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01 Durf

 


Finally… Finally, it was football season
again. Last season and the entire last year was the weirdest the
world had ever seen. It began when the entire world’s population
was magically transformed into centaurs. During the Super Bowl, it
became worse. A magical event took place that permanently changed
the world. It was Brianna’s Call, and it struck the Earth just
before half time.

Brianna’s Call was the sum of all of Earth’s
magic. It was hurled out into space thousands of years ago and
traveled through space like a comet ever sense. When it returned,
it struck the face of the planet with microscopic magical dust
particles.

There was pandemonium everywhere as people
began accidentally using magic. During the second half of the Super
Bowl, the referees imposed penalties for magical transgressions.
There was already a rule in effect to allow for the transformed
centaurs. It was implemented because several of the players had
developed horns, tusks, talons, claws, hooves, mandibles and
antlers. But, there were just too many variables to allow the
inclusion of magic.

Throughout the year, it became much more
difficult to accidentally use magic. The magic spread throughout
the whole world and settled into the ground, water, people,
animals, shrubs and even the air. It had become invisible to the
average person, but it was still there. Anyone that figured out how
to use magic was still able to continue using it. Anyone that
hadn’t figured out how needed to be taught how to absorb the magic
into their bodies, access it. Then, they still needed to perform
the necessary gestures or incantations that would have it perform
in the desired manner.

As other seasons began basketball, hockey,
baseball, etc… the sports franchises decided to adopt the same new
rules permanently. It was a very interesting year for sports. In
many cases, teams that had historically losing seasons lifted
themselves up while historically winning teams fell.

The problems began due to the second centaur
transformation. Before Brianna’s Call struck the Earth, Billy,
Mouse and Durf managed to change nearly everyone back temporarily.
As people began reverting back to their human bodies, some players
on the professional teams were no longer physically able to play.
The opposite also occurred when players began transforming back
into centaurs. Average people now had an advantage because of their
centaur bodies. They were quickly scooped up by the teams and
elevated to professional status.

Traditionally centaurs had the lower bodies
of horses and the upper bodies of humans. When everyone was
transformed, they were not transformed into traditional centaurs.
Instead of equine lower bodies, they were transformed into a
variety of animals.

Their upper bodies also changed. They became
proportionate to their lower animal halves. If the lower body
became a housefly, the upper body would shrink down to accommodate
it physically. If the lower body became an elephant, the upper body
grew accordingly. The centaur bodies were so diverse it made some
of them virtually unstoppable.

There was a centaur with a whale’s body that
played football for one of the NFL teams. His body was so big that
when he spread his arms, they spanned the width of the field. A
centaur with the body of a giraffe was playing basketball and he
was so tall that he could stretch his upper body half way across
the court and still dunk the ball. In baseball, there was a player
with the centaur body of a wolf. His upper body was proportionally
shrunken down to half the size of a normal man. The strike zone was
so narrow, that it was almost nonexistent.

Overall, there were more injuries throughout
the year than any other year in history. Billy (Stinky) Dodd, was a
middle linebacker for the Arizona Cardinals. Like most of the other
players, Billy was a centaur. But, since he was someone of magic
before Brianna’s Call, Billy’s transformation took on more of a
magical nature. Instead of being transformed into a centaur with
the body of a horse, Billy was transformed into a centaur with the
body of a unicorn. To look at his lower body, there wasn’t much
difference between a horse and a unicorn. Unfortunately for Billy,
his upper body displayed the more dramatic portion of the change.
While most other people kept their natural features, Billy’s head
transformed into the head of a unicorn. Along the length of his
forearm, Billy also grew unicorn horns that protruded from his
elbows.

In the locker room, Billy stayed in the
shower for a long time. The team had just finished their last
pre-season game. Billy started, but he only played one set of
downs. The rest of the game was for the third and fourth string
players to try making the cut. Letting the water cascade down his
shoulders, he was happy they had won. But, he wished he could have
played more. It had been an odd off season and he was ready to get
back to football where everything made sense.

“Billy,” Ki said from the doorway. “Will you
hurry up? There are reporters out here that want to talk to you.”
Looking up at her, Billy grunted and nodded. Ki was Billy’s agent.
She was also an elf and his roommate. She was hovering in the air
about three feet off of the ground.

Like all elves, she had beautiful facial
features and fair skin. She had long golden blonde hair and large
pointed ears. She was only three feet tall and she was wearing a
jersey with his name on it. Ki was an elf before Brianna’s Call
touched down. At that time, she was forced to live in hiding.
Whenever she wanted to go out, she had to disguise herself as a
midget or little person. Now that magic was abundantly known, she
could come and go as she pleased.

Finally grabbing the soap, Billy began
scrubbing. As the soap began to lather, swirling red bands of magic
twisted around his body. Within seconds, his body began to
transform. It was a quick process. His head shrank and seemed to
collapse in on itself. The backside of his body slid forward on the
tile floor pushing against his back as it was absorbed into him. He
shrank several feet to his normal 5’8” stature. His mane turned
into hair and his hooves became feet. He was human again except for
the long thin unicorn horn sticking out of his head. “Ahem.” Ki
coughed loudly. Billy glanced toward her and she pointed to the top
of her head.

Reaching up, Billy felt the horn. Momentarily
slumping and groaning exasperatingly, Billy focused and the magical
red bands began swirling around his head again. The unicorn horn
twisted back into his skull and disappeared. Billy was a tall good
looking young man. He was in his early twenties with short cropped
blonde hair. Being a NFL football player, he was stoutly built with
large muscular arms and chest.

After Billy rinsed off, one of the other
players took his spot in the shower. The other player had the lower
body of a hippopotamus. As he turned on the water and grabbed the
soap, he signaled to the shower boys. Two older gentlemen with
large scrub brushes rushed over. They began scrubbing the lower
half of his body where he couldn’t reach. He looked enviously at
Billy as Billy wrapped the towel around his middle and exited the
shower. He loved the extra power the hippopotamus body gave him on
the field, but he missed being human. Billy tried to teach him how
to transform back, but he just couldn’t get the hang of it. Billy
had come to find out that there were a great number of people, for
whatever reason, that couldn’t learn how to use magic.

Making his way to his locker, Billy saw Ki
talking to a woman with a microphone. A cameraman was standing
behind them. As Billy approached, the cameraman heaved the huge
camera onto his shoulder and began filming. Billy hated giving
interviews. Sighing, he reluctantly resigned himself. It took
twenty minutes.

“They still won’t leave that streaking
incident alone.” Billy sighed.

Ki slapped him on the shoulder. “What do you
expect?” She held in a giggle. “You and Mouse were running around
naked on the field during the Super Bowl. I’m surprised you weren’t
arrested.”

During last year’s main event, Billy needed
to be on the field when Brianna’s Call touched down. Since the
Saints knocked his team out of the playoffs, the only way to
achieve it was to just run out there. There were only seconds left
before it hit, and Durf convinced them that they had to do it while
streaking.

“Well, I think saving the world from Tithonos
helped. But, thanks again for running damage control for me with
the league.” Billy said as they walked toward the locker room door.
The door to the medical station was open. Ten players were inside
being patched up. Most of them were only superficial cuts, but
Newsome was skewered through his stomach by a set of tusks and
Hanegan had his eyes raked by a set of talons.

“That’s what a manager is for.” Ki said
making a face at all of the blood and turning back to the locker
room doors. Opening them for him, Ki bowed as he passed through
it.

“Come on.” Billy smiled. “Knock it off.” He
grabbed her arm and led her through the player’s parking lot to
Billy’s big yellow truck.

“I’ll see you at home.” Ki smiled as Billy
climbed in.

“You’re not coming?” He asked raising an
eyebrow.

“Rob’s taking me out tonight.” She cooed as
her cheeks turned pink. “It’s the fourth year anniversary of our
first date. I’m going to the salon to get ready.”

“I didn’t know that.” Billy smiled.
“Congratulations.”

“Thanks. Rob said he has the whole night
planed out.” Ki blushed. “I can’t wait to see where he’s taking
me.”

Kissing her on the cheek, Billy drove home.
Rob was Billy’s best male friend. He had introduced the two of them
and he was happy that it was working out. When he arrived home, the
house was unusually quiet. Normally there were people everywhere.
“Julie.” He called for his wife as he poked his head in the living
room. She wasn’t there. Neither were the kids. Billy breathed in
deeply. He loved his family deeply, but with six children, it was
nice to come home and relax.

Pulling a beer out of the refrigerator and
making himself a large sandwich, Billy set his plate down beside
the recliner. He clicked on the television and was just about to
sit down when he decided he had better go to the bathroom first. He
didn’t want to get up after he got comfortable.

As Billy began washing his hands after taking
care of business, he began looking at himself in the mirror. He
still had a bruise from last week’s game. It was nearly gone, but
there was still a trace of purple below his eye. Reaching up, Billy
poked it. His reflection, however, reached out of the mirror and
poked him in the opposite eye, causing him to jerk back
quickly.

“Why is it, that whenever your reflection
stops mimicking you, you’re always alone in an abandoned building
or in a dark room?” Billy’s reflection said eerily.

“The lights are on.” Billy said rubbing his
eye. “And, I live here. This isn’t an abandoned building.” He
focused his uninjured eye on the mirror. “Which one are you?” The
reflection in the mirror began to change. It became a huge Viking
with long red hair and a scruffy red beard. Billy pulled his hand
away and forced his eyes to focus. “That’s not funny!” He growled.
“Which one are you really?”

“What are you talking about?” Durf said.
“It’s me, Durf.”

There were only a few Durfs left in the
world. They were magical beings that were forced to share a
symbiotic relationship with another being. They were forced to
merge with another by living inside one of their teeth. If they
were thrown out or evicted for any reason, they would have to find
new residence before the dawning of the new day or else they would
die. They also had to be in their home at the beginning of the new
day or suffer the same fate.

All of the Durfs refer to themselves by their
race’s name. Billy knew the real name of the Durf that shared his
tooth, but that Durf was now dead. His Durf had several siblings
and parents once. Billy had been responsible for the death of his
mother by magically advancing the day and catching her
unawares.

Reaching toward the mirror, Billy tried to
grab the Durf by the throat. But, his hand glanced off the mirror
nearly breaking it. “Durf’s dead.” Billy said angrily. “You
shouldn’t pose as him, it’s not funny”

“Billy,” Durf said wrinkling his eyebrows and
putting his hands on his knees. The image of Durf bent down and
leaned very close to the mirror as if trying to find a hole so he
could peer through it. “It’s me, really me. I’m not one of my
brothers or sisters.”

Looking at him carefully, Billy narrowed one
eye. “Where are you?”

“I don’t know.” Durf said looking around.
“There’s nothing really here except this window.”

“You’re dead.” Billy said quietly. “Are you a
ghost?”

“I don’t think so.” Durf shrugged.

“You better not be here to haunt me.” Billy
said shaking his head. “I could barely tolerate you while you were
alive. If you’re going to annoy me in the afterlife, you might as
well just shoot me now.”

“If I’m going to annoy anyone,” Durf smiled.
“It’s going to be Mouse. At least I can catch her in the
shower.”

“Yeah, it’s really you.” Billy said shaking
his head. “What happened to you? I thought you were absorbed into
Brianna’s Call on that other planet.”

“I was, I think.” Durf said rubbing his chin.
“It’s hard to remember.”

“Well, can you come out of there?” Billy
asked indicating toward the mirror.

“I don’t think so.” Durf said. He stretched
his hand out of the mirror, but the mirror stretched with him as if
he were pressing his finger against a balloon. “Something seems to
be happening, it feels strange in here.”

“What’s it feel like?” Billy asked. He
glanced over his shoulder. He heard the front door opening and
Julie’s voice yelling that they were home. “I’m in here.” Billy
called.

“I think…” Durf began, but he stopped and it
looked as if he were searching for the right way to describe what
he was feeling. “I think I feel like a burp.”

“You’re going to burp?” Billy asked
confused.

“No,” Durf said. “I think I feel like a burp.
You know how, when a burp is coming on, there is this little
rumbling in your belly and a dryness in your throat. And, it feels
like it’s going to come out whether you want it to or not. I think
that’s how I feel, like a burp.”

“More like a fart.” Billy said under his
breath.

The bathroom door opened and a harried
looking Julie was standing in the doorway. “I give up.” She said
exhausted. Her usually perfectly brushed hair was pulled back into
a ponytail that was more than partially undone. Her blouse had
three different colored spill stains on it. There was a baby girl
in her hands with a long skunk’s tail struggling to get free. “It’s
your turn.”

“Hi Julie.” Durf said pleasantly.

“I thought…” Julie gasped releasing one hand
from the struggling toddler so that she could motion toward Durf.
The little girl monopolized on her mother’s distraction and pulled
herself free. She jumped over her shoulder and onto the floor.
Without stopping, she scampered from the room.

