strained to see where the ‘flag’ was for the first Stratum—the item that would allow him and his party to leave this dungeon and complete the first level of refinement. As he looked, he noticed a small lantern hanging from the tree’s branches, with a flickering flame in a little box. That had to be it.

Reaching the lantern would open the portal home. He strode forward resolutely, already looking forward to the looks on Lady Lachrymosa and Charity’s faces when he returned. They’d be so proud that he cleared the first Crafting so quickly…

A few feet from the banks, Caleb froze. Standing on the stepping stones in the center of the stream was a solitary figure—a young woman with striking red hair. Her face matched the park they’d found themselves in; she looked like she could have been a city dweller in Kyoto or Nagoya, out for an evening’s stroll in the park.

The woman smiled at him as he approached the edge of the water. Caleb didn’t like that smile one bit.

“Hello there, young man,” the woman said, leaning forward and putting her hands on her hips. She wore a long, silky gown that seemed to flow around her like the water of the stream. “Would you give me your name?”

Caleb had no intention of responding to this woman, but even if he’d wanted to, he wouldn’t have been able to because a hand slammed down over his mouth.

His eyes slid to the side. Yui stood next to him, every muscle in her body taut, her face ghostly pale with horror.

“Baby,” Yui whispered, “do not say a fucking word to this woman.”

Caleb stiffened. A tingle went down his spine at her words, and the hair on the back of his neck stood straight up. She’d had a bad feeling about this place almost from the moment she’d arrived, and now she looked like she was beginning to realize why.

“Oh, come now!” The red-haired woman straightened up, a beatific smile spreading across her features. Under different circumstances she would have looked helpful and cheerful, like a teacher who worked with very small children. Only her eyes told a different story. Those eyes were filled with hate. “We are all friends here. You are a fellow traveler, are you not?”

“Don’t answer,” Yui whispered. She shook her head, her eyes enormous. “Just don’t!”

Slowly, Caleb removed Yui’s hand from his mouth. “I wasn’t planning on it,” he said, glancing at the red-haired woman in the stream before returning his attention to Yui. She didn’t look like she was about to attack, but you could never be sure. “What’s going on? You’ve figured something out.”

Yui nodded. “I know why I’m getting déjà vu with every fucking step I take in this place,” she said, beginning to tremble. “It’s not in my memory, babe. It’s in my fucking blood.” Her eyes flickered down to her legs, which so recently had been confined in either braces or a wheelchair. “My Fae blood.”

“I don’t like that word!” the woman in the stream teased. Unlike Yui, she didn’t look uncomfortable in the least. In fact, she looked like she was having the time of her life. “I’m not a fan of being called that, missy!”

“We have to turn around!” Yui hissed, nodding in the direction of the road they’d taken. “We’ll go a different way, babe! Let’s go, let’s go right now!”

Something about this woman was giving Yui a panic attack. Caleb couldn’t blame her—he didn’t like her, either. Clearly she meant no good.

But they were so close to the lantern. Caleb could practically pick up a stone and hit the exit gates with it.

Caleb looked around Yui in his arms and glared at the woman in the stream. She stood in the center of the water, her feet placed like a dancer’s on the wet stepping stone. A serene smile spread across her face.

She can wait there all day, Caleb thought. And she probably will.

“Hang on just a second.” Caleb gently helped Yui to the side. “I want to figure out what this woman’s deal is.”

The woman just stood there, a smiling statue in the water.

Yui’s face filled with horror. “Are you kidding me? She’s a Fae!”

He knew this woman was trouble, but he was determined to be careful.

Her grin widened as she took a step forward, moving from one steppingstone to the next.

An alarm began to ring in the back of Caleb’s head. Yui’s words caused old memories to rise to the surface—things he half-remembered from movies and TV shows. Fae were fairies, except with all the happy Disney bullshit stripped away. They made a big deal out of names.

Caleb cupped a hand around his mouth. “Who are you?”

The woman cocked her head to the side. Way too far to the side. Too far for it to be natural. Caleb’s stomach turned at the sight.

“Your friend is wrong,” she giggled, grinning to show a mouth filled with too many teeth. “I’m not dangerous! In fact, I’m here to warn you. This stream isn’t like the other ones you’ve crossed on your way here. If you set foot in it, you’ll die!”

Her words gave Caleb pause. He craned his neck and looked at the stream. It didn’t seem any different than the other creeks and small rivers his group had walked across, but appearances could be deceiving.

“I cannot lie,” the Fae said. “You should not lie to me either. Give me your name, dear, and I’ll ferry your women across my stream. No one will harm a single hair on their heads!”

It was a perfectly simple request. Caleb felt absolutely certain that fulfilling it would mean his death. Or a fate worse than death, if the vague memories he had of Fae lore were anything to go on.

He took Desdemona by the shoulder. “Is she telling the truth? Can she lie?”

Desdemona gave the woman in the stream a sideways look. “She is technically correct,” she whispered, her lips forming a tight little line. “Fae cannot directly lie, at least not within the borders of their own territory. And this would certainly qualify as their territory.” She swallowed hard. “But they twist the truth. You can’t trust anything they say.”

“So the stream really will kill us?”

He wondered.

Eira chose that moment to join the rest of the group. Unlike Yui, the elf looked wary but not terrified by the Fae. Being a longtime citizen of Hades, she probably had a great deal more experience with them than Caleb and Yui put together.

“Right,” Eira drawled. “We’ll die if we cross the stream. And we’ll die if we don’t cross the stream, right? Because everyone dies eventually.” She crossed her arms beneath her breasts. “Technically correct. The worst kind of correct.”

A sly smile spread across the Fae woman’s face. “Step across if you’d test it,” she said, pointing at Eira. “You’ll see, elf!”

Eira rolled her eyes. She grabbed up a pebble near the stream and tossed it into the water. It bounced once, then sank beneath the surface, the ripples it created swallowed in an instant by the running water.

