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SO WELCOME BACK! OR welcome in.

If this is your first stop in the Cassidyverse, don’t worry: you haven’t missed the orientation video. There isn’t one. The universe doesn’t believe in prerequisites, and neither do I. These stories are designed to meet you where you are—whether that’s knee-deep in canon or just poking the water with a curious toe.

If you have been here before—through Into the Black, The Heart of Space, or The Shape of the Fire—you already know the deal. This universe doesn’t move in straight lines. It ricochets. It fractures. It wanders off to argue with itself in the margins. It tells stories sideways, backwards, and occasionally while holding a drink it probably shouldn’t.

This collection lives in that space.

You’ll find familiar faces—Kendra Cassidy, still refusing to behave, still holding things together with competence, rage, and a deeply unhealthy relationship with responsibility. You’ll see Dakota Chase doing what she does best: navigating broken systems with style, planning, and the occasional spectacular improvisation. Kalili and Faith are here too, immortal and inconvenient as ever, poking at the universe’s moral blind spots just to see what happens.

But this book also widens the lens. It lingers with people who don’t get statues. With systems under stress. With choices that don’t come with applause. Some stories are sharp. Some are absurd. Some are quiet enough that the danger doesn’t announce itself until you’re already inside it. There are demons with performance reviews, angels with terrible management skills, AIs asking inconvenient questions, and humans doing the deeply unglamorous work of surviving what comes after the explosion.

Not everything here is grim. Not everything here is funny. Quite a few things are both. Humor shows up not to excuse harm, but to endure it. Hope shows up not as a guarantee, but as a decision. This is a book about people—and non-people—operating out of spec, refusing to behave as designed, and discovering that sometimes that’s the only way anything worth saving survives.

You don’t need to know the whole universe to start here. You just need curiosity. And maybe a tolerance for chaos.

So whether you’re here for the politics or the punchlines, the philosophy or the found family, the systems breaking or the people who refuse to—

Welcome.

You can start anywhere.

This seemed as good a place as any.
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Content & Trigger Warnings (Entire Collection)
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THIS COLLECTION CONTAINS a wide range of speculative fiction, from dark political science fiction to satire, absurdism, romance, and quiet character studies. While tones vary widely, some stories engage directly with challenging material. The following warnings apply across the collection as a whole; individual stories may include more specific notices.

Medical and Bodily Harm

• Depictions of medical experimentation, including nonconsensual or coercive procedures

• Physical restraint, involuntary sedation, and loss of bodily autonomy

• Seizure imagery and medical emergencies

• Injury, illness, and descriptions of physical trauma

• Emergency medical situations, including childbirth under duress

• References to death, dying, and the handling or aftermath of bodies

Violence and Threat

• Gun violence, combat scenarios, and armed confrontations

• Military, paramilitary, and covert operations

• Assassination, targeted killing, and execution

• Arena combat and ritualized violence

• Implied, off-page, or historical violence

• Threats of violence used as coercion or control

• Environmental peril, including aviation accidents, extreme weather, and wildlife encounters

Harm to Minors

• Endangerment of children

• Ethical conflicts involving minors in institutional, military, or medical settings

• Children exposed to environmental danger or crisis situations

(No sexualized violence involving minors is depicted.)

Psychological and Emotional Themes

• Intense psychological distress, including fear, panic, dissociation, and burnout