“I know.” Billy said. “I thought he was dead
too.” He looked around his wife to see if he could see where his
escaped daughter fled.

“Oh no.” Durf said. Both of them turned
toward the mirror. “I can really feel it now. I think it is
coming.”

“What’s coming?” Julie whispered. She moved
toward her husband and grabbed his whole arm with both of her
hands. The last time they thought Durf was dead and he wasn’t,
Billy was transported to an alternate Earth leaving her alone with
six children to look after. She gripped tighter. She wasn’t going
to let him skip out on her again.

“I think he’s going to burp.” Billy said
glancing seriously toward his wife. “Or fart.”

Glaring at him, Julie said. “What does he
want you to do, place him on your shoulder and pat his back. I
thought it was something serious.” She released Billy’s arm and
began to turn around. “When you get done playing with your dead
friend, I need your help out here.”

Holding his stomach and grimacing, Durf was
still able to make the whipped sound and the whipping gesture.
“That’s what happens when you get married. You’re whipped and she’s
in charge now.”

Billy rolled his eyes and shook his head.
“Are you going to be alright? Is there anything I can do?”

“Can you magic me out of here?” Durf
asked.

“Dude, I think you’re dead.” Billy shrugged.
“If I try to bring you back, you’ll probably come back as a zombie
or something.”

Durf groaned and grasped at his stomach
again. Billy flinched. Durf was an annoying little freak, but he
was still Billy’s friend. “All right, hold on.” Billy said. “Let me
see…” Thinking about the different types of magic he knew, Billy
figured his best bet would be teleportation. He had only ever
teleported himself, but he knew that he could use it to teleport
other things.

As the magic began, Billy could feel it
pulling. That didn’t usually happen. Usually, the magic just bent
to his will. Now, the magic seemed to be growing as it sapped the
magical store inside Billy’s body. It didn’t feel like
teleportation magic anymore. Actually, it seemed to be spiraling
out of control. Becoming nervous, Billy attempted to stop it. The
magic didn’t cancel.

Suddenly, there was a noise. It wasn’t a burp
or a fart. It was a loud wailing that sounded like someone falling
from a building in a movie. Billy opened his eyes. He hadn’t
realized that he closed them as he struggled with the magic. Images
began to flash before him inside the mirror. He looked for Durf,
assuming he was making the wailing sound. But, he was gone.

As if he was holding a rope in a tug-o-war
game and suddenly let go, the magic escaped from him and he
couldn’t catch it. The images in the mirror became more insistent.
They flashed past him faster and faster. He was getting dizzy.

Most of the images were partial scenes from
history. Billy didn’t know why, but it felt as if he was traveling
back in time. He wanted to close his eyes again, but now that they
were open, he couldn’t. Trying to steady himself, he reached out
and found the sink. It was still right in front of him. He decided
that he wasn’t physically moving through time, he was just seeing
images of time travel in his mind.

Everything stopped suddenly. Durf was doubled
up in the mirror again. Billy couldn’t tell if he was privy to the
time traveling flashes or not. “What happened?” He asked. But, Durf
couldn’t answer. Instead, he heard a loud voice.

Turning his head to the side, Billy felt the
room spin. He closed his eyes slowly to steady himself. When he
opened them, he was still facing forward. Taking a deep breath,
Billy began to move his head very slowly. Instead of physically
moving, Billy noticed that the vantage of the mirror shifted. Durf
was gone and a cyclops rotated into view.

The cyclops was a massive being. It was twice
as tall as Billy and twice as broad. There was no hair on his head,
and his cranium looked triangular in shape. His eye was raised on a
large node in the center of his forehead, making his nose look
concave. His cheeks were high and lined. His mouth was large with
two tusks protruding out. The cyclops was wearing the skin of an
animal and it reminded Billy of old caveman movies. His arms and
legs were burly, muscular, and hairy. He wasn’t wearing any shoes
and he only had three toes and three fingers.

There were three other beings with the
cyclops, but Billy didn’t get a chance to look at them. He
recognized the word the cyclops spoke. “Brianna!” He said. The
cyclops’s voice was not at all what Billy expected from looking at
his body. His voice was musical and soft. Billy expected something
harsh and booming.

As the word rolled off of the cyclops’s
tongue, it was repeated by the others. Expectantly, Billy tried to
look around. If he really was looking back in time, he knew what
this was. He knew what was happening. Brianna’s Call was the sum of
all magic from the Earth. It was gathered by a group of wizards and
forcibly flung from the planet during the Great Wizard War. The
purpose of creating it was to defeat Earth’s evil wizard. Looking
around quickly, Billy wanted to see the magic as it gathered
together. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t physically turn
or make the mirror move like it did before.

A painful groan from Durf broke whatever
charm was keeping him focused on the cyclops. The mirror rotated
back and Billy could see his friend.

With a contorted face, Durf was on his knees
in pain. “It’s happening.” He managed.

“I know.” Billy said. He shifted his eyes
trying to make the mirror move again. It wouldn’t budge. He leaned
closer and looked at the side of the mirror as if he could look
beyond the current image. “They’re going to hurl all of the magic
away.” He growled in frustration. He really wanted to see this.

Another noise caught Billy’s attention and
forced him to turn his attention back to his friend. This time, it
wasn’t a burp, a fart or a wailing. It was a squelching sound. It
was coming from the spot where Durf was standing just seconds
before. Now, it was just an empty space. For the first time, Billy
looked at the surroundings. There was nothing but sand everywhere.
He could see the dunes rising and falling like waves. There was
nothing else. It was even hard to see where the sand ended and the
sky began.

“Durf?” Billy shouted. “Where’d you go?”
There was no answer. Pulling back from the mirror, Billy planted
his hands against the sink firmly and concentrated on the mirror.
He slowly shifted his eyes attempting again to move its focus back
toward the wizards. Instead of moving to the side, Billy was
bombarded with the time flashes again. They were running in reverse
this time. It looked like his mind was returning forward in
time.

The wailing returned. Billy felt dizzy again
and forced his eyes closed. He was losing his equilibrium and
didn’t know what would happen if he fell to the floor or worse,
through the mirror. It seemed solid when he was looking through it,
but you never knew with magic. When the wailing stopped, he opened
his eyes again. He was still in the bathroom.

Quickly, he looked up at the mirror. Durf was
still gone. He looked around. Everything seemed normal. He heard
voices outside. “Durf?” It was Mouse. “Are you sure it was
him.”

The door suddenly flew open and Mouse was
standing in the doorway. She was a tall fiery redhead this week.
She had a terrified expectant look on her face. Mouse had been
Billy’s best friend since grade school. She was beautiful and to
Julie’s chagrin constantly around. “Billy,” She exclaimed wide
eyed. “Durf?”

“It was him.” Billy nodded. “He was here, in
the mirror. It was very strange.”

“What happened?” Mouse insisted. Julie came
up behind her.

Turning toward the mirror, Billy was about to
explain what he’d seen, when the squelching sound resounded through
the small bathroom. Durf reappeared in the mirror for just a
second, and then it looked as if he were turned inside out. His
nose sucked in on itself and the armored breastplate collapsed. His
image turned into a ball of flesh that continuously swallowed
itself. Julie gasped.

Another squelching sound reverberated through
the room. Billy looked up in time to see a tentacle extend from the
flesh ball. It exited the mirror and whipped around the bathroom.
Billy ducked as it nearly slapped against the side of his face. The
tentacle balled into a fist over him. Then, as if realizing that it
hadn’t caught anything, it uncurled and quickly probed the room
again. Screaming again, Julie unconsciously reached for Billy.

The movement and sound seemed to attract the
tentacle. It lunged for Julie. Billy sprang to his feet and leapt
for the appendage at the same moment it slapped his wife. Seconds
too late, Billy saw it begin to twist around Julie. She was lifted
off of her feet. Shouting, Billy raged against the tentacle trying
to free his wife. His fierce pounding accidentally forced the
tentacle into Mouse. Before Billy could do anything, it wrapped
itself around both Julie and Mouse.

Another squelching sound permeated the
bathroom and the tentacle began retracting. It was pulling both of
them toward the mirror. Reaching desperately for them, Billy
slipped on a shoe that fell from Julie’s foot. He managed to get a
hand on the tentacle before he fell. As he landed on the tile, he
saw the tentacle retract with his wife and best friend into the
mirror. Launching himself to his feet, Billy lunged at the window.
His hand smacked against the glassy surface. It was solid.

Swearing loudly, Billy crashed his fists
against the wall on either side of the mirror punching holes in the
sheetrock.

“What happened?” Durf said from the
mirror.

Billy looked up quickly. “What’d you do?” He
shouted.

As if Durf hadn’t heard him, he said. “Where
are we?” The Viking looked carefully at the edges of the mirror.
“What is this?” First one hand, and then the other reached out of
the mirror. Billy was about to shout at him again. He felt like
grabbing his friend’s hands and ripping them from his body. But,
the fact that they were exiting the mirror left him awed. He
watched dumbfounded as the hands grasped the sides of the mirror
and pulled. Durf’s head poked its way into the bathroom.

Unlike the first time Durf attempted to exit
the mirror, nothing prevented him. It was like he was climbing
though a window instead of a mirror. Stepping back to give him
room, Billy saw Durf’s upper body slip into the bathroom. The
Viking’s hands moved down to the sink and he climbed the rest of
the way into the small room.

“How did you do that?” Billy gasped as the
tall Viking straightened up and brushed off his clothing. Before
his friend could answer, Billy realized it didn’t matter how he
managed to return from the dead. There were more important matters
at hand. “Where are Mouse and Julie?” He exclaimed quickly.

“What are you talking about?” Durf said with
a quizzical look on his face. “Who are Mouse and Julie? And, for
that matter, who are you?”

 


02. Children

 


“Uhhh!” Durf exclaimed as he looked at his
reflection in the mirror. “What am I wearing?” Before Billy could
answer, magical red bands swirled around the tall Viking. As it
swept over him, Durf transformed. He didn’t become a centaur.
First, all of his clothing disappeared. His body began to ripple
and bubble. It moved as if his skin was alive.

The large Viking helmet pulled itself into
Durf’s head and two tiny horns, the size of fingers popped out of
his forehead. His long red braided hair shortened and began to
twist into tight auburn curls. His face widened and his eye brows
grew. They became bushy and nearly touched his eyes. His long
scruffy beard turned into a goatee that flared into double points.
Durf’s ears also elongated and came to a sharp point.

The huge muscular Viking frame shrank into a
small boy sized body. A large thick patch of auburn hair grew on
the back of his forearms and on his chest. His knees buckled and
reversed themselves. His ankles lifted and his feet disappeared. In
their place split hooves appeared. Long thick auburn fur sprouted
to coat his legs. The strands twisted into curls to match the hair
on his head. A small furry flap of a tail budded just above his
backside and stood on its end.

“There.” Durf said as his transformation into
a satyr completed. He examined himself in the mirror. “That’s much
better.”

“Yeah,” Billy said holding one hand out in
front of him to shield his eyes. “Can you cover that thing up?”

“What’s wrong?” Durf said grinning broadly
and swinging it around toward Billy. “Can’t measure up?”

“Just put a towel around it… around you.”
Billy said grabbing a towel off of the rack behind him. “There are
kids running around.”

As if on cue, the bathroom door opened and
Surfer Joe rushed in. “Billy,” He breathed heavily. “You had better
get out there. It’s a…” A wicked smile appeared on his face.
“Billy, what are you doing in here with a naked man?”

“It’s Durf.” Billy said quickly.

“Durf?” Surfer Joe looked skeptical. “I
thought he was dead?”

“I’m not dead.” Durf scoffed. He began
looking at himself in the mirror again. “At least I don’t think so.
I was dressed kind of like death earlier though.”

“It’s a long story.” Billy said moving toward
the mirror. “Julie and Mouse were sucked through the mirror. We
have to do something.” Everyone turned as a crash resounded from
the other room.

“What’s going on out there?” Billy asked
leaning toward the door.

“Your kids,” Surfer Joe said, his eyes
widening. “They’re out of control.”

Pushing past Surfer Joe, Billy made his way
out into the living room. All six of his children were there. The
two centaur boys were galloping through the room jumping over the
sofas, chairs and tables. The other centaur, a girl with the lower
body of a skunk, was climbing on top of Kenny. He was lying on the
floor and she settled on his chest pulling his hair with her tiny
hands. The two identical twin girls, with huge twin skunk tails,
were both having a food fight. Julie had left bags of groceries on
the coffee table. They were now on the floor and the girls managed
to get something sticky on all of the furniture and walls. The last
of the girls was doing the most damage. She had grown small sharp
unicorn horns. One horn grew from her forehead and the others grew
from her elbows and knees. She was chasing Paul and slicing through
everything he could grab to put between them.