“She’s a paper tiger,” Eira said, sounding irritated. “Just cross the damn stream. There’s nothing to be worried about—”

The water where the stone disappeared began to boil and bubble. A black tentacle shot from the spot where Eira’s pebble landed, flexed around as it struck the water madly from several directions, then disappeared.

“Okay,” the elf amended. “She’s telling the truth. They do have a guardian in the stream.”

“A guardian who is easy enough to avoid,” the Fae woman said. “Just say your name, sweetheart. Just speak it out loud, and all your troubles will end.”

“Yeah—they’ll end in death,” Caleb whispered. “Shit, what do we do? She’s blocking the way. If we try to get past her, she’ll push us in. Then we’re fucked.”

It wasn’t the most eloquent way of putting the problem, but it happened to be true. Caleb had never dealt with one of the Fae before, and from the way both Desdemona and Yui reacted to the strange woman in the stream, this might be the last time he ever dealt with one.

“If you won’t give me your name, give me the name of one of your women!” the Fae called, laughing. “Tell one of them to grant me their name, and we’ll all leave this world together! You won’t even notice they’re gone!”

Caleb swallowed hard, acid filling his gut. He had a pretty good idea of what would happen if did that—his girlfriend would lose her identity and give it to this Fae. She essentially would no longer exist. In Caleb’s mind, the Fae would become that woman, and his true partner would wander the Item World forever, unable to remember their name or their face or any details of their life.

It was truly a fate worse than death. Caleb would sooner give the Fae his own name than consign one of his women to that hell.

She wants my name, he thought. And she can’t lie. She can just stand there and taunt me all damn day long. If only there was some way to knock her off her perch…

Caleb looked down at his vorlesen. Once before, he’d summoned a wave of force from the silver dog’s head in a desperate moment of need. Could he do it again?

And if so, would it reach the Fae woman? She was pretty far out in the water—distant enough that the attack might dissipate before it reached her. If he attacked and missed, he’d never make it to the other side. The woman would stand there until he either died or gave her a name.

He needed to bring her closer.

Desdemona stared at the Fae woman, sweat beading on her forehead. “I think we should try and go around,” she whispered. “We might be able to find a different bridge over the stream—or a different route out of the Item World—”

“No other way!” the Fae said, lifting her arms. “It’s my way or the highway. Just confirm what I already know, Crafter. Help a fellow traveler out!”

“Go to hell!” Yui cried, turning around and yelling with a surprising vehemence. “Don’t tell her anything,” she whispered to Caleb. “And don’t lie. She can’t lie, and she’ll punish you for trying…”

Caleb nodded. “I think I’ve got this. Let me talk to her.”

Reluctantly, both Desdemona and Yui stepped away.

Eira watched him nervously, then blew him a quick kiss. “Be careful.”

“I will.”

Alright, Caleb. Do or die.

Clutching his vorlesen, he stepped out onto the water.


Chapter 25

The water swirled around Caleb as he walked across the steppingstones. Though the stream he crossed was only a foot deep, perhaps two at the most, the dark tendrils he saw flexing beneath the surface appeared to be far, far beneath the waves.

He watched those tendrils as he walked. He crossed one stone, then the next. The tendrils twitched but did not break the surface. He sensed that as long as he stayed on the stones, the creature would not attack.

If only he could say the same about the woman blocking his path.

The Fae stood three steppingstones away, balanced on the slick stone like a dancer. She watched Caleb approach with a sly look on her face, watching him the way he imagined a cat watched a wounded mouse limp past its hiding place. She was the predator and he was the prey.

At least she thought so.

Caleb sensed he could get out of this. But he was going to need to be clever about it. Above all, he needed to not play the Fae’s game. She was much better at it than he was, and far more experienced.

Caleb stopped with two steppingstones between him and the Fae. He might have been able to overpower her with a blast from the vorlesen—but then again, he might not. She might be expecting it.

He tucked the staff attack away as a last resort and cleared his throat. “So,” he said, smiling at the Fae. “It seems the two of us are at an impasse.”

The Fae woman stared at him, then ran her fingers through her brilliant red hair. “There doesn’t seem to be any trouble to me, Crafter. I know who you are already. I just need you to confirm it.”

Caleb slowly shook his head. “Never going to happen. Surely a fellow traveler like you knows better than that, right?”

For a moment, he thought it was going to work. The Fae woman opened her mouth, a reply already halfway to her tongue, then she caught herself. Nothing came out of her save a strangled little urk.

A moment later she started to laugh.

“Nickname,” the creature said, showing those rows of too many teeth. “Serves me right for saying ‘fellow traveler’ so damned often. I hoped to catch you agreeing to call yourself that, Crafter.”

He’d been close. She’s not perfect, Caleb realized, triumph surging in his veins despite the near miss. And she’s not as clever as she thinks. She can be beaten.

“Would that have really been enough to command you?” he asked. “Just a nickname?”

The Fae shrugged. “You’ll never know, will you?”

That’s a yes, Caleb thought.

There was worry in the Fae’s eyes now. She knew he was more than just some naïve human who’d come wandering into her realm. He was a Crafter..

In fact, he was thinking about this all wrong.

“Why are you here?” he asked.

The Fae woman stared at him. For a moment, she looked honestly flummoxed. “What?”

Caleb made a show of looking around the Item World. “There’s no one else here,” he said, pieces rapidly clicking together in his head. Why had he not realized how strange this situation was before? “You’re not going to convince me that someone lives in this world. This is a pocket universe, contained within a diamond. Only monsters live here.”

The Fae woman frowned. “If you think to trick me into accepting another nickname, human, then you’re barking up the wrong tree—”

Caleb lifted a hand. “You don’t know my name,” he said, taking out his vorlesen. “But I’m pretty damn sure you know what this is.”

The woman’s gaze flickered to the staff in his hand for a brief moment. “I do,” she admitted.