• Emotional trauma and moral injury

• Coercion, manipulation, and abuse of authority

• Grief, loss, survivor’s guilt, and prolonged mourning

• Identity disruption, concealment, and impostor syndrome

• Existential anxiety, including fear of erasure, mortality, and loss of self

• Themes of rejection, isolation, and the cost of secrecy

Institutional and Systemic Abuse

• Authoritarian governance and abuse of power

• Bureaucratic violence and dehumanization

• Military and corporate corruption

• Exploitative labor systems and predatory contracts

• Surveillance, carceral logic, and loss of civil rights

• Legal persecution and state-sanctioned harm

• Criminalization of sexuality, bodily autonomy, or dissent

Ethical and Philosophical Conflict

• Moral dilemmas involving consent, agency, and responsibility

• Artificial intelligence ethics, personhood, and autonomy

• Conflicts between law, policy, and human consequence

• Debates over intervention versus noninterference

• Political, religious, metaphysical, and cosmological power struggles

• Questions of legacy, honor, restraint, and what is owed to others

Science Fiction, Fantasy, and Speculative Horror Elements

• Body modification, cybernetics, and bioengineered entities

• Non-human intelligences and altered consciousness

• Resurrection, memory persistence, and identity fragmentation

• Supernatural or cosmic entities exerting influence over mortals

• Existential and cosmic-scale threats

Animals and Non-Human Characters

• Violence involving non-human or animal-like characters

• Ethical concerns related to engineered, bonded, or weaponized creatures

(No graphic or gratuitous animal cruelty is depicted.)

Sexual Content and Relationships

• Non-graphic sexual content between consenting adults

• Sexual innuendo and humor

• References to sex work and sexualized environments in non-erotic contexts

• Themes of intimacy, vulnerability, and relationship insecurity

Substance Use

• Alcohol use, intoxication, and hangovers

• References to substance use as coping or social behavior

Language and Tone

• Occasional strong language

• Satirical, absurdist, or darkly comic treatment of serious subjects

• Humor used as contrast, critique, or relief rather than dismissal of harm

Reader Note

While many stories in this collection are intentionally light, humorous, romantic, or surreal, others engage directly with heavy emotional, political, or ethical themes. Humor is often used as contrast or pressure-release rather than minimization of harm. Readers are encouraged to engage at their own pace and skip, pause, or return to stories as needed.
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Content & Trigger Warnings (By Story)
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THE FOLLOWING SECTION provides content and trigger warnings for each individual story in this collection.

Because these notes describe themes, situations, and events that may appear in a story, they may include minor spoilers. Wherever possible, they are written to be descriptive rather than detailed, but some degree of foreknowledge is unavoidable.

As an author, I believe readers have the right to make informed choices about what they read. These notices are offered not to discourage engagement, but to respect personal boundaries, lived experience, and individual needs. You are encouraged to read, skip, or return to any story at your own pace—and to use these notes in whatever way best serves you.

Stories are meant to be met willingly.

The Portal in Apartment 3B contains depictions of death and the afterlife, bureaucratic systems governing mortality, and interactions with supernatural entities. It includes themes of existential uncertainty, identity fragmentation (including encounters with an alternate self), and reality distortion. The story features perilous situations, pursuit by hostile authority figures, and mild violence involving non-human entities. It also includes references to emotional distress, avoidance of death, and moral conflict surrounding choice and responsibility. Tone is largely comedic and absurdist, but serious themes are present beneath the humor.

Stuffing the Impossible contains depictions of criminal characters and references to past illegal activity, mild interpersonal conflict, and brief allusions to historical violence and cultural trauma discussed in an educational context. It includes themes of displacement, lack of family support, and emotional vulnerability related to belonging and found family. The story features light domestic chaos, food-related mishaps, and humorous tension, with an overall tone that is warm, character-driven, and affirming.

You Know, Like Luke’s Wife? contains references to criminal activity and contract killing as part of the narrator’s background, mentions of weapons and implied threat (including a non-lethal stun weapon), and brief interactions with armed authority figures. It includes themes of identity fragmentation, cultural erasure, and isolation, as well as mild harassment and social misunderstanding in public spaces. The story references sexualized acting work in a non-graphic, humorous context and includes strong language. Overall tone is comedic and reflective, with underlying themes of self-definition and belonging.

The Great Bearcation of Doom contains depictions of peril involving wildlife, including close encounters with bears and implied threat of serious injury. It includes references to fear responses, panic, and prolonged stress, as well as mild physical injury (scratches, soreness) and environmental hazards. The story features non-graphic sexual content between consenting adults, partial nudity, and sexual humor. It also includes strong language, references to alcohol and food insecurity during travel, and themes of relationship tension resolved through humor. Overall tone is comedic and reflective despite moments of genuine danger.