All of Billy’s children were just under a
year old. Billy didn’t know if it was due to the magic, or his lack
of parenting skills, but his children entered the “Terrible Twos”
while they were still only one. The boys, Monroe and Max were
normal looking centaurs. They had beautiful beige equine lower
bodies and strong upper torsos. They were standing less than an
hour after their birth and were already as tall as their mother
now. In a year or less, they would be creeping up to their dad’s
height.

All of the girls took after their mother.
Melinda, the other centaur, had the lower body of a skunk and the
upper body of a girl. Meg and Mindy were completely human except
they had huge skunk tails that were bigger than their bodies. They
were fluffy with white stripes running down their backs. Mallory
was the only normal human looking child at birth. About six months
ago, she began growing unicorn horns. Every day new ones would grow
and old ones would disappear. Usually, she never had more than
three, and whenever she was with her dad, they would all
disappear.

“Hey!” Billy yelled loudly. Everyone stopped
what they were doing and looked toward him. For a long minute no
one said or did anything.

Then, suddenly, all of the children yelled
“Daddy!” at the same time. There was a mad dash and gang tackle as
Billy went to the floor swamped by tiny bodies. He began tickling
them and they began squealing and laughing.

“Billy,” Paul breathed throatily. “It’s about
time. Where’s Julie?” He stood up. He was obviously exhausted. He
began to walk toward the bathroom. “She asked us to watch them for
just a second. That had to be at least three hours ago.” Before he
made it half way, he slipped on something green and tumbled head
over heels. All of the kids began laughing.

“That’s disgusting.” Surfer Joe said from
above Billy. “You really need to potty train those boys since they
can’t wear diapers.”

“Look at that.” Durf said wrinkling up his
face. “It got all in his hair.”

“Boys…” Billy said letting the girls go. He
had one of the boys in a head lock. They had been working with the
boys at going outside. They had made a special sandbox for them.
But, it was hard to remember that they weren’t even one year old
yet. Their bodies looked like teenagers, but their minds were still
developing children. They couldn’t even form sentences yet. Most of
the children only had a vocabulary of a few words.

Julie almost ejected Paul from the guest
house a few months ago. For some reason, it seemed to always be
Paul who stepped in the accidents. He tried to convince Billy to
use a rolled up newspaper on them. Julie was furious.

Climbing to his feet, Billy looked down at
the kids. “You guys have to be nicer to the Uncles.” Billy said as
he lifted his hands up into the air. Magical red ribbons began to
swirl around him. His body began to enlarge. He kept his same
features, but he grew huge fangs and big claws. He began lumbering
around on his now massive legs. “If you don’t, the daddy monster
will get you.”

Shrill baby screams filled the air as all of
the children began running away from the Daddy monster. Most of
them couldn’t run very fast, so Billy hobbled slowly after them and
made wide swipes with his huge claws.

“Well, I think that’s enough of this.” Durf
said. “I’ll leave now.”

Changing back quickly, Billy turned back
toward him. “What?”

“I said I’ll be leaving now.” Durf repeated
offhandedly.

“Uhh…” Billy responded dumbfounded. “You
can’t just leave.”

Smiling Durf pointed his finger at Billy.
“Yes, now that you mention it, I probably should take care of
necessities first.” Putting his hands up to his mouth, he began
strumming his fingers on his chin.

“Let me see.” Durf continued. “I’ll need a
home.” Glancing toward Surfer Joe, he nodded. Surfer Joe was lifted
off of his feet. He was elevated three feet in the air before he
began floating toward Durf. “Yes,” Durf continued as he gave Surfer
Joe the once over. With one finger, he opened Joe’s mouth and
peered inside. Surfer Joe seemed paralyzed and unable to stop him.
“You will do very nicely. May I take up residence in your
mouth?”

Before Surfer Joe could answer, Durf smiled
and nodded his head. As if in a trance, Surfer Joe mimicked the
motion. “That’s good enough for me.” Durf said pleased with
himself. Surfer Joe’s body began to glow. Thin bands of white cloth
appeared and began wrapping him up. A look of terror appeared on
Surfer Joe’s face as the cloth wrapped around his head, forcing his
mouth open. When the magic finished, he looked like a mummy with
its mouth out of joint and pulled open to its farthest extent.

“Durf?” Billy shouted disbelievingly.

Ignoring Billy, he turned away from the still
hovering Surfer Joe and turned his gaze toward Paul and Kenny. “I
will also need a slave… Maybe more than one.” The two uncles were
in shock. They didn’t even attempt to escape. A green magical glow
enveloped them.

Billy had two choices. He could either
magically attack Durf trying to save Kenny and Paul, or he could
magically collect his children and get them to safety. He didn’t
know what was wrong with Durf, but there was no choice. With a wide
sweep of his hand, Billy magically scooped up the kids.
Teleporting, he and the children disappeared.

There was nowhere in the house that Billy
felt was safe. The locker room at the Cardinals stadium was no good
because the game had just ended and people would still be there
celebrating the victory or cleaning up. The only other place he
could think of that would be safe was Mouse’s house.

Mouse didn’t live far. Billy bought her a
house down the street and one block over. They didn’t want to be
too far or too close. During their high school days, they fooled
around at being boyfriend and girlfriend. But, they were better
friends than lovers. When Billy moved to Phoenix to play for the
Cardinals, she moved in along with Ki and the guys. But, her
relationship with Julie was strained at the best of times. After
Billy married Julie, Mouse felt it best to get her own place.

They appeared in the living room of Mouse’s
three bedroom house. It was sparsely decorated in early NFL style.
Mouse was also a huge football fan. There was a huge entertainment
center that held autographed balls, jerseys, and football cards
instead of a television or a sound system.

“Ok.” Billy said looking around. He wanted to
put someone in charge so that he could go back and help the guys
and look for Mouse and Julie. But, the only ones here were the
children. As soon as they appeared in the new environment, the kids
all began exploring in different directions. Billy swore and then
winced as he covered his mouth. He wasn’t supposed to swear around
them.

A crash came from the hallway. Rushing
forward, Billy expected to see Durf. He didn’t know how he traced
him here, but he could ask him after he subdued him. Turning the
corner, he saw Mallory sitting in a puddle of water, broken glass
and flowers. “Oh, baby no.” Billy said fatherly. He rushed forward
and picked her up. It didn’t look like a big vase, but she was
soaking. He inspected for cuts. There was no blood.

A crash came from the kitchen. Pulling the
wet child to him and holding her head as he jogged toward the
noise, Billy could feel his shirt moistening. He turned the corner
and there was flour everywhere. Melinda was on the counter. She
must have dumped the flour container while she was scampering from
one side to the other. Her lower skunk body was sitting next to
what looked like a cherry pie. Her upper body was almost completely
red. There were cherries stuck to her, including one on top of her
head.

A crash came from upstairs. Picking Melinda
up, Billy began to race for the stairs. He was cut off by the boys.
They were sitting on the floor crying. Both of them had tried
jumping over the sofa from different directions. They collided in
mid air. Billy sat the girls down beside them and pulled both of
them into a hug.

As they stopped crying, Billy looked down for
the girls. They were gone. Another crash came from upstairs.
Looking around quickly and unsuccessfully for the wet and cherry
covered girls, Billy decided he had better see what was happening
upstairs. Bounding up the steps, he saw the twin girls. The room
smelled like perfume. A bureau was leaning against the bed with its
drawers hanging open. The girls were entangled in the lingerie that
was inside.

“No.” Billy scolded as he picked them both
up. “Wow!” He exclaimed. Luckily she had a healthy dose of perfume,
because what was in her diaper was definitely not pretty. Pulling
off a bra she squeezed into, Billy reached for Meg or Mindy. He
wasn’t sure which one he had and which one was twisting through
something leather that he couldn’t identify.

Taking the twins downstairs, there was
another crash. “Alright,” He sighed stopping in the living room.
One of the boys was leaping through the air over a reclining chair.
Using magic, Billy caught him in mid air. He knew Monroe or Max
wouldn’t be far behind. The other came galloping from the hallway.
As he jumped, Billy caught him and moved him in the air toward his
brother.

“Ok girls,” Billy smiled. He released the
twins and they hovered over toward their brothers. Moving the four
of them behind him like a floating tail of children, Billy went
hunting. It wasn’t hard to find the other two. There was a crash in
the kitchen. Melinda added peanut butter to the cherries. Picking
her up, Billy found Mallory making her way outside. Her unicorn
horn cut through the lock on the back door and she was on the first
step.

“No you don’t.” Billy cooed as her horn
disappeared. “You aren’t allowed to go outside by yourself.” He
carried the other two back into the living room. “Ok now.” Billy
said in baby talk. He added them into the air with the others. “I’m
going to take you down one at a time. Yes I am. I’m going to take
you down and clean you up. It’s going to be fun.”

“Ok Melinda. You’re the messiest. Yes you
are.” He said taking the little skunk centaur down from the air.
“How are we going to do this?” He looked around. There was nothing
to clean them with. “I think we’re going to have to give you a
bath.” He looked at all of them hovering three feet in the air. “I
guess that means that we’re all going to have to take a bath. After
that, I’m going to see if I can find mommy. Won’t that be fun? Yes
it will, let’s go.”

Carrying Melinda up the stairs, Billy made
all the others float behind him again. He filled the tub in Mouse’s
bathroom about a quarter of the way full and took off Melinda’s
clothes. Most of the cherries and peanut butter were on them and
not her. But, she did have quite a supply of both in her hair. So,
he dipped her in and began cleaning.

As he finished, he looked around. Billy
swore. Wincing again and looking around guiltily, he said. “I mean
whoops. I forgot to get towels. Where do you think Auntie Mouse
keeps them?”

Finding them quickly in the cupboard, Billy
dried her off. He swore again. “Shhhh. Don’t tell mommy.” He said
sneakily. “I bet your Auntie Mouse doesn’t have any diapers here
does she?”

“All right.” Billy said pulling down another
towel. He wrapped it around his daughter and tied it snuggly, but
not tightly. Placing her back in the air, he began work on the next
child. It took him twenty minutes and fifteen towels before he
finished. Luckily, Meg and Malory fell asleep. It gave him the idea
to put the others down. That way he could find out what happened to
the guys, Julie and Mouse.

Floating them all down to the kitchen, Billy
figured he would head off the next problem at the pass. They most
likely wouldn’t go to sleep without eating something. Opening the
refrigerator, he found a gallon of milk. “Look at that.” He said
holding up the jug so that the kids could see. “We’re off to a good
start. Monroe, leave your brother alone, unless you’re Max.
Whichever one you are, quite biting your brother.”

Searching through the cabinets, he couldn’t
find any sippy cups. He did, however find some rubber gloves and
some duct tape. Cutting the fingers off of the rubber gloves, he
poured some milk into regular plastic glasses and taped the fingers
over the tops. Then, he put a little hole in the tip of the finger
like a bottle.

Handing them out Meg woke up and Melinda
began to cry. “It’s ok Mal… Min… Melinda. Daddy’s got some milk for
you.” Praying the duct tape would hold, Billy opened the
refrigerator again. There wasn’t much in the way of food, but he
found a pack of hotdogs. Warming them up in the microwave, Billy
handed them around after they cooled off. The kids were all eating
solid foods, which was good. For some reason, Mouse didn’t have any
baby food.

The boy’s food intake wasn’t satisfied with
just a hotdog. Billy looked around, but Mouse mostly only had salad
fixings. “Here Monroe… Max… No, Monroe whichever one you are.” He
handed him a half head of lettuce. “We are definitely going to have
to get nametags. “Here are some carrots for you.” He said to the
other one. “Don’t worry, we’ll figure out who you are in a little
while.”

Looking at the twin girls, he said. “Yeah,
we’re going to need nametags for you two too.” There was a marker
hanging from a string attached to the refrigerator with a magnet.
Billy picked it up and looked over at the kids. None of them were
crying anymore. “No.” Billy sighed. “Julie would kill me if I wrote
on them. I need some sticky notes.”

Opening up a beer, Billy took a sip and sat
down on the kitchen stool. “I got an idea.” He said smiling. “Ok.
Don’t go anywhere. And don’t do anything. I’ll be right back.”
Billy stood up, and paused. “What if they choke on a hotdog or
something?” He shook his head and took a step toward the living
room. But, he stopped and turned back. Swearing again and not
caring he went back to the stool. “Ok, we’ll wait until you’re done
eating.”

Taking another sip of beer, He stood up
again. “I don’t need to go.” He told the kids in a baby voice. “I
can bring them to me. Remember, I can do magic. Yes I can. Do you
want to see? Here we go, everyone watch.” Billy raised his hands
and magic streams of light issued forward. The light streams moved
out of the kitchen. Moments later, they came back. At the ends of
them were football jerseys.

“Here we go.” Billy said. “What do we have
here? The Chargers. Ok, Max… You’re going to be Max ok. Max, you’re
going to wear the Chargers jersey, ok.” Billy found a wash cloth by
the sink and cleaned Max off. Then, he slipped the jersey over his
head. “There you go, your Max. Chargers, Max.”