“Then you know what I can do with it,” Caleb said. Technically, it wasn’t even a lie—which, if the Fae knew about, she’d probably admit was clever. “If I’d really wanted to, I could have knocked you off your perch and into that water.”

The Fae woman stiffened. She knows I’m telling the truth, he thought. He could see her much vaunted defenses cracking just the tiniest bit. Now was the time to strike. To widen the crack.

Not with his staff, but with words.

“I’m not going to lie to you,” Caleb promised. “I could have brought magic and violence against you, Fae, but I didn’t. Instead, I’m trying to deal fairly with you. I want to find a way to the other side of this stream that leaves both of us happy and satisfied, and I’m hoping you’ll help me do that.”

Despite herself, she looked intrigued. “You’re not an ordinary human,” she whispered, sounding as if she were speaking to herself. “Are you?”

Caleb just smiled. “You wanted a name, right? I’ve got one for you. The person isn’t here right now, but I get the distinct impression you already know them.”

The Fae woman froze.

“Belleteyn D’Amore,” Caleb said.

He watched her face change. Disbelief flickered across the Fae woman’s serene features, only to be momentarily replaced by a rage so pure that Caleb had to suppress a shudder. It lasted only a moment before the Fae’s serenity slammed down over it like a screen, but before it vanished he got the strangest feeling.

Suddenly he was certain that rage was directed at someone other than him.

“That’s who convinced you to come here, right?” Caleb felt like a fisherman whose bobber had just disappeared beneath the water—like a man with a fish on the hook. “What did she give you? More than a name, I’m sure. What were you promised in exchange for this?”

The Fae blinked. “That’s… that’s not your concern,” she said, trying to deflect. “You’re too clever for your own good, Caleb. Fellow traveler…”

She already knew his name. That much was clear. But unless he spoke it, she lacked the power to do anything with it.

“Don’t bullshit a bullshitter,” Caleb said, somehow managing to laugh. He was no more than an inch from death at any moment, and yet somehow he’d never felt so alive. “It’s not a good look on you. You’re too cute to play those games.”

He’d thought the Fae looked flummoxed before. “You think me cute?”

Caleb grinned. “Sure.”

Again, she cocked her head too far to the side. “Do you have any idea how many of your kind I’ve slaughtered, human?”

“Honestly, that just turns me on more. I’m kind of a freak like that.”

The Fae’s mouth dropped open. “You lie.”

“Never.” Caleb shook his head. “I already told you I wouldn’t. You know Belleteyn is dangerously insane, right? I watched the malkini drive her insane as they dragged her into the Wyrdworld. I’m not trying to insult you, but you’d have to be a fool to think that crazy bitch would honor any promises she made to you.”

His words had the desired effect. The Fae looked as if she might tip right off her steppingstone—though Caleb doubted if the creature in the stream would even attack her if she did. More than ever, he was beginning to realize this whole thing stank of a setup. If he’d attacked the Fae, would it have even done any good? He thought not.

His honesty had likely just saved his life.

The Fae woman’s mouth worked soundlessly for a long moment. “I was not aware of this,” she said, a little taken aback.

“Well that one’s for free,” Caleb said, nodding.

The Fae woman made a face. “Thank you,” she said sarcastically.

Caleb’s heart jumped into his throat.

The Fae’s eyes went to the size of dinner plates. She had just realized what she’d said. In a moment of weakness, she’d thanked Caleb. Even if the words had been meant sarcastically, she’d still said them.

She looked mortified. Caleb smiled.

“Damn it,” she whispered. She looked away, unable to meet his eye. She didn’t say anything else, but he could feel her anger at herself radiating from her like the heat from an open oven.

Caleb only knew a little about fairies from TV shows and movies, but he knew you should never thank them. Any expression of gratitude meant that you owed them—and they could call in pretty much any favor they liked.

“Alright,” he said. “Can we talk about this like adults now?”

The Fae’s lips twitched. “You truly are strange, fellow traveler.”

Caleb didn’t dignify her feeble attempt to tack a nickname on him with a response. “You’re beautiful,” he said instead. “Now step aside, please. You can show your gratitude by allowing me and my friends to cross your stream unmolested.”

The Fae knew she’d been beaten. With a little nod, she hopped backward across the steppingstones. She moved across them with such sureness that Caleb instantly knew he’d never have been able to knock her away with his vorlesen—she traveled across the water like she was born to it.

She reached the far bank and then gestured at Caleb impatiently. “Very well, come on!” she cried, sounding both angry and a little relieved. “Let’s get this done, Crafter!”

Caleb and his companions crossed the steppingstones, careful not to slip. The Fae woman watched them with narrowed eyes, but she didn’t try to stop them. She simply stood there, arms folded, as they passed.

Once they were all safely on the other side, Caleb turned to the Fae. He offered her a smile. “Guess this is goodbye,” he said, careful not to hand her any explicit thanks. It simply wouldn’t do to stumble now, not when he was so close to the finish line.

The Fae frowned. “Uh huh.”

Caleb couldn’t help but grin. “You know, if you do want to give me your name, I wouldn’t do anything messed up with it. But I might look you up sometime.”

Despite everything they’d just been through, the Fae woman managed a slight smile.

“My true name is for me and me alone,” she said, shaking her head. Then she thought for a moment and lifted one finger. “But you may refer to me as Alecto, human. It’s been a pleasure to meet you. Rarely have I ever had the need to pay attention to my verbal sparring.”

“It’s nice to meet you too. I’ll see you later, Alecto.”

The Fae lifted a hand. “Oh, and if you tell anyone about this, I’ll rip your heart out and eat it!”

She sounds like Lady Lachrymosa, Caleb thought as he made a face. I bet those two would get along like a house on fire, now that I think about it…

Speaking of Lady Lachrymosa. She was waiting for Caleb and his harem to arrive.

He made his way over to the lantern and prepared to leave the Item World. The stairs leading up to the second Stratum tempted him for a moment, but only just a moment. He had too much on his plate to wonder about what else this strange item might transform into.

“I’m assuming you heard all that?” Caleb asked as his harem gathered around the lantern.

Desdemona’s face was grave. “Yes,” she said, nodding. “Belleteyn D’Amore has something to do with all of this. Caleb, you don’t think she…?”

“Is ‘M’?” he asked, laughing. “Let’s just say I’m considering it a strong possibility. We’ll see what Lady Lachrymosa thinks.”

They touched the lantern and were gone. A portal ripped open around them, collapsing the Item World, and then they were suddenly back in Caleb’s bedroom back in Hades.


Chapter 26

Caleb’s bedroom looked completely unchanged. For a moment, it was hard to believe that they had just come back from such a crazy adventure. The events in the Item World felt almost like a strange fever dream when seen through the lens of Hades.

Caleb wondered how long it would take him to get used to that feeling. He shook his head, clearing it, then glanced around and checked on each of his girlfriends. They seemed alright, though a bit disoriented.

“We’re back,” Desdemona said. He shouldn’t have been surprised that she’d recovered the fastest—after all, she’d accompanied his grandfather on plenty of Craftings inside of Item Worlds. “For a moment, Caleb, I thought you were a goner…”

The bedroom door slammed open. Lady Lachrymosa stood in the doorway, so tall and broad that only slivers of the room behind her could be seen.

“You have returned!” the vampiress hissed. She shot across the room in a blur, pushing past Caleb and seizing up the diamond on the bed. “Let me see, let me see!”

She appeared by Caleb’s side, her form blurring as she moved faster than sight. “You took more time than expected to complete the first Stratum.”

“We hit a snag,” he said. “Ran into a Fae who was working for Bellteyn D’Amore. Didn’t give me her true name, obviously, but she called herself Alecto.”

A strange smile spread across the vampire’s face. “Alecto is a very famous name among the Fae,” she said, giving Caleb a sympathetic smile. “I hate to say this, Crafter, but I think you may have just been swerved. Ah! What is this?”

“Lady Lachrymosa held the item in her palms, lifting it up in front of her large, pale cleavage. Clutched in her milk-white hands was a silver, diamond encrusted serpent.

“The silver serpents,” Caleb said, making a face. “So it is Belleteyn!”

Lady Lachrymosa looked crestfallen. “You already knew?” she asked, sounding like a kid who’d just opened an empty Christmas present. “You knew that M was Bellteyn?”

“Let’s just say there were some signs in that Item World.” Caleb walked forward and took the item from Lady Lachrymosa, examining it from every angle. The silver serpent—it was less a piece of jewelry than a tiny sculpture—was covered in sparkling diamonds, with gorgeous red jewels in its eyes. The thing looked like it was worth a fortune.

“Wow,” Caleb said, his lips forming a tight little line. “How can something so evil be so goddamn beautiful?”

No one had a good answer for that.

Lady Lachrymosa had hoped to solve the mystery of M’s identity after Caleb’s second Crafting. But this was about the most obvious piece of evidence he’d ever seen. The serpent looked exactly like the necklace he’d seen around Belleteyn D’Amore’s neck. If the woman had been blown up to the size of a giantess, he could picture her wearing the sculpture.

“What do we do now?” Eira looked around the room. “I’m assuming we’re calling off the second Crafting?”

Caleb stared into the depths of the serpent’s eyes. The beady rubies in the sunken orbs of its sockets seemed to glisten, reminding him of the gems in his own vorlesen.

In fact, the resemblance was uncanny.

He held up his staff for comparison. Indeed, the gems sparkling in the eyes of the serpent looked identical to those in his Crafter’s tool. Did that mean this serpent was a tool of sorts, as well?

Just what the hell had he created?

As he thought it, the rubies in the creature’s eyes lit up like tiny flames. For an instant, the face of the silver serpent seemed possessed of an almost indescribable malice—then a wave of force rippled from the sculpture. Caleb was caught completely unaware, with no hope of dodging or getting out of the way.

The wave of force rippled through the room, knocking him to the floor. He saw stars as he landed on the carpet, falling backward. His whole harem had been knocked down as one—only Lady Lachrymosa, who was so much larger than the rest of the group, had managed to remain upright.

“What the hell?” Caleb’s vision swam, and the sound of blood surged in his ears. He worried that he might pass out, but the strange sensation faded almost as quickly as it had come. “What… what did it just do?”

“Shit, I feel funny!” Yui said. “Like I just got out of a tanning booth or something!”

Caleb didn’t feel that at all. There was just a momentary sensation of dizziness. What the hell were they talking about?

“I felt it, too,” Desdemona said, sitting up. “It felt as if an enormous eye traveled over my body, looking into and through me in great detail—and then decided not to act. Like it passed over me and left me behind.”

Caleb blinked. “That is an incredibly specific sensation,” he said, more than a little amazed. “It sounds like you’ve felt something just like it before.”

Desdemona looked grave. “I have. And unless I’m wrong—which I sincerely hope I am—I think we’re all in a lot of trouble. That diamond was trapped—”

In the living room, someone screamed.

Caleb didn’t hesitate. In the blink of an eye, he left the women behind and charged into the living room, his staff held at the ready. He wasn’t sure who or what was screaming, but the tenor of that cry was unmistakable—it was someone in trouble.

He charged through the door, ready for action. At first, he didn’t understand what he was looking at. Charity the vampire accountant was twisting back and forth in front of the fireplace, doing what looked like a spasmic, herky-jerky stripper routine. In her hands was some kind of mink stole, which shimmered and shook as she alternately tried to pull it closer and throw it away—

That was no clothing. That was Mitzi. His maid.

What the ever-loving hell!?

“Get this crazy bitch off me!” Charity cried. Dozens of tiny cuts and scrapes covered her face and arms. “Your malkini has lost her mind!”