Placing a Dolphins jersey over Monroe and a
Dallas jersey over Mindy, Billy reached for the next one. “What
the…” He said holding it up. “San Francisco. What is Auntie Mouse
doing with a San Francisco jersey? They’re in our division.” He
looked over at Melinda. “We’ll just throw this one away, wont we?
Yeah Auntie Mouse won’t notice.” He threw it over his shoulder and
picked up the next one. It was an Indianapolis jersey. Turning back
to Melinda, he said. “This one’s better isn’t it.”

Instead of responding, Melinda threw up. Tiny
chunks of hotdog, cherries, peanut butter, and saliva flew all over
him. The baby began crying. Billy closed his eyes and took a deep
breath. “It’s ok.” He cooed. Cleaning her up, he got her to drink
some milk from her homemade bottle and she settled down.

“Ok,” Billy said after adding a Green Bay
jersey to Mallory. He held up a Denver jersey. “This one is yours…
Mmm…” He held up his fingers and began counting them off. “Melinda,
Meg, Max, Mindy, Monroe…” He looked at his final daughter. “Mmm…
Daddy can’t remember your name.” He said smiling. He picked the
little girl and held her up over his head. “Whose idea was it to
name all of you with the same first letter? I know. It’s ridiculous
isn’t it. How is a daddy supposed to remember what your name
is?”

Cocking his head to the side, Billy ran
through the names again. “Come on.” He said more to himself then to
the baby. “How many M names could there be?” Reciting them again,
he finally said loudly. “Mallory. That’s it. Your name is Mallory.”
He pulled her down and kissed her. “Let’s not tell mommy that Daddy
forgot, ok?”

 


03. Julie and Mouse

 


There was no chance that all of the kids
would fall asleep. Meg was being stubborn. They had all finished
eating, and keeping them airborne where they couldn’t escape
helped. But, the jerseys and Mouse’s kitchen would never look the
same. Except for Meg, they drifted off one by one.

Pulling all of the cushions off of the
couches, Billy created a makeshift dormitory. He laid them all side
by side and sat on the coffee table as he cradled Meg. The two boys
slept standing up, so they were like bookends on either side of the
cushions. “You just don’t want to go to sleep, do you?” He
whispered. He was using her tail to tickle her. “No you don’t.”

“Magic.” She giggled, holding his finger in
one hand and his nose in the other.

“Yes.” Billy smiled. “Daddy is going to use
magic to find mommy. Do you want to help daddy find mommy?”

“Magic.” Meg laughed again.

Holding her closer, Billy began looking into
the future. Around the same time Billy and Mouse found Durf, Billy
was touched by a curse. From it, he gained precognitive magical
abilities. Over the last year, he had been struck by Brianna’s Call
twice. Each time, his magical abilities had been enhanced
astronomically. The first time, he rejected the magic and
accidentally used it to take him to an alternate world to save
Durf. Last time, Brianna’s Call altered his body so that it
absorbed and stored magic much more efficiently. He also learned
many new ways to use it.

As the magic began, Billy closed his eyes. To
look into the future or the past, Billy concentrated on a specific
person or action. It would only take seconds, but a hundred images
would appear before his eyes. It was like looking at a wall covered
with television screens. Each image would show an alternate future
depending on what would happen if one action was taken over
another.

Concentrating on Julie, Billy looked at the
images. He saw her. She was with Mouse and Durf. Billy sat up
straighter. He was looking at the image of the natural course of
time, ignoring the alternate futures. But, the scene didn’t look
normal. Everyone was obscure except for the three of them. He could
see that they were standing at what seemed to be a backyard
barbeque party. He could see the grill. It was huge. There were at
least twenty stakes and twenty hamburgers cooking on it
simultaneously.

Someone was cooking, but his or her body was
blacked out as if in total shadow. There were at least fifty other
shadowed people mingling around Julie and the others. “Well, at
least they are ok.” Billy said softly to Meg.

“What?” A voice asked. It sounded like Mouse.
“Who said that?”

“Mouse?” Billy asked. He looked more closely
at the image. Mouse was looking up into the air and turning in a
circle. “Mouse, can you hear me?”

“Billy?” Mouse said incredulously. “Billy,
yes I can hear you. Can you hear me?”

“I can hear you.” Billy said excitedly. “Are
you guys ok?”

“Julie, Julie.” Mouse said looking around
several shadowed people. “Come over here. It’s Billy.”

“Billy!” Durf said enthusiastically. “Where’s
Billy?” The two of them wound their way through the crowd of
shadows toward Mouse.

“I can’t see him.” Mouse said. “Billy, say
something.”

“Julie, can you hear me?” Billy said
quickly.

Both Julie and Durf cocked their heads toward
the sky. Mouse looked at Julie. “Didn’t you hear that?” She
asked.

“I didn’t hear anything.” Julie said shaking
her head.

“Billy,” Durf said looking up into the air.
“I can’t hear you. But, if you’re really there, you need to come
here now. All of the girls here are naked.”

Slapping Durf in the arm, Mouse looked up.
“Billy they can’t hear you. Is there something wrong with your
magic?”

“No.” Billy said glancing around at himself.
Everything seemed normal. “It seems to be working fine.”

“He said that his magic is working fine.”
Mouse translated for the other two.

“It’s about time you started looking for us.”
Julie said looking up. “Can you come get us?”

“I’ll try.” Billy assured her. “I just need
to find Ki so she can look after the kids.”

Translating again, Mouse was about to say
something when Julie interrupted. “How are the kids? Tell them I
miss them.”

“They’re all asleep right now.” Billy said.
“I only have…” He looked down at his daughter. “Um… Meg. I just
have Meg awake right now. I’m over at Mouse’s house. Sorry, we made
a little mess.”

“What are you doing at my house?” Mouse
asked.

“He’s at your house?” Julie asked before
Billy could answer. She folded her arms across her chest and
stormed away.

“What’s wrong?” Billy asked. “Is she ok?”

“I don’t think she’s happy that the two of us
were…” Mouse began, but Julie stormed back.

“Can he hear me?” She asked curtly.

“I can hear her.” Billy answered and Mouse
nodded.

“Why is it, that when we get sucked away to
this place, only Mouse can hear you? And, instead of coming to
rescue us right away, you feel the need to go over to Mouse’s
house?”

Groaning, Billy said. “Durf appeared at our
house.” He stopped and looked at the Durf with them. “Is that the
real Durf?”

“Yes.” Mouse said uncertainly. “This is
really Durf. He’s alive.”

“Is he asking about this idiot?” Julie
snarled angrily. She slapped Durf in the chest. “Are you telling me
that he didn’t answer my question?”

“Julie, wait.” Billy said quickly. But, Julie
couldn’t hear him. She turned around and folded her arms across her
chest again. Mouse told her to wait, but she took a step away and
refused to turn around. “The Durf that came here wasn’t the real
Durf. He attacked and took the guys captive. I barely escaped with
the kids.”

Again, Mouse translated. Thawing a bit, Julie
looked over her shoulder. “Are the kids ok?”

“They’re fine.” Billy said and Mouse
translated. “But, what about Durf? Are you sure that he is the real
one?”

“He wants to know if you are the real Durf.”
Mouse snickered. “I think he thinks that you are going to attack
us.”

“I might be.” Durf said hoity. “But, are you
the real Billy? That’s the question. When I came back, I reached
out for Billy and Mouse. Can you prove that the Billy I have here
isn’t the real one?”

“I’m not Billy you freaking idiot!” Julie
shouted. “I’m Julie.” She turned to look back up in the sky. “I
swear, if he calls me Billy one more time, I’ll kill him for good
this time.”

“You might have misplaced your memory and
only believe that your Julie.” Durf said patiently. “It’s happened
before. Just a few months ago, you were pretending to be a female
minotaur.”

“That wasn’t me.” Billy shook his head
exasperatedly. “That was Billie and she was a real minotaur.”

Trying to translate without laughing, Mouse
turned to a shadowed person and accepted a beer from him or her.
After taking a swig, she looked up. “Is there any doubt? He’s been
calling her Billy since we got here.”

“If you’re the real Billy,” Durf asked
looking slyly at Julie. “Can you come and get us?”

“Mouse, can’t you or Durf bring yourselves
back?” Billy asked.

“We’ve tried. Believe me, we’ve tried.” Mouse
said after translating again. “Durf said that he didn’t know how he
grabbed us. He was trying to get out of the mirror in your bathroom
when his hand went through and he thought he was grabbing you. He
wanted to bring you and me here so that we could help him escape.
But, here isn’t where he was originally.”

“We need you to come get us.” Julie said
sternly. She was glaring and scowling at Durf.

“Tell them I’m going to find Ki and Rob
first.” Billy said. “I can’t leave the kids alone.” Mouse
translated as she stepped between Julie and Durf.

Shifting Meg to his other leg, Billy began
the magic to summon an imp. Still fighting sleep, Meg pointed and
cooed as a tiny devil shaped being appeared. The imp was about five
inches tall. He had red skin, tiny horns and a barbed tail. He was
cringing and looked much to skinny to be alive.

“Find Ki and Rob.” Billy ordered to the imp.
“Bring them back here.”

Recoiling as if Billy had scolded him, the
imp cowered before nodding and disappearing.

“So,” Billy said returning his attention back
to Julie, Mouse and Durf. “What are you guys doing? It looks like a
barbeque.”

“It is a barbeque.” Mouse said as she herded
Julie and Durf toward a tree a little way away from the shadowy
people. Billy saw that a few of the shadow people were indicating
toward the small group, probably wondering who they were talking
to. She took another swig of beer and glanced back up into the air.
“I’ll bet you can’t guess what it’s for.”

“Well,” Billy sighed, remembering the vision
of Brianna’s Call being summoned by the cyclops wizard. “I bet it
has something to do with Brianna’s Call.”

“Yep.” Mouse said lifted her beer bottle up
in the air to salute him. “It’s Brianna’s Call…”

“What’s the deal with that?” Julie said
interrupting Mouse. She looked up in the air shaking her head.
“When you and Mouse go on all of these Brianna adventures, you get
to go to the Super Bowl and the World Series. You got to meet these
interesting people and do fantastic things. How come when I get
sucked into it, we land here?”

“What’s wrong with where you are?” Billy
asked. “Isn’t Brianna’s Call landing in the middle of a sporting
event?”

Giggling, Mouse translated. “Go ahead, tell
him.” Julie said waving her hands in the air disgustedly.

“What’s wrong with here Billy?” Durf asked
Julie perplexed. “I love it here.”

“You would, you pervert.” Julie made a
threatening move toward him and he jumped back. “And, I told you to
quit staring at me and quit calling me Billy.”

Before Mouse could tell Billy what the
problem was, the tiny imp reappeared. It had Ki and Rob with it. Ki
was glowing. She was in a sitting position. As she reappeared, she
fell over backwards. Before she was brought here, she was sitting
in a chair that was no longer there. Rob was kneeling on one knee.
His face was beet red, and he was holding a tiny jewelry box in his
hand. “Will you marry me?” He said. He was now facing Billy.

“I’m already hitched.” Billy said smiling
widely. Rob quickly clicked the box shut and stood looking around.
When he saw Ki on the ground, he hurried toward her. Helping her
up, they both rounded on Billy. Holding up his free hand and
blushing, Billy said. “You wouldn’t hurt me with a baby in my hands
now, would you?”

Fuming, Rob asked. “What did you bring us
here for?”

Ki took the baby and Billy swore. “Ohhh. I
thought that was warm because she was sitting on my lap.” He said
looking down at the grey partially liquefied mess on his lap. The
precognitive magic faded as Billy focused on the mess at hand.

“Did you do that to your daddy? What a good
baby.” Ki cooed, snuggling up to the little girl. “Billy. Why is
she wrapped in a towel and a jersey?”

Looking around for a clean towel, Billy
grabbed his pants and pulled them away from his skin. “Something’s
happened.” He said shaking his head. “Is there a paper towel or a
napkin over there somewhere?” Sliding the ring back into his
pocket, Rob went to the dining room table and grabbed the paper
towels. He threw them to Billy and sat down on the stool. He picked
up Ki and the baby and set them gently down on his knee.

It took five minutes for Billy to relate what
had happened and clean off his pants. “And, I needed someone to
watch the kids in case I get stuck wherever they are. Remember, it
took me a few days to get back from the minotaur world.”

“Do you think the guys are ok?” Ki asked
quickly.

“I don’t know.” Billy shook his head. “The
phony Durf was talking about making them slaves.”

“Well, do you think you can recover Julie and
Mouse?” Rob asked. “Didn’t you say that last time Brianna’s Call
wanted you there to champion the forces of good?”

“Yeah.” Billy continued. “Brianna’s Call
needed someone to win the battle that the ancient wizards were
fighting thousands of years ago. Since there isn’t a war, she
touched down at major sporting events. She considered the winner of
the game the winner of the war. And, when we won, we received a lot
of magic. Brianna’s Call kept the magic away from the wizards who
were fighting for the bad side of magic, but the rest of the magic
went to the minotaurs of that world.”