Caleb grabbed for Mitzi, shifting his staff to his off-hand. He managed to snatch a handful of her long hair and tugged on it, thinking that would be enough to get the catgirl off Lady Lachrymosa’s vampire assistant.

Unfortunately, it wasn’t.

Instead, the malkini immediately pivoted to Caleb. He found himself under assault by a flurry of punches and kicks. The catgirl’s claws flashed again and again as she attacked, her tiny body striking out with a ferocity that left him utterly gobsmacked.

Pain flared up his wrists; the catgirl was slashing him with every blow. Thick red blood oozed from his wrists as he tried to clamp down on Mitzi’s arms and legs.

“Viva la revolution, brah!” the catgirl cried, digging her nails in tighter. “Down with Hades! Down with the Wyrdworld! Hail the Princess!”

The what!? Caleb could hardly think for the pain. With a grunt, he shoved the catgirl away, not thinking about what direction she was headed or what was in the way.

Mitzi flopped backward, her legs moving like a cartoon character’s. She had just about recovered from the shove when she bumped the coffee table with the backs of her legs, lost her balance, and went ass over teakettle. She hit the carpet with a slam, her legs hanging in the air like two furry bowling pins.

“Ahhh!” the catgirl whimpered. “I’ve been hit! Avenge my death!”

“You’re not dead, you big baby,” Caleb said, looking down at his hands. His wounds were messy, but superficial—he didn’t look as if he’d been seriously wounded. The cuts Mitzi left stung like hell, though.

Cat scratch fever, he thought, his wrists bleeding profusely. There wasn’t any pain; that would come later. Just without the kickass guitar solo…

A blur shot past Caleb. In the blink of an eye, Lady Lachrymosa was in the room. The vampire dominated the center of the living space, standing between him and the catgirl like a wall of supple, vampiric flesh. With one hand she leaned down and pinned Mitzi against the carpet, keeping the catgirl from rising.

“Don’t move,” the vampiress hissed, flashing her fangs. “Or do, if you’re keen on dying today. Caleb, are you alright…?”

The vampiress trailed off. She’d just seen the blood pouring from Caleb’s cuts.

With an effort, Lady Lachrymosa mastered herself. It was a little terrifying the way her face changed—for a few seconds Caleb felt less like a human being than a piece of meat. It was how he imagine a lion looked at a wounded fawn.

The vampiress swallowed hard. “You look like hell,” she said roughly. “Get one of your women to patch up those scratches, Caleb. Before you tempt me to do something I regret.”

“Right here!”

It was Eira, who’d grabbed a towel from the bathroom. She wrapped the fluffy white fabric around Caleb’s wrists, staunching the blood as best she could. Charity looked on. She was clearly better at restraining her vampiric urges than her mistress, yet she still looked like she was tempted to unveil her fangs and lick Caleb’s wounds clean.

Now the pain started. His cuts burned and stung, sizzling like meat on an open griddle. He winced as Eira drew the towel around his injured hands more tightly, doing her best to staunch the bleeding.

“Sorry,” the elf whispered. “I can fix these right up for you once they stop bleeding. I minored in healing cantrips back at university.”

Caleb nodded. The pain mattered to him less than figuring out what the hell had just gotten into his catgirl.

“Mitzi,” he said, shaking off the burning sensation. “What the hell’s gotten into you? Why don’t you calm down?”

For the catgirl hadn’t paused. Her strength was nothing compared to Lady Lachrymosa’s, and so her struggling didn’t amount to much, but she wouldn’t stop. The vampiress hissed with irritation as Mitzi dragged her claws across the other woman’s wrist, marring her milk-pale skin.

“You must be destroyed, brah!” Mitzi roared. As much as a little thing like her could roar, anyway. “The Princess commands it!”

“Princess?” Desdemona stood in the doorway of the living room, her brows pulled together. Wheels spun rapidly behind her eyes as she processed what she was seeing, compared it with what she knew was possible from her years serving Caleb’s grandfather. “Who is the Princess, Mitzi? What did she tell you?”

Mitzi went slack in Lady Lachrymosa’s arms. “Oh, she’s beautiful!” she cried, smiling as her eyes took on the faraway tone of a daydream. “The Princess is the true ruler of Hades, brah! All you elves and vampires are just pretenders!”

Desdemona gave a brisk nod, then turned to Caleb. “Her mind has been altered,” she said, glancing back toward the bedroom they’d just vacated. “I’m thinking it was that strange wave that left the serpent statue—the one that passed over all of us and let us go.”

Yui made a face. “It didn’t let her go,” she whispered.

“I didn’t even feel it,” Caleb said, shaking his head. “Do you think it’s because I’m a guy?”

“That’s very likely,” Desdemona said after a moment’s thought. “One thing is clear. That serpent statue is very, very dangerous. We need to keep it from activating again. God only knows what else it might be programmed to do.”

Suddenly Mitzi gave a jerk, shooting to the side. She’d timed it well—relaxing just enough that Lady Lachrymosa let off some of her weight, then using the moment of relaxation to try and slide free of her grip. If she’d tried it with anyone who wasn’t a vampire, it might have worked.

She got free and jumped straight at Caleb, her claws extended and her face twisted into an expression of pure hate. He flinched, throwing his staff up in a defensive posture, but the attack was already over. Lady Lachrymosa had her hands around Mitzi’s waist, holding her back.

A good thing, too. Caleb’s arms weren’t good for much at the moment, all covered in a towel and soaked with blood.

“Kill him!” Mitzi growled, straining against Lady Lachrymosa’s muscles. “He’s the Crafter, brah! He’s got to die!”

Caleb watched the catgirl struggle in the vampire’s grip. Slowly, a sense of amazement stole over him. Who was this catgirl? She barely resembled the Mitzi he knew—the cute, sedate girl who liked to cook extravagant dinners and spend her evenings reading malkini erotica.