“That’s why I don’t know if I’ll make it
back.” Billy continued. “If Brianna’s Call wants me to stay there
and join one of the teams, I don’t think she’ll let me return until
the game is over.”



“Can’t you just bring the others back?’ Ki
asked. “Do you really have to go there to get them?”

“That’s what I’m going to try.” Billy said
quickly. “But, if Brianna’s Call has other ideas, she might just
bring me there on her own.”

“Well, Brianna’s Call picked a very
inconvenient time.” Rob grumbled.

“Oh yeah,” Billy smiled.
“Congratulations.”

“She hasn’t said yes yet.” Rob glared.

“Sorry.” Billy chuckled. He took a few steps
back and began the precognitive magic again. Using extra magic,
Billy concentrated on Julie, Mouse and Durf. Once again, a hundred
images appeared before his eyes. He focused on the current future.
They were still at the barbeque. Billy could see all three of them
sitting by the tree. Durf had a plate with four hamburgers sitting
on it.

Glancing at the other alternate futures,
Billy began focusing on the magic that would teleport them back to
this world. Most of the alternate futures were very close to the
one they were in now. He looked specifically for the one that would
show him what would happen if he tried to teleport them back
home.

Suddenly all of the images turned white.
“Great.” He shook his head. “Brianna’s Call isn’t letting me see
what’s going to happen.” He knew that would mean that she was very
close and would most likely pull him into that alternate Earth. The
magic didn’t want anything to interfere with its plans and must
have known that he was looking into the future of that world.
Resigned to get it over with, Billy restarted the magic. The only
future he saw was the current timeline. All of the other images
were still white.

Nothing seemed to happen. His wife and
friends were still sitting next to the tree. He looked down at
himself. Billy saw that he was still at Mouse’s house. The magic
hadn’t moved him to the other world. Sighing deeply and wondering
why. He didn’t want to assume he was safe, but he couldn’t help but
get his hopes up. Billy focused on the precognitive magic and began
initiating the teleportation magic. He felt it well up inside of
him. Weaving the two types together, Billy attempted to bring
Julie, Mouse and Durf home. Nothing happened. Billy swore.

“I told you not to swear around the kids.”
Julie’s voice said from behind him. “Children are very
impressionable. I don’t want them picking up on those types of
words.”

All of the blank precognitive magic faded
away at the sound of his wife’s voice. Looking around quickly,
Billy found himself still at Mouse’s house. He was still here. It
looked strange because the magic was still active yet all of the
images to the alternate timelines were gone. Billy had seen them
all white before and even distorted. But, he had never seen them
absent. Usually, they take up all of the space around him. It was
unusual to see himself where he was with only the current timeline
displayed in front of him.

Looking at the image before him, Billy
noticed that it looked more like a window now instead of a
television screen or computer monitor. The more he considered it,
the more it took on the characteristics of a window. There was a
frame with little curtains pulled back and tied to the sides. There
was even a little sill that he could lean against or rest on.

Through the window Billy could see Julie,
Mouse and Durf. Putting his hand up to where the glass should be,
Billy reached forward. His hand right through as if it were open.
There was no glass, no resistance, no anything. His hand passed
right into the other world. The amazing thing was that his body
remained here on the real world. “Come on guys.” He said excitedly.
“I’ll help you through.”

As if suddenly being able to see the window,
Julie and Mouse scrambled to their feet. Durf rose much more
reluctantly.

First to the window was Mouse. She grabbed
his hand and he pulled her up. Mouse was able to get her knee to
sit on the windowsill and her head and shoulders through the
window. But, she couldn’t squeeze through. There was plenty of
room, but a resistance pushed against her as she tried to move
forward. The resistance was invisible, but it reminded Billy of the
mirror Durf tried to exit from earlier. It was like she was
pressing her face against a balloon and it was keeping her back. He
could see her nose smashed flat and her hair pressed against her
head, but there didn’t seem to be anything doing the pressing. The
harder she tried, the more the resistance pushed back.

“I can’t.” She said jumping back. She landed
beside the window on the other world and Billy noticed that he was
higher than before. The bottom of the window came level with the
middle of Mouse’s stomach.

“Let me try.” Julie said moving forward and
brushing Mouse aside aggressively. Billy took both of her hands in
his and pulled as she jumped. The same thing occurred. This time,
Billy looked more closely as he tried pulling his wife through. He
could feel the skin of her hands against his, but his eyes were
seeing something else. It looked like there was a miniscule gap
between their hands as if the resistance was a thin film keeping
them separate.

“Can you climb to this side?” Durf asked.

“Yeah, hold on.” He said shaking his head.
This was it. This was how Brianna’s Call was going to get him to
this other world. Sighing, resigned to follow this through if this
was the only way to get his wife and friends back. He put his hand
through the open window and grabbed the top of the window frame
from the outside. Sitting down on the windowsill, Billy tried to
lean through. He lifted his legs and pressed on the window frame.
He felt the resistance. It kept him from moving more than a few
inches. He pressed harder and the resistance pressed back
equally.

It was no good. Billy rearranged himself and
tried to force his way through. He placed his head against the film
of resistance and pushing like he was trying to get around a
lineman. It didn’t work. Pulling back, Billy tried getting a
running start and diving through. It felt like he made it a little
further, but he was thrown back and landed on the floor. Durf
walked forward and placed his elbow on the windowsill. He leaned
against it and called Billy over with his eyes. Lowering his head,
Billy turned to the side. It looked like Durf wanted to whisper
something into his ear.

“Well,” He said coolly. “Since you’re sure
that the Billy over here is really Julie. And, since you’re stuck
over there and we’re stuck over here, I guess you should just
transfer your marriage over to me. I’ll take care of Julie for
you.”

“I’m not giving my wife to you.” Billy said.
His eyebrows lifted. “Durf, where are your clothes?”

“There are no clothes on this world.” Durf
said smiling ear to ear. “Remember I told you all the girls are
naked here. This planet is much better than the Minotaur locker
room back on that other planet.”

Looking past Durf, Billy saw Julie and Mouse.
Neither of them was wearing any clothing. “What’s going on?” He
asked looking toward the girls.

“You know how that other world was populated
by minotaurs?” Mouse said. “Well, this one is inhabited by nymphs
and satyrs.”

Looking to the side, Billy found that he
could turn the window. He looked toward the barbeque. The forms of
the people were no longer covered in shadows. Through this window,
he could see everything. They were all nymphs and satyrs. Everyone
was laughing and eating and drinking. Several nymphs were dancing
as the satyrs were playing the pipes. Several more were paired off
and half hidden behind trees and shrubs. Children were running
around. A group of older satyrs was smoking and playing cards.

Swaggering forward, a satyr with a nymph
under each arm made his way toward them. The nymphs were normal
human size, but the satyr was only four feet tall. So, his arms
were wrapped around the nymph’s waists. “Is this your friend?” he
asked. He took his arm out from around the nymph on his right.
Billy noticed that she had an enormous red mark on her side. It was
beginning to turn blue or purple. The satyr held out his hand. “The
name’s Limit. Glad to meet you.”

“Limit?” Billy thought chuckling. Taking the
satyr’s hand, Billy reached out and was about to introduced himself
when his hand was forced back into the window. Limit furrowed his
brow momentarily and then lowered his hand.

“Limit is the captain of the Brookfield
Bookworms.” Durf said placing his arm back over the shoulder of the
nymph Limit let go. “He’s going to let me play on his team.”

“His team?” Billy asked.

“The Bookworms.” Durf nodded. “They’re
finalists, playing in the Global Competition Championship.”

“We’ve just won the first game.” Limit said
proudly. “We knocked the Washington Heights Tree Huggers out of the
competition.”

“Um… Very impressive.” Billy congratulated.
“Is that what the barbeque is for?”

“Yep.” Limit continued. “The city of
Brookfield is very proud of us. They just wanted to show their
support.”

Turning his head to the girls, Billy saw that
Julie looked annoyed. Mouse looked like she was trying to contain a
giggle that was forcing its way out. Moving the window toward them,
he asked. “Brianna’s Call is going to touchdown during this Global
Competition Championship?”

“Yep.” Mouse said finally letting out the
laugh.

“What’s so funny?”

“The Global Competition Championship,” Julie
said holding up her fingers like quotes. “It’s not the World Series
or the Super Bowl. It’s stupid.”

“It’s kickball.” Mouse said unable to contain
herself any longer. “Kickball.”

 


04. Split in two

 


“Um… Billy.” Rob said from behind. Turning
around, Billy found that he was still looking through a window. It
looked exactly like the one he was looking through when he was
talking to Julie and Mouse. However, he wasn’t looking at the
barbeque through this one. He was looking at Ki and Rob. “Billy, I
don’t think your magic worked quite the way it was supposed
to.”

Leaning his head out of the window, Billy
looked down. The window he was looking through was hovering about
three feet off of the ground. He tried to pull himself out. Like
before, some type of resistance was pushing against him. Swearing,
Billy glanced behind him and then quickly back. Repeating the
process several times, he stopped and looked at the window frame.
He ran his hands over it all. Swearing again, he looked out at Rob
and Ki. “This is just great. I think I’m stuck between worlds.” He
pushed against the resistance. “It’s like I’m in the glass, but
there isn’t any glass.”

Setting Ki and Meg down carefully, Rob went
to Billy and grabbed his arm. He felt the resistance as his hand
entered the window, but he didn’t let go. He tried to pull him
through, but it was no good. “Yeah, you’re in there pretty good.”
Rob said shaking his head.

After telling them that he could see the
other world through the same window when he turned around, Billy
asked. “Can you guys see the girls behind me?”

“I can only see you.” Rob said looking past
him into the window. “Everything else in there is just
whiteness.”

“Have you tried to use magic to free
yourself?” Ki asked.

Concentrating on teleporting free of the
window, Billy invoked his magic. Nothing happened. “Uh-oh.” Billy
said tentatively. He didn’t feel anything. Usually when he began
using magic, he could feel it swelling inside his body. There was a
tingling sensation as he projected the magic to whatever purpose he
was using it for. But, this time, there was nothing.

Quickly, he tried magically lifting Rob off
of the ground. Again nothing happened. There was no sensation at
all. Almost without thinking, Billy looked into his future.
Suddenly, images flashed before him. He saw himself looking out at
the two worlds. Glancing quickly at the alternate possible futures,
he noticed that they were all the same. Nothing changed in any of
them. It was as if there were no alternate futures. No matter what
he did, his future was to watch the two worlds from that
windowsill.

“What’s wrong?” Ki asked.

Her voice pulled Billy back to the moment.
“Well, it seems that I have lost all of my magic except for
precognition. Oh, and I’m definitely stuck in here.”

“Why would you lose everything except
foresight?” Rob asked coming up behind Ki. He placed his arms
around her and his chin on her shoulder.

“His ability to see the future isn’t magic.”
Ki said as Billy shrugged. “It’s a curse.”

“Yeah, you know. I’ve heard you say that
before. I know Billy saved you from a curse.” Rob shrugged as he
snuggled closer into Ki’s neck. “But, I really don’t see what the
difference is. I saw this werewolf movie the other night. This
Gypsy put a curse on the guy to turn him into the werewolf. And, I
have to tell you, it looked just like all the other magic I’ve seen
around.”

“That’s just TV.” Billy smiled.

“Real curses are tangible things.” Ki
explained. “A curse looks like a wisp of smoke. They come in all
colors and sizes. They are blown about by the winds. Only, unlike
smoke, they don’t dissipate. The only one I have seen on this world
was the one that almost got me. But, they are common place in the
nexus.”

“The nexus,” Rob said nodding. “You mean back
in Wickenburg?’

“Yep, in the backyard of that house by the
old high school.” Billy nodded. “They’re created somewhere in
there.”

“I still don’t get why the curse magic works
and his regular magic doesn’t?” Rob said shaking his head.

“Think of it this way.” Billy said. “If I
threw a rock at Ki and it hit her in the eye, blinding her. And
then, I used magic to take away all of her magic, would she still
be blind?”

“Yeah, but…”

“That’s it.” Billy said interrupting him.
“The rock is the curse and the blindness is the effect of the rock,
just like foresight is the effect of my curse. They aren’t related
to magic at all.”

“But, telling the future is magic.” Rob
argued.

“That’s beside the point.” Ki squirmed away
from him so that she could look at him. “Would his scenario change
if he threw the rock at me magically?”

“You know, that’s why I’m steering away from
magic.” Rob said shaking his head. “It’s just too complicated.”

Reaching up to kiss him on the nose, Ki said.
“You know, you are just so cute.”

One of the children began crying. Ki passed
Meg to Rob and went to check on them. “Can I see if I can hold
her?” Billy said holding out his hands.

Handing her off, Meg sleepily said. “Daddy.”
Billy was able to hold her just barely, but he couldn’t bring her
into the window with him. His hands would pass just enough to take
her before they encountered the resistance. Kissing her on her
nose, he could see her eyes finally drooping. She fell asleep
before Ki came back.

“Billy what were you thinking?” Ki asked
holding up Meg’s twin Mindy in one hand and a poopy towel in the
other. “It got everywhere.”

“Mouse didn’t have any diapers.” Billy
shrugged. “I didn’t know what else to do.”

“Here,” She handed Mindy to Rob. “Clean her
up, and I’m going to go down to the store and get some baby
supplies.”

“Billy!” Mouse’s voice said from behind.
Billy tried to turn around, but couldn’t. There was pressure on his
arms. It felt like something was holding him so firmly that he
couldn’t rotate. Assuming it was because he was holding his
daughter, he nodded for Rob to take her. Trying again, he managed
to turn around. He could see Mouse looking into the window. “Where
did you go?”

“Rob and Ki were talking to me.” Billy
indicated over his shoulder. “It looks like I’m stuck between this
world and that one.”

“Well, you have another problem.” Mouse
sighed.

“Of course,” Billy threw up his hands. “It’s
still early. I have time for two or three more problems.” He
stopped and looked around. “Hey, what time is it?”

“I don’t know.” Mouse shrugged. “It’s about
three or four, why?”

“It doesn’t matter.” Billy breathed in
deeply. “It’s just that it’s about nine or ten in the evening on
our world. So, what’s the problem?”

Casually pointing, Mouse said. “She’s a
little upset with you again.” Billy turned the window and he could
see Julie standing away from the barbeque. She had her arms folded
across her chest again and she was scowling. Billy also saw Durf
and the satyr Limit with a soccer sized red ball. It looked like
the satyr was trying to teach Durf how to kick.

“I went to get another beer.” Mouse
continued. “And, your little window here followed me. It seems that
where ever I go, it follows. Julie wants to know why you anchored
it to me instead of her.”

“I’ll go talk to her.” Billy said. He turned
the window and it began to move toward his wife. Suddenly, the
world turned red and Billy experienced excruciating pain in his
face.

“Billy,” Mouse screamed rushing toward him.
“Billy, are you all right?”

“What happened?” Billy said. He realized that
his window was lying on the ground. Mouse was bending over him.
Durf came up behind her.

“That color looks good on him,” Durf smiled.
“Don’t you think?”

Turning around to slap him, Mouse said. “Durf
kicked the kickball. It hit you right in the face. Billy reached
up. His face felt numb. He tried to stand and the sensation was
strange. The window flew up into the air, but there was no
sensation of weight on his legs. Stepping back in the window frame,
Billy looked down. He didn’t have legs, or even a lower half to his
body. Everything from the window ledge down was gone. Reaching
down, Billy saw his hand disappear as it moved below the
windowsill. But, he could feel his legs.

With tearing eyes from the pain, Billy
quickly decided he would worry about his legs later. As long as he
could feel them, he knew they were there. Instead, He made his way
toward Julie. She was walking down a path a pretty good ways away
now. As Billy neared the halfway point, he could feel the
resistance again. It was pushing or pulling him back toward Mouse.
Billy stopped trying to move forward and the resistance forced him
backward. It was like he was on skates and standing on the side of
a hill.

“Julie!” He yelled. But, she didn’t hear him.
At the same time he yelled, a horn resounded through the park. The
sound was a low ominous note, and it caused everyone to look up.
Several of the people at the barbeque began packing up to leave,
but most of them muttered amongst themselves.

Turning to Mouse, he asked. “What’s going
on?”

“I don’t know.” She said as she made her way
toward Durf and Limit. Billy was glad to see that Julie’s curiosity
overcame her jealousy and she was heading back toward them. Mouse
asked. “Limit, what are the horns for?”

“It’s strange.” Limit said. “They’re much too
early. It’s not anywhere near dusk yet.” Mouse shrugged and shook
her head. “They’re a reminder for us to return to the castle.”

“Why would they be early?” Billy asked.

“I guess it means that the witches are coming
out early.” Limit said offhandedly.

“The witches?” Julie gasped as she
arrived.

“Yes.” Limit nodded. “They usually only come
out at night. But you always hear about them sneaking around in the
daylight.”

“What should we do?” Julie asked looking
around nervously.

“I guess we should head back to the castle.”
Limit suggested. “The horns usually mean that we have about an hour
before the witches arrive. But, since they’re early, I don’t know
how much time there is until they get here.”

Walking toward the grill, Limit began calling
his players. “Bookworms! Bookworms, over here!” They all crowded
around, and Billy could see that they were comprised of both satyrs
and nymphs. There were twelve in total, including Limit.
“Alrighty,” He said to the group. “Let’s stay together. It looks
like we’re going to get to bed early tonight.” He threw his arm
around two of the nymph players. “That means that we should all be
well rested for tomorrow’s game.”

Leading the way, Limit shuffled his nymphs
toward the path all of the other barbeque attendees were traveling
down. “Julie,” Billy said as they began to follow the group. She
looked up at him. She didn’t seem mad anymore, and Billy wanted to
keep it that way. He decided not to bring up the fact that he was
anchored to Mouse until she forced the issue.

Glancing back at him, Julie saw that he was
doing his best to hold out his hand to her. Julie reached up to the
window and took it. Pressing his leg against the window frame,
Billy pulled her up and toward him. He managed to sit her on the
windowsill and wrapped his arms around her giving her a strong hug.
She resisted at first, but after a moment, she melted into him.
“I’m sorry I’ve been so cranky.” Julie whispered. “I just wasn’t
prepared for this.”

“It’s ok.” Billy assured her. They released
each other and Julie dropped to the ground. She kept hold of his
hand and they began following Limit and his team. “Don’t worry.
I’ll figure out a way to get you home.”

“You know,” She admitted. “It really isn’t
that bad. Or, at least it wouldn’t be that bad if it wasn’t for
Durf. I don’t see how you can be friends with him.”

“You just have to get used to him.” Billy
laughed. “What was he doing?”

“He kept calling me Billy.” She said
breathing out forcefully. “And, he keeps pointing out all these
naked women telling me how hot they are. I kept telling him that
I’m not you. But, he wouldn’t stop bringing them over. Oooh, he
even asked me if I wanted to share one with him.” She turned and
glared at him. “You don’t…”

“No.” Billy said quickly cutting her off. “I
don’t do anything like that.” He looked at her with his best
innocent face. “By the way, what happened to your clothes?” Billy
asked changing the subject quickly.

“We appeared like this when we arrived.”
Julie said. “And, your friend kept leering”

Pulling Julie closer to him, Billy said.
“I’ll have a talk with him.”

Cresting a hill, they saw the walls to the
castle in the valley below them. It was a beautiful sight. There
was only one main building in the very center, but from their
vantage, they could see fountains, gazebos, gardens, parks,
sculptures, and other smaller dwellings throughout the kingdom.

It took them twenty minutes to reach the
castle walls. Perched on top of them, were the giant horns. A group
of satyrs was preparing to blow them again. Satyrs also guarded the
drawbridge. As they began crossing, several of the satyrs gave
Billy a sideways look.

“This is the city of Brookfield.” Limit said
extricating himself from his nymphs and making his way back to
Billy and the others. “Consider yourselves my guests. You can stay
with the team tonight.” He flung his arm around Durf’s middle and
led him forward. It was a strange sight. Limit was so short and
Durf was pushing six. They almost looked like father and son.

Leading them up to the main building, Billy
was amazed at the architecture. They climbed thirty stairs before
they came to the giant pillars. They were carved into the shapes of
nymphs and satyrs. They stood about fifty feet tall and were made
from marble. They held up a high square stone roof. Several marble
gargoyles were adorning the top set in grizzly poses. There were
also marble gargoyle faces scattered across the outside walls. All
of them had large fangs and were snarling or growling.

The Inside of the building looked like a
Greek or Roman bath house. The main room upon entering was a
massive hall. Billy was sure that the entire football stadium would
fit inside. There was a large rectangular swimming pool in the very
center. There was steam wafting up from it and it looked incredibly
inviting. The calm serenity of the water only lasted a few seconds
before hundreds of nymphs and satyrs plunged in.

There were small alcoves and varying sized
rooms off of the sides of the huge hall. None of them had doors.
Instead, the openings were bordered by smaller carved marble
columns. Running the length of the swimming pool, in the aisles
were hundreds of thousands of large pillows. They were so large a
group of ten could sit on them comfortably. As Billy and the others
took in the sight of the colossal hall, they saw nymphs and satyrs
making use of them. They used them as beds. At first, the couplings
were in pairs, but as the pillow/beds filled up, the lines of
intimate contact became very hazy.

At the end of the swimming pool, the hall
became a large dining room. There were long tables and chairs
extending almost as far as the eye could see. The nymphs and satyrs
could have easily put another swimming pool and still had space
left over. At the very end, there was a large set of doors like the
ones they entered. It looked like they were the back doors to the
castle.

Glancing up, Billy noticed that the ceiling
was much higher than it looked from the outside. It made the sounds
of the swimmers echo. Even though they had only been standing there
for less than a minute, it seemed like half of the population of
the city had streamed past them. The noise from all of the voices
was deafening. Still, they heard Limit above the murmur. “Team,
this way. Come on team, this way.” While Billy and the others were
gawking at the gigantic room, he was accepting congratulations from
the populace while trying not to lose his players.

Leading them down the right side of the
swimming pool, Limit found the side room he was looking for.
Stopping at the entrance, he grandly bowed the entire team inside.
This room wasn’t as grandly decorated as the main hall. It had
several windows with long red tapestries. There were dozens of huge
pillow/beds on one side of the room and a long table with chairs on
the other. There was a small circular pool in the very center that
reminded Billy of a hot tub.

All the players made their way merrily to the
table. Billy and the others didn’t follow until Limit came in the
room and ushered them forward. As soon as Julie, Mouse and Durf sat
near the head of the table, plates and goblets of food and wine
magically appeared. All of the players seemed to expect it, even
though they had just come from a picnic. Billy was starving. He
couldn’t sit in the chairs, so he lowered his window frame onto the
edge of the table at the head.

All of the food looked like different colored
mash potatoes. There wasn’t any meat or vegetables or fruit. It
didn’t look very appetizing. Julie picked up one of the eating
utensils. It looked like a two pronged fork with a small spoon-ish
cup. She stabbed at the lumpy mash potato like substance and shook
her head. Turning her nose up at it, Julie pushed the plate
forward. “Can I taste it?” Billy asked. None of the food appeared
in front of him like it did the others. He saw Mouse sniffing it.
Durf was seated next to Limit. They were talking as if they were
long lost brothers. And eating without even looking at what was on
the plate. Julie handed Billy the plate and the eating utensil.

It didn’t smell half bad. Since he couldn’t
extend his hands too far out of the frame, it was hard for him to
manage the plate and the utensil at the same time. Billy finally
managed to scoop a huge helping of the blue onto the utensil and
brought it to his mouth. As the utensil tried to enter his mouth,
he felt the resistance. Billy tried to bite down on it and scrape
the food into his mouth with his teeth. The resistance wouldn’t let
him. Swearing, he dropped the plate down on the table.

“You know,” Mouse said to Julie. “It’s not
that bad. It tastes like a pot pie.”

Attempting it again, Julie brought a small
utensil full of pink toward her mouth. She nibbled it and then took
a larger bite. She shrugged noncommittally. Then, she must have
realized that this was all she was going to get on this world and
continued eating.

Wanting to ask Limit about the witches, Billy
tried interrupting. But, the satyr and Durf were too engrossed in
conversation to allow anyone to break in. They spent nearly an hour
eating and drinking. Then, as suddenly as they appeared the plates
and goblets disappeared. Billy sighed. His stomach was really
grumbling now.

Everyone gathered themselves from the table
and made their way to the pillow/beds. Julie and Mouse waited until
everyone was situated and then sat down on an empty bed near the
far wall. Billy perched his window on the side of the pillow and
looked toward Durf. He and Limit were in on a pillow with three
nymphs. Looking around the rest of the room, Billy noticed that
there were only three satyrs other than Limit on the team. That
meant multiple nymph partners for all of the satyrs. None of the
nymphs seemed to mind as they all began their amorous
activities.

“Would you like to share our bed?” A satyr
said from a pillow several feet away. He looked at Billy. “I don’t
know what type of magic he is employing, but it doesn’t look like
your satyr is capable of taking you to bed.”

Both Mouse and Julie pulled their feet onto
the bed as if the satyr was going to leap at them and pull them
over by their ankles. “Don’t worry.” Billy said. His window lifted
off of the pillow and flew between the girls and the satyr. “I
think I can manage.”

“Suit yourself.” The satyr said. He rolled
over into the arms of two nymphs already on his bed. As they began
rolling around, Julie and Mouse both turned away to look outside
the castle window. Flying the window around to the other side of
the pillow, Billy tried to occupy himself with the window, but he
kept finding himself glancing back into the room. It took a harsh
scold from Julie to stop his attention from wandering. She
physically turned his window toward the castle window and placed
her arm over the top to keep him from rotating it.