It was like she’d been transformed. Like the wave of force from the serpent statue was a magic spell—one calibrated specifically for malkini.

“Caleb.” Desdemona’s voice came to him from behind. “Be careful. She’s been ensourcelled…”

Caleb took another step toward Mitzi. He scrutinized the look in her amber eyes, ducking back a bit as she got one arm free and raked the air in front of her with her long nails.

“Belleteyn did this,” Caleb said, straightening up. “This was an assassination attempt, just like the one outside of Lanita’s.” He looked around the room. “Does anybody think it was anything else? She knew we’d activate that diamond in my apartment. She had to know my grandfather has a catgirl maid—she’s been serving him for decades.”

No one spoke up. No one had a different idea.

“She tried to kill me at my dinner with Lady Lachrymosa, then she tried to assassinate me in my own home. Using my own maid.” He clucked his tongue, peering down at Mitzi with a mixture of horror and sympathy. He hated what Belleteyn did to her, yet at the same time a dark part of his mind admitted the cleverness of it.

“Serve the Princess!” Mitzi cried, a look in her eyes like nothing Caleb had ever seen before. “Worship the Princess! Love the Princess! The Princess should be Queen of Hades!”

“Pretty sure I know who this Princess is supposed to be.” Eira leaned over and spit on the floor, her face a mask of rage. “Dez, you’re the one who knows about this sort of thing. How long is this spell going to last?”

It was a good question. Caleb hadn’t even thought of it. The strange wave from the silver serpent had passed everyone else over—and thank God for that—but it had hit the malkini square in her skull. She’d been turned, just like Belleteyn had probably been turned herself by her time among the catgirls, and now he had an enemy in his own living room.

They had to turn her back.

“I’m not sure she is enchanted,” Desdemona said. “Hold her tighter, please.”

Lady Lachrymosa scoffed, but did as asked. “If only you knew what happened to the last mortal who dared to give me orders,” she growled as she wrapped her arms around Mitzi’s waist.

“Special circumstances,” Caleb assured the vampiress. “I’ll make it up to you later.”

Lady Lachrymosa grinned, showing lots of fang. “You’d better!”

Desdemona leaned in, examining Mitzi. The malkini hissed and struggled, trying to get one arm free to claw the woman. But the big vampiress holding onto her refused to let her move a muscle.

“This is… extremely strange,” Desdemona said after a few moments. “There doesn’t seem to be an ordinary glamor on her person, which is probably a good thing. But whatever Belleteyn unleashed, it seems to have her hooks in deep. I can’t see a trace of Gene’s old maid inside of those eyes…”

“Um.”

Everyone turned. Caleb had never heard Charity let out a sound like that before.

The vampire was pointing at the television screen. The wounds on her wrists from trying to restrain Mitzi had already healed over, which Caleb noticed before he glanced over to see what was on the screen. A fire burned in the middle of a street, with two groups fighting on either side of it.

Charity shook her head, her pale face going paler. “Those aren’t the elven clans,” she whispered.

Caleb looked. Really looked.

And found himself frozen in his tracks.

The two groups weren’t fighting. They were linking up. All of the demons, elves, and other fantasy groups on the streets were running away as a massive force poured out onto the sidewalk. They spilled from doorways, jumping from windows—some of them even emerged from the sewers, clad in cute little janitorial uniforms.

There was nothing cute about what they were doing to those who got in their way, though.

Just then, Eira grabbed the remote. The television had been on mute, but now she turned it up almost all the way it would go.

“—reports on the scene of a new player entering the sectarian violence in Hades tonight,” a bemused sounding reporter said over the footage. “It appears that the clash between Blackveil and Moonwraith has been crashed by several hundred malkini. They appear to be shouting slogans, though what they’re saying is anybody’s guess…”

“Oh no,” Caleb whispered. “Oh fuck.”

It wasn’t just Mitzi.

It was all the malkini.

“M,” Yui whispered. “No wonder she called herself that. M for malkini.”

“The malkini?” Lady Lachrymosa let out a strangled cry, even as the sound of the television caused Mitzi’s struggling to double. “They can’t desert their posts! They’re the backbone of the Wyrdworld—nothing that isn’t magical functions without them!”

Caleb thought of Mare’s taxi, pulled by a team of malkini catgirls. Of the malkini who ran the elevator in Lady Lachrymosa’s own office building.

Of the hundreds of thousands of malkini who lived in apartment buildings, houses and trailers throughout Hades, taking part in harems with nerdy shut-ins.

They were all coming out.

And Belleteyn had done it.

The television was turned all the way up. The newscasters made a show of not being able to understand what the catgirls were shouting, but Caleb heard them loud and clear. They sounded almost exactly like Mitzi.

“For the Princess! For the Princess! Revolution!”

Belleteyn’s offensive had begun.


Chapter 27

“She’ll be fine,” Lady Lachrymosa said, brushing off her forearms. “I’ve got her tied up in her bedchamber, with the door locked from the outside. Your little catgirl isn’t going anywhere, not with her all tied up like that. She can cool off now.”

Caleb glanced up from the television and nodded. He ran a towel over his wrists—a clean one that Yui brought from the bathroom—wincing at the phantom pains in his wrists. Eira had fixed up the scratches and scrapes Mitzi gave him, but the mental wounds were still healing.

“Thanks,” he said, returning his attention to the screen. “Look at this shit. Isn’t it crazy?”

While they’d been wrestling Mitzi into submission and keeping the malkini away from all the knives in the apartment, the horde of catgirls Belleteyn D’Amore brainwashed were making their way into a single mass and besieging City Hall. The nascent civil war between the three clans of Hades was now all but forgotten. The survivors were too busy trying to keep themselves from getting washed away on a tide of lewd catgirls to care much about fighting each other.

On the Wyrdworld News, the reporters kept circling back to the same point over and over again. Half of Hades ran on malkini labor; now that labor had abandoned its post. A strike would have been one thing, however impossible it seemed. This, however, was something different. Something new.

It was war.

In a corner of his mind he never would have admitted existed, Caleb had to hand it to Belleteyn. Her time with the malkini had awakened her to a blind spot no one else in the Wyrdworld had seen. People took the malkini for granted—they cursed them for using up so much of the supply of the Wyrdworld’s men, even as they press ganged the horny, lewd creatures into physical labor running everything from automobiles to power plants.

Without them, order in Hades was already beginning down. The infrastructure simply couldn’t handle life without the malkini. It was a disaster of epic proportions.

Lady Lachrymosa sat down heavily on the couch, then sighed at the screen. The cute succubus who read the top stories was beginning to look frazzled, her hair sticking out at an odd angle as she read yet another report of fighting along the path to City Hall.

“It’s clear that these malkini mean business,” she was saying. “Authorities have attempted to engage with the vanguard of the catgirls, only to find themselves frozen in their tracks by the creatures’ much vaunted ‘aura of adorability’. It’s this aura that has made them so prized among the men of Hades in recent years, and led many members of the Celestial Senate to label the catgirls a plague on the Wyrdworld…”

“Isn’t this a fine kettle of fish?” Lady Lachrymosa hissed. “I thought wrangling a catgirl was bad. This is one of the worst fucking days of my life.”

Charity was perched like a gargoyle on the back of the couch. The vampire accountant’s braids dangled down her sides, her eyes fixed on the screen. “This is an unmitigated disaster,” she said, as if the rest of the room didn’t already know that. “Do any of you have any idea what percentage of Hades’s GDP is generated by malkini labor? I’ll give you a hint—it’s two digits, and starts with a four.”

Caleb winced. “That much?”

Charity nodded gravely. “If someone doesn’t get those catgirls back to work, this city is going to collapse.”

They all watched the screen, listening to the cute newscaster continue her report. A large square directly behind her showed a live feed of City Hall, which was currently surrounded by a surging horde of malkini. The creatures were dressed in whatever outfits or uniforms they’d been wearing when they’d been hit with Belleteyn’s ray beam, leaving the makeshift army looking like a ragtag crew of tourists out for an evening’s entertainment.

“In retrospect, it’s easy to see where we made mistakes,” Charity said, glancing over at her boss. “We allowed the malkini to take on too much. Having a sector of the economy powered by catgirls is one thing—relying on them to produce our energy is quite another. We never realized how dependent we were on them.”

“We’re going to find out now,” Eira said.

Caleb’s mind was already in motion. “Someone needs to get on the horn to the leaders of the clans,” he said, rising from the couch. He felt like he had to do something other than just sit on the couch. If he didn’t take action, he was going to go insane. “We have to make sure they know they’ve been tricked by M—by Belleteyn. If we’re going to find a way out of this, the three clans of Hades need to make peace.”

“Already on it,” Charity informed him blandly. “I really wouldn’t worry about them right now, Caleb. They’ve got their hands full with these malkini. They’ll be happy to entertain any peace offers that come their way.”

Caleb wasn’t sure about that. From what he’d learned about the Wyrdworld, those who ruled it could be awfully opportunistic. He wouldn’t put it past the leaders of Greenwreath, Blackveil, or Moonwraith to try and take advantage of the chaos to eliminate some old enemies. But probably not.

He tucked that to the back of his mind for now and began to plan.

“There’s just one thing I’m trying to figure out,” he told the room.

Suddenly all eyes were on him. The vampires stared at him, trying to figure him out, while Eira, Yui, and Desdemona waited patiently. On the opposite end of the room, Mare stroked Cerebus’s neck and Kerr looked like she wished she’d never left her post outside of the World Tree.

“Just one?” Charity asked, cocking an eyebrow.

Eira and Yui were more sanguine.

“Go for it,” the elf said. “What are you thinking, Caleb?”

His gaze slid across the living room, back toward the hallway leading to the bedroom. While Mitzi was locked up in her guest quarters where she couldn’t hurt anyone, they hadn’t yet done anything about the silver serpent statue that had been created by Caleb and his crew’s Crafting. It was still sitting on the bed, the power within its dull red eyes spent.

Spent forever? Or just temporarily?

Either way, Caleb intended to find out.

“I’m wondering,” he said, putting a thumb against his chin, “whether or not we should go back inside that snake.”

You could have heard a pin drop in the apartment.

“You can’t be serious.” That was Kerr. “You’re joking, right?”

“The instructions from M were very clear,” Caleb said, remembering the terms Lady Lachrymosa had laid out in her office. “We’re supposed to refine the item, taking it to the end of the first Stratum, twice in a row. We’ve only Crafted the diamond the one time.”

Kerr stared at him in disbelief. Then she laughed.

“Are you even watching the news?” she said, shaking her head. “Turning that diamond into a snake got us into this mess! It let Belleteyn take over the minds of every malkini in the city!”

Caleb didn’t mention that he was pretty sure those same malkini had already taken over Belleteyn’s mind long ago. It wouldn’t have convinced Kerr, and he wasn’t terribly concerned with winning her over to his side, anyway.

“I’m just thinking there might be a reason for it,” Caleb mused. He was still thinking about the Fae inside of the Item World. Alecto. What was it she’d said about Belleteyn and her malkini accomplices?

“Unfortunately, I have to agree with Kerr,” Desdemona said. “The Item World inside of that diamond is simply too dangerous. Everything else Bellteyn has sent us has been a trap of some kind. Either a way to gain power, or a targeted assassination attempt.”

“You’d probably step through the portal and into an entire ocean of sulfuric acid,” Eira chimed in. “That bitch is crazy, Caleb—and she’s tried to kill you more times than I can count. We can’t go back in there.”

Maybe not, Caleb thought. He knew the advice was good, and meant in a heartfelt manner. But there was something about that silver serpent. Something that made him want to dive right back into the Item World and see what secrets awaited him.