They were on the bottom floor, but because of
the stairs, it looked like they were looking out of a third or
fourth story window. Billy could see over the city walls. The
gigantic gates were closed, but there were people still out there.
They were nymphs and satyrs, and they were coming toward the
castle. But, they weren’t walking. It looked as if they were
sneaking. They hid behind trees and carefully, one by one, hastened
to the next tree. “Are those the witches?” Billy asked turning his
head back and forth to look at Julie and Mouse.

Shrugging, Mouse turned around to see if
there was someone to ask. Everyone was otherwise engaged. After a
few minutes, more and more witches appeared outside the walls. They
spread themselves out, and began chanting. A green glow radiated
from them. It was still daylight, so the glow wasn’t as eerie as it
could have been.

The three of them watched as the glow
intensified. Instead of surrounding them singly, it merged with the
radiance of the person next to them so that eventually they were
all connected. After about another fifteen minutes, green tendrils
sprouted from the glow. The tendrils looked solid but they were
obviously made from the same type of magic that was creating the
glow. The tendrils merged together and formed a huge battering ram.
As the magical device slammed against the city walls, Billy could
almost feel the vibrations inside the castle. The battering ran
wasn’t able to penetrate the city gates. It was repelled by a
bright yellow field of resistance.

For half an hour, the battering ram continued
banging furiously at the barrier. The noise was annoying. It
sounded like the base of a stereo in the apartment of an upstairs
neighbor that had no concept of what music should sound like. The
green battering ram seemed to gain in force and frequency with each
thunderous beating.

Billy noticed that more and more witches were
sneaking toward the castle from the hills. He wondered if the
yellow force field would hold if they all added their magic to the
magical device. He glanced toward the nymphs and satyrs enjoying
each other on the cushions. It was like they couldn’t hear it. He
wondered if it happened so frequently that they had become
indifferent to it. Whichever, none of them stopped what they were
doing.

Suddenly, the battering ram halted. It
transformed into the face of a nymph. It hovered outside of the
castle wall and began speaking. Billy couldn’t hear what she was
saying. But, a yellow face formed from the force field around the
castle wall. The yellow nymph face seemed to be arguing with the
green nymph face. After a few minutes, both faces faded.

The green glow of the witches waned as they
began skulking away. They left in small groups of two or three. It
was like they were sneaking up on someone else. Billy thought that
it was a bit odd. If they were going to another location, it would
be very difficult to approach stealthily with all the noise them
made here. And, if they were just going to find a different point
of egress, the yellow nymph face already knew that they were there.
Sneaking around would be pointless.

The yellow face remained until the witches
were quite a distance away from the castle. It didn’t look to Billy
like they were swinging around to find an easier point of entry.
They seemed to be heading out of the valley towards the large
mountain range off in the distance. Billy watched them until the
gigantic yellow nymph face settled back into the walls and faded
away.

“Where is the other worldly being?” A loud
voice thundered from the front of the room. Billy and the girls
whipped around to see the yellow face of the nymph. She was
transparent and the yellow light radiating from her was difficult
to look at. The face was so large that it took up the whole front
wall.

All of the nymphs and satyrs halted their
bedroom activities and cowered, recoiling and trembling into the
blankets arms of their bedmates. After a quick sweep of the room
with her fiery eyes, the nymph face rested her gaze on Limit. She
didn’t speak, but the intensity of her eyes force the satyr to
disentangle himself. Timidly, he rose halfway and indicated toward
the window where Billy and the girls were watching intently.

Assuming the nymph wanted him, Billy swooped
up into the air about four feet above the bed. “I am Billy.” He
said boldly. “I am from…”

“I am looking for the other satyr.” The
yellow nymph face scowled. Billy’s eyes glanced toward Durf and the
face followed his gaze. “You are the one I seek.” She
continued.

Before anyone could do anything, a whirl of
yellow magic swept from her mouth and enveloped Durf. They both
disappeared as quickly as she appeared. There was only a momentary
hesitation before the nymphs and satyrs resumed their business.

 


05. Sorceress

 


The bedroom proceedings continued for over an
hour before Billy realized something. He was perched on the
castle’s windowsill so that he could monitor a new attack if it
came. Julie and Mouse had set aside their differences enough to
share a large cushion. They were lying head to foot and talking
about anything to keep their attention away from the rest of the
room.

“We need to go get Limit.” Billy said
quickly. He looked over toward the satyr’s bed. He was vigorously
working out with a threesome of nymphs. “Julie, can you go ask him
to come over here?”

“Me!” Julie gasped. “I’m not going over
there.”

“You’re the guy.” Mouse protested. “You
should be the one to go interrupt that.”

“I’m anchored to you.” Billy sighed. “I can’t
go all the way over there unless you go all the way over there with
me.”

“You’re not leaving me alone.” Julie said
grabbing Billy’s arm and looking at a satyr in the small pool. He
only had two nymphs and it looked like he might have been scouting
for a third.

“What do you want with him anyway?” Mouse
continued still looking at Limit. She seemed unable to look away
now that she saw him in action. “Can’t you just wait until they
finish.”

“Look around you.” Billy scoffed. “They’ve
been going at it for at least two hours. What if they don’t stop
until tomorrow?”

“Is it making you feel a little frisky?”
Mouse said jokingly. Her smile faded as she saw the look on Julie’s
face.

Blushing, Billy held up a fist and scowled at
her. “No.” He said. “It’s Durf. It’s getting dark out, and he needs
to have a place to stay before sunrise or he’ll die.”

“Good riddance.” Julie said under her
breath.

“I forgot.” Mouse’s eyes widened.

“We need to ask Limit who that nymph with the
yellow face was, and where she took Durf.” Billy continued.

“Well then,” Mouse suggested. “Let’s all go
over there together.” She stood up and Julie reluctantly followed
only because she didn’t want to be left alone. Billy floated in
front of them, as they zigzagged between the cushions. “Limit…”
Billy said quietly as he approached the large quaking pillow.
“Excuse me, Limit.”

“Have you decided to join us?” Limit said
happily as he looked over his shoulder at the women. “Please, hop
on.”

Clearing his throat, Billy said a little bit
louder. “No. Thank you for the offer, but we’re a little worried
about our friend. Could you spare us a moment? We have a few
questions.”

“I am kind of in the middle of something
here.” Limit said reluctantly. “Can’t it wait until morning?”

“It’s a matter of life and death.” Mouse said
quickly. “It really can’t.”

Grudgingly, the short satyr extricated
himself from the pile amid promises of returning as quickly as he
could. Limit strutted toward a barrel set near the door. Before the
others could ask him anything, he dunked his head in the barrel and
came up drenched. Like a dog, he shook the water from his body and
slapped himself on his chest. “That’ll wake you up in the morning.”
He bellowed. Glancing up toward the table, he looked a little
depressed to see them empty. He seemed to have worked up an
appetite.

“That face.” Mouse asked. She was blushing,
and not looking the little satyr in the face. Her eyes were locked
about a foot over his head. “She took our friend, and we need to
get him back. Is she someone that lives here, and can we go see
her?”

“You want to see the sorceress?” Limit looked
amazed.

“Yes,” Billy added. “Durf has a… medical
problem. We need to help him with it before morning.”

Glancing over Julie’s shoulder, Limit looked
uneasy. Billy turned and saw the door behind his wife. “You see,”
Limit said tentatively. “No one goes to see the sorceress. Whenever
she calls for someone, they never seem to come back.”

“Who is she?” Mouse asked.

“She’s our benefactor.” Limit nodded. “She
provides for us.”

“Is she here?” Billy asked. “You don’t have
to take us, you could just tell us how to get there and we’d go
talk to her by ourselves.”

One of the little satyr’s eyebrows lifted.
“It’s not that hard to find.” Limit said hopefully. “Her chamber is
at the very end of the hall. You can’t miss it.”

“Do you know what she wanted with Durf?”
Mouse asked.

Shaking his head, Limit glanced toward the
bed full of nymphs eagerly awaiting his return. He began to sidle
toward them. “She’s a sorceress. Your friend was using magic
before. Maybe she doesn’t want another magic user in her town.”
Turning away from the trio, Limit made his way back to his bed. The
nymphs greeted him enthusiastically. As if totally forgetting that
he was talking to the off-worlders, Limit dropped onto the cushion
and began making up for lost time.

Shaking his head, Billy made his way toward
the door with the girls close behind him. Outside in the hallway,
they all stopped. The entire population was making use of the
cushion and overly large pillows. They made their way down the hall
as best they could. But, in many places, the cushions were pushed
together and contained so many occupants that they were spilling
off the sides. In more than one case, one of the girls were grabbed
or brushed against by a stray limb.

It took them nearly forty minutes to make
their way through the sea of beds and bodies. They made their best
time out of the main stream of the hallway. That put them next to
the alcoves and niches. It was hard not to look inside. “They must
be reserved for celebrities or event personal, like the kickball
team.” Mouse said as she passed one with twice the amount of people
as their room contained. The scene was the same as the hallway, but
there were much less people inside the private rooms.

At the end of the hall, they came to a single
door. It was as tall as the vaulted ceiling, but only wide enough
to allow one person through at a time. “Should we knock?” Julie
asked as they came up to it. She looked at the others and then
rapped loudly several times. There was no answer.

“Let’s just go in.” Billy said. He floated
over and reached for the doorknob. His hand only extended a few
inches out of his window frame. He growled in frustration and
turned back toward the girls. Before he could ask one of them to
open it for him, the door swung wide. There wasn’t anyone on the
other side. Timidly, with Billy in the lead, they made their way
through in single file. “Hello!” Billy said loudly.

The room was a huge space, nearly a quarter
the size of the hallway. To the right of the room was a huge throne
with space for an audience. To the left was an equally large bed.
It had a canopy and was decorated with frilly silk spreads. There
were fifteen satyrs lying on it. To the middle of the room was a
terrace. Durf was standing on the terrace speaking with a
nymph.

Two large horizontal columns of smoky magic
issued from the terrace toward them. Each column wafted itself down
on either side of the two girls forming an aisle. They walked
forward as Billy floated along next to them. As they reached the
terrace, Durf began laughing heartily.

“Durf,” Billy asked hesitantly. “What’s going
on?”

“Hi guys.” Durf said happily. “This is the
sorceress Efurda.” He turned to the sorceress. “And, these are my
friends. This is Billy…”

“Julie!” Julie growled angrily. She slapped
at Durf and caught him in the stomach.

“That’s right.” Durf said flopping his arm
around Julie’s shoulders. “This is my buddy Billy but she likes to
be called Julie on this world.” She threw him off and nudged away
from him. Continuing to smile, Durf said. “And, these are my best
friends Mouse and this could be half of Billy. I’m not really
convinced it’s him yet.” He looked into the window frame. “I’m not
sure where the other half of him is at either.”

The sorceress Efurda nodded. “And, what is
your purpose here on this world?” She asked regally.

“I guess we’re here because of Brianna’s
Call.” Billy explained. “It is a…”

“I am aware of Brianna’s Call.” Efurda said
haughtily. “Will you be taking it with you?”

Not exactly prepared for that question, Billy
floated there for a moment with his mouth open. “We weren’t
planning on it.” He finally managed. “The magic belongs here on
this world.”

“We do not want it.” Efurda said turning and
walking toward the terrace. She looked out over the land. “Queen
Kodia had identified Durf as a very powerful magician.” Everyone
glanced over at Durf. He was still rubbing his stomach from where
Julie slapped him. Billy didn’t think she slapped him that hard,
but he looked a little queasy. “I sense nearly equal amounts of
magic in the two of you. If you will not take it, will you help us
destroy it?” She turned quickly and looked at them.

“It’s obvious that you use magic. Why would
you want to destroy it?” Mouse asked.

Looking at Mouse critically, Efurda moved
past her. “Please.” She said indicating that she wanted them to
follow her. She led them to the throne. Climbing the small set of
steps, she sat daintily. Opening her hands, an illusion began to
form between them. “This was my world a thousand years ago.” She
said. The illusion showed a beautifully integrated mix of buildings
and terrain. It looked to Billy like a lost civilization swallowed
by a jungle, except, the buildings looked new.

The illusion began to pan outward, and they
saw hundreds of the small cities incorporated into the forests and
jungles. “I was a city elder of Brookfield back then.” Efurda
explained. “I and the other elders studied magic and we protected
our cities from famine, invasion, natural disasters and everything
else.” The illusion changed to show the faces of the elders. Billy
didn’t notice it at first, but they were all nymphs.