He glanced down at his vorlesen. Perhaps it was just the fact that the serpent and its ruby eyes reminded him so strongly of his grandfather’s staff, and the silver dog’s head he knew so well. Were they linked, somehow? Was Gene Holdstock in this even deeper than he suspected?

One thing was for certain. Caleb meant to find out.

And there was only one way to make that happen.

For now, he tucked away his thoughts of plundering the Item World within the silver serpent. He’d try it if he had to, but his companions were probably right—it was probably another trap laid by Belleteyn. He’d save it for another day.

“In that case, we’re going to have to have a new plan,” Caleb said. “Here’s what I think—”

A blare of trumpets played over the television. The scantily clad anchordemon sat up straighter, her eyes widening as the words SPECIAL BULLETIN scrolled along the bottom of the screen.

“I’m just getting this now… it sounds like someone important has just arrived at City Hall.” The demoness looked as if she were about to rip off the heads of her camera people for not already having someone filming what she was saying. “I’m receiving reports that the crowd around the main building is parting to allow her to travel through… there’s been no attempts at stopping her. Scattered reports indicate… yes… okay! We’re bringing you live coverage from City Hall right now—”

The scene changed. For a moment, Caleb thought he was watching the news back home—that he was witnessing stock footage from some mass protest or overseas revolution. A gigantic throng of catgirls filled the streets, tens of thousands strong around the tallest clutch of buildings in Hades. Somehow they’d managed to put together pickets and signs. They waved to the cameras as they realized they were being filmed, shouting their slogans and getting up in the faces of the cameras.

PRINCESS FOR PRESIDENT, read one common caption. Caleb noticed a lot of them mentioned the ‘Crafter’, usually in a derogatory fashion. He wasn’t a very popular man down there—and he figured he knew why.

Instead of reading signs, he focused on where the crowd parted. A woman was making her way to the stage, though not under her own power. She was being carried by a wave of malkini, like a crowdsurfer at a heavy metal concert.

Eira swore. “It’s her. That bitch!”

It was indeed Bellteyn D’Amore.

She was almost unrecognizable.

Her time among the malkini had changed her, and not for the better. When Caleb first met her she’d been a severe woman in all-black robes, sporting the armor of the Black Knight in the Wolfe’s Hollow Renaissance Faire. Now her outfit was as pink as bubblegum. Her hair was done up in platinum blonde pigtails, and her eyes had gone from sharp and intelligent to vacant and stupid.

The malkini had corrupted her. Now she was one of them, little more than an extension of their will.

Belleteyn D’Amore was no longer the bounty hunter Caleb had known and sparred against. She was now the Catgirl Queen, the Princess, the ruler of the malkini and leader of their rebellion against the Wyrdworld’s elite.

She was a powerful force, and she would not be easily defeated.

Belleteyn ascended the platform, surrounded by cheering catgirls. Someone had installed a podium and a microphone, and she seized upon it like a reality TV star hogging the spotlight.

“My fellow malkini!” Belleteyn cried. Her voice was an octave higher than it had been the last time Caleb saw her, and he winced at the shrillness of it. “Today is a red letter day!”

“She thinks she’s a malkini!?” Eira sounded dumbstruck. “Pointed God, they really did a number on her, didn’t they?”

“Her voice is so… different!” Yui said, making a face. “It’s almost like she’s not the same person!”

“She isn’t the same person,” Desdemona said in a serious tone. “Not in any way that truly matters.”

“No longer will we allow the Wyrdworld to exploit us for resources!” Belleteyn was saying. “No more will we behave as stupid, ditzy catgirl harems for lonely, horny men! We are strong, and we are independent, and WE! ARE! HORNY!”

The catgirls went nuts.

“Now, I know you all want me to be Queen of Hades, like, yesterday,” Belleteyn said, primping and preening like a model. “But we all know that’s not the way things work down here in the Wyrdworld.”

“Not the way things work yet!” a malkini cried.

“Oh no,” Lady Lachrymosa muttered. “Oh no, she can’t be doing what I think she’s doing…”

“What is she doing?” Yui asked.

Caleb’s stomach dropped. Ice filled his veins. He thought he already knew.

“So today, I’m announcing the formation of a new political party in Hades!” Belleteyn flashed a big, camera-ready smile, basking in all the attention. “We are the party of Basic Rights and Humanity—or B.R.A.H. for short!”

“Brah!” the malkini cried. “Brah!”

“It is my honor to be your leader,” Belleteyn said, sounding like she meant it. “And today, we take our first steps toward power!”

“Please don’t do it,” Charity whispered. “Caleb, we need to make a plan—”

“I’m announcing my intention to run for Gene Holdstock’s seat in the Celestial Senate!” Belleteyn crowed. “I, Belleteyn D’Amore, will be the next Senator from Hades!”

The crowd went wild.

“Oh, and Caleb?” Bellteyn stared directly into the camera and smiled. For a moment, Caleb felt as if the bounty hunter were standing in the room with him, radiating quiet menace.

“Once I take your granddad’s Senate seat away, I’m coming for you!” She giggled, but there was no humor in it. “You’re gonna get locked up, you son of a bitch!”

The catgirls began to chant. “Lock him up! Lock him up!”

Everyone looked at Caleb.

“I guess you’re going to have to run for the Celestial Senate now,” Lady Lachrymosa insisted. “You don’t have a choice any longer, Caleb.”

She was right. He didn’t. There was now an entire political party in Hades dedicated to his complete and utter destruction.

If he didn’t defeat them in the election for his grandfather’s Senate seat, then Belleteyn would take away everything Caleb had worked so hard for. His inheritance. His powers as a Crafter. His harem.

He wouldn’t let her.

“Politics,” Caleb muttered, watching the news unfold. “A fate worse than death.”

It was election season. The malkini were on strike, and there was a war in Hades.

Caleb had work to do.

End of Book 2
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