“It was summer when the war began.” Efurda
continued. “It was boiling hot. No one wanted to go outside, so it
was easy for them to infiltrate. We were caught totally unawares.”
The illusion changed. It returned to showing just the city of
Brookfield. For a second, it looked as peaceful as it did when she
showed it to them the first time. Then, suddenly, it showed an army
of satyrs. Half of them were flying in on magically enhanced
objects like carpets, wagons, sleds, and saucers. The other half
was marching through the jungles magically destroying everything
living in their paths.

“The battle was fierce.” Efurda continued.
“There were amazing amounts of casualties on both sides. We, the
elders, fought with the same ferocity as the satyrs. But, the enemy
kept coming. They were being transported in from a different world
and invading not just this area, but the whole country. It became
obvious that magic alone wasn’t going to win us the war. We
recruited the population and they fought as bravely as they could.
But, they were not warriors.” The illusion displayed death and
destruction as nymph fought satyr. The illusion showed that some of
the individual combats were magical in nature. But, most of them
were fought with swords, spears, and axes. Over the head of the
physical battles the elders were battling magically with equally
powerful satyrs. They were also using magic. It was so violent that
Julie turned away.

“In this part of the country, there were no
victors.” Efurda continued. “The worst part was that the satyr
forces were constantly being reinforced. Our numbers were finite.
It took everything we had just to keep from being overrun. The
actual battle lasted weeks without relent. There was no break for
sleep or food. There wasn’t even any break to retrieve or bury the
dead. The satyrs just pushed forward trampling the dead from both
sides as we reluctantly gave ground.”

“The dead were the catalyst for the cease
fire.” Efurda made the illusion pause for a moment. “There were
dead everywhere. Our populace was nearly wiped out. It was nearly
genocide.” The illusion continued, but instead of seeing bodies
strewn about, the illusion showed images of birds, rats, ants,
wolves, worms, and a variety of insects. “As we survivors huddled
in the dark trying to endure, the carrion eaters of the jungle were
drawn forward.”

Efurda shifted on her throne. Her face
contorted. “The bodies, even though dead still possessed the magic
they were using during the battle and the residual magic we were
forced to expel at each other. As they feasted, magic infected the
vermin.

Magic was like a plague. It spread through
the creatures like wildfire.” The illusion showed wicked
transformations occurring in the animals. Most grew to enormous
proportions. Some began to magically glow. Some became monstrous
versions of their former bodies.

“There were so many of them and so few of us
that they took over the world.” Efurda concluded as the illusion
disappeared. “Somehow, they destroyed the magic that opened the
portal between worlds. The satyrs here were trapped. It took years,
but eventually we were forced to integrate with the satyrs in order
to survive. Together, we rebuilt this oasis. I took command. I set
up defenses and drove the monsters out. Over the years, we found
other cities like ours, and rebuilt our culture.”

“We didn’t see any monsters.” Mouse said
offhandedly. “And, we were outside the walls for most of the day.”
She glanced toward the others. Julie was nodding in agreement. Durf
was stroking his abdomen. His face was contorted in discomfort.

“The creatures in this area are mostly
nocturnal.” Efurda explained. “Even so, our citizens don’t travel
very far away from the castle. Staying close, staying together
keeps the monsters away.”

“What about the witches?” Billy asked. “Limit
said that everyone was forced to return to the castle early because
the witches were coming out early. Weren’t they the ones battering
at the castle walls earlier?”

“They were.” Efurda nodded. “Queen Kodia is
the leader of the witches. She was an elder of a neighboring city
before the war. The two of us banded our cities together after the
invasion. We didn’t have a choice. We were driven together by the
satyrs and attacked from both sides.”

“After the war, she was one of the last
holdouts in integrating our race with the satyrs.” Efruda
continued. “I struck the bargain with the stranded satyrs. We were
both elders, but I became the leader of this city and rechristened
it Brookfield.”

“One of the stipulations for integration was
the policing of magic.” The sorceress continued. “We didn’t trust
the satyrs and they didn’t trust us. Kodia and I were more than
capable of defending against the monster assaults. So, we limited
the use of individual magic in our city. It worked very well at
first. Many of the people were so disenchanted with magic because
of the horrors they saw springing from it during the war, that they
wanted it completely banned. Others saw it as added defense in case
anything ever happened to myself or Kodia.”

“Inevitably, our people split. We didn’t
prevent any of the people from choosing one way over the other.
Those that followed my way stayed in Brookfield and those that
followed Kodia left. Her people live in a city built into the side
of the mountain peaks Phase One and Phase Two. It is the gateway
leading into this valley. They use their magic to repel the
monsters. Over the years, they have driven nearly all of the
monsters from the valley.”

“I thought you were fighting against the
witches?” Mouse asked. “Limit made it seem that they were your
enemies.”

“No.” Efurda said. “The people here have
renounced magic. We live a peaceful existence. There are no more
wars, no weapons, and no violence. I keep the witches away to
guarantee our way of life.”

“But, didn’t you say you were collaborating
with Queen Kodia?” Billy asked. “If they want to use magic, why
would they want us to destroy it?”

“Weren’t you listening?” Efurda shook her
head. “If Brianna’s Call touches down, the vermin will also be able
to absorb the magic. They might become invincible. Even the witches
aren’t willing to risk that.”

“What exactly do they want us to do?” Billy
asked.

“I doubt that you could do anything.” Efurda
shrugged. “They want Durf. They didn’t say how they were going to
use him, but they frequent a unified magical attack. I would assume
that they would incorporate his magic and talents into their
collective. The two of you would also be a boon. I can sense a
great deal of magic within you.” She indicated to Julie and
Mouse.

“Me.” Julie said. “I’ve never used
magic.”

“What’s unified magic?” Mouse asked.

“It is a type of joining.” Efurda explained
ignoring Julie and answering the question. “A group of them gather,
like they did outside the castle earlier. They magically merge
their minds so that the group becomes one consciousness. With one
mind controlling all of the magic within several beings, they can
focus their attacks more accurately and more powerfully.”

“Well,” Durf said. He was nearly doubling
over holding his stomach. “It’s too bad that we can’t help.”

“Why can’t we help?” Mouse asked. There was
concern in her voice at Durf’s obvious pain.

“It’s like I was telling Efurda,” Durf
groaned and moved his stomach from side to side. “Limit offered me
a spot on his team. I’m going to be too busy playing kickball.”

“Kickball?” Billy scoffed.

“He will play!” Efurda snarled angrily
looking toward Billy fiercely. “He has been telling me of his
prowess. We need him on our team. The Green River Karaoke Singers
have only lost eight games this entire season. We haven’t beaten
them in four years. I will not risk this season because of some
renegade magic.”

“Renegade magic,” Billy smiled. “I don’t
think you understand exactly how big Brianna’s Call is.”

“It doesn’t matter how big it is.” Efurda
shrugged. “It won’t affect me or the people here. We are too well
protected. Besides, the witches are dealing with it.”

“Well, if you didn’t bring Durf here to turn
him over to the witches,” Mouse asked. “Why did you?”

“The witches sometimes send spies inside the
gates of the castle when we open in the mornings.” Efurda said. “I
was just putting him on his guard. If, however, the two of you
would like to go, I would be more than happy to deliver you to
them.”

“No.” Julie said putting up her hands. “We’re
ok. We were just leaving. Weren’t we guys?”

“Durf has some unusual sleeping
requirements.” Billy said quickly before Julie could lead them out.
“We just wanted to bring him back so we could help him with
them.”

“That’s right.” Durf winced. “I forgot. I
have to be inside before sunrise.” Turning very carefully, he
looked outside the terrace. It was dark now. Billy gave Durf a
curious look. How could he forget about such a life threatening
situation? He was always so conscious and critical about it before.
Billy made a mental note to ask him where he had been these last
few months and how he had survived if he hadn’t been living in
someone’s tooth.

“Mouse, I think you had better let him in.”
Billy suggested. “I don’t think I can accommodate him in my
condition.”

Nodding, Mouse said. “Durf, you have
permission to live inside my tooth.” She opened her mouth.
Instantly, the pain the tall Viking was suffering seemed to
disappear. Smiling brightly, Durf turned his body into a beam of
blue light and flashed toward her. He nearly reached her mouth,
when he was rebuffed. The beam of light bounced and Durf
reappeared, sitting on the floor.

“What happened?” He groaned. He was holding
his stomach and had his knees pulled up to his chest. It looked
like the pain had resumed.

“I think it’s my fault.” Billy said glancing
toward Julie. “For some reason I’m anchored to her. Whatever magic
is holding me in this state is probably holding her as well.” For
the briefest moment, there was jealousy on Julie’s face. But, it
quickly disappeared when Billy finished. “You’ll have to use
Julie’s tooth.”

“What?” Julie shouted flabbergasted. “No!”
She said insistently as she swung her arm down diagonally across
her body. “No, there is no way that he’s going inside of me.”

“You can’t mean that.” Mouse said quickly.
“Durf will really die if you don’t help him.”

“I don’t care.” She said crossing her arms
across her chest. “He was dead before. He’ll probably come back as
an annoying mosquito next time.”

“What’s this?” Efurda said. “In order to
survive, Durf must live inside your mouth?” She was glaring at
Julie. “If my new star player needs your help, you are going to
help him.” Efurda’s body began to glow bright yellow. Her body
began to grow and she towered over Julie.

“He has to have a willing landlord.” Billy
said putting his window frame between his wife and the sorceress.
He nudged her, turning her away from Efurda. Billy said softly.
“Come on Julie. I’ve had him in my tooth for like six months. It’s
not that bad. It doesn’t hurt or anything.” Julie was about to say
something, but Billy cut her off. “Please do this for me.” He
looked her directly in the eyes pleadingly.

With slumping shoulders and vast anxiety,
Julie caved in shaking her head the whole time. “All right.” She
said adversely. “You can live in my tooth.” Still shaking her head,
she opened her mouth very slightly.

“See,” Durf said in pain. “I knew she was
Billy. Julie would never let me even come near her before.” Before
Julie could argue, he turned into blue light and disappeared inside
her mouth.

Closing one eye, Julie looked at Billy.
“What’s going on in there?” She said nervously.

“He’s probably just redecorating.” Billy
assured her. He remembered when Durf did it inside his tooth. It
sounded very loud, but there was no pain involved. When he visited
Durf’s home, it looked like a Viking village. “It’s ok, don’t
worry.”

“It sounds like they’re fighting.” Julie
said. Billy furrowed his brow at that comment, but didn’t get a
chance to ask her what she meant before she said quickly. “Wait a
minute.” Her eyes moved quickly from side to side. “I don’t hear
anything.”

“You see.” Billy assured her again. “It was
just the redecorating. You probably won’t hear from him until
morning.”

“I’d better not.” Julie said shaking her
head.

 


06. Home

 


“Hey guys.” Billy said. The girls were back
in the Bookworms alcove. Billy posted himself back on the castle’s
windowsill while they fell asleep. It seemed that in this form, he
didn’t require sleep. After a few hours, he became bored and
decided to see what was going on with Ki, Rob and his children.
Turning around so that he could see into Mouse’s house, Billy
yelled their names before he took in what was happening.

Kneeling in the middle of the floor was Rob.
He was holding out a tiny box. Ki was standing over him with a
bright red face. They both turned toward him. “Oh man, I did it
again.” Billy blushed. “I’m sorry. I’ll go back to the other
world.”

“Don’t bother.” Rob said snapping the box
closed. “The moment’s gone.” He stood up and slipped the ring box
back into his pocket.

“I’ll go make some coffee.” Ki said. She
kissed Rob on the nose. “Billy, do you want some?”

“Yes.” Billy said dripping sarcasm. “But, I
can’t seem to eat or drink in this stupid window. However, I do get
to stay awake and think about how hungry I am.”

“Come on dude.” Rob said nodding toward the
door. “I’ll show you the kids.”

Realizing that he was no longer in the
kitchen or the living room, Billy looked around. They were in
Mouse’s bedroom. The dresser was standing again, and all of the
clothing was picked up. “Did Ki go downstairs?’ Billy asked
quickly.

“Yeah.” Rob shook his head. “That’s where she
usually goes to make coffee?” They entered the spare bedroom and
all of the girls were lying on the bed. The two boys were standing
next to it. Their upper human torsos were leaning back. One was
wearing a poncho and the other a robe. “We tried to wrap them up in
blankets, but they kept slipping off as the boys fell asleep.”

Walking over to the girls, Billy reached down
with the intention of tucking them in. His hand couldn’t exit the
window far enough and he made a frustrated grunting noise. Angling
the window so that it was directly over his girls, he kissed each
of them on the forehead. They were all lying side by side and
looked incredibly cute. Billy wished he had his camera. He had been
going overboard taking pictures this off season. He filled up three
scrap books before he switched to a digital. Now, he had over a
hundred folders full of pictures on the computer.

Turning back to Rob, Billy moved quietly away
from the bed. “Can you do me a favor?” He whispered as they entered
the hallway. “Can you go down into the kitchen and leave me here
for a moment?”

Looking at him curiously, Rob asked. “Why,
what’s up?”
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