Dakota Chase Takes the Night Off contains depictions of criminal activity (burglary, theft, and use of false identification), police pursuit, and confrontation with armed law enforcement. It includes threats of arrest, coercive questioning, and invasion of personal space by authorities. The story features partial nudity in a non-sexualized context, sexual humor, and strong language. Themes include deception for survival, abuse of institutional assumptions, and tension arising from power imbalance, presented with a confident, humorous tone rather than graphic violence.

Tuxedo Protocol contains depictions of military experimentation on animals, including cybernetic enhancement and weaponization, as well as non-graphic but explicit lethal violence. It includes assassination, implied off-page deaths, and combat action presented through dark humor. The story features abuse of authority, unethical scientific research, institutional betrayal, and trauma related to past military programs. It also includes strong language, references to war crimes, and themes of moral injury, culpability, and accountability. While the tone is satirical and surreal, violence and death are real and consequential within the narrative.

Entropy Ghosts and Other First Contact Problems contains depictions of spaceflight hazards, first-contact uncertainty, and escalating existential threat. It includes themes of war, genocide, extinction, and the aftermath of species-wide violence, as well as references to past atrocities committed by an inhuman enemy. The story features peril to crew members, loss of contact, presumed death or disappearance, and intense moral decision-making under extreme pressure. It also includes non-graphic references to combat, military operations, and potential mass-casualty scenarios. Psychological stress, fear of annihilation, and ethical conflict about sacrifice versus survival are central themes. Tone blends humor, banter, and wonder with moments of cosmic horror and high-stakes dread.

Found by the Tide contains depictions of a plane crash and survival following an aviation accident, including injury, isolation, and environmental exposure. It includes themes of disappearance, presumed death, and historical loss, as well as transformation that removes a character from their previous life and identity. The story features underwater environments, non-human beings, and speculative bodily adaptation enabling survival beneath the sea. It also includes romantic and intimate scenes between consenting adults, emotional vulnerability, and themes of choice, departure, and leaving the known world behind. Tone is lyrical and romantic, emphasizing wonder and self-determination rather than fear or violence.

The Cost of Intervention contains discussion of political extremism, authoritarianism, racism, and fascist movements, as well as references to large-scale societal harm and mass suffering. It includes depictions of moral and ethical conflict about intervention versus noninterference, including debate over assassination and supernatural interference in human affairs. The story features dark humor involving bodily alteration, illness, addiction, and humiliation inflicted as punishment, as well as references to violence against religious or supernatural beings in the past. Themes include existential fatigue, abuse of power, moral responsibility, and the limits of benevolent control. Tone is satirical and conversational, but addresses serious political and ethical issues.

Fail State contains depictions of medical experimentation on a minor, including physical restraint, invasive neural interfaces, seizure activity, and involuntary sedation. It includes explicit themes of child endangerment, ethical violations in scientific research, and abuse of institutional power. The story features gun violence, combat action, threats with firearms, and destruction of facilities, as well as coercion and intimidation by armed authorities. It also contains intense psychological themes, including moral injury, trauma, dissociation, and forced ethical decision-making under extreme pressure. Themes of betrayal, institutional cruelty, and the lasting impact of violence on both victims and perpetrators are central.

The Last Duelist contains depictions of lethal violence and combat in a formalized arena setting, including graphic injury and death involving both humans and non-human combatants. It includes themes of animal weaponization, exploitation of sentient or semi-sentient creatures, and harm to bonded companions. The story features institutional cruelty, abuse of authority, and the commodification of violence for entertainment. It also includes intense psychological themes such as grief, survivor’s guilt, moral injury, and existential isolation, as well as body horror elements related to cybernetic or bioengineered entities. The narrative contains sustained tension, scenes of life-threatening peril, and an elegiac treatment of loss, legacy, and resistance.

Espada’s Lament contains depictions of lethal combat involving bioengineered and cybernetic entities, including graphic injury and destruction of sentient constructs. It includes themes of animal weaponization, exploitation of bonded non-human intelligences, and resurrection or reconstitution of erased identities. The story features institutional cruelty, abuse of authority, attempted erasure of individuals from historical record, and pursuit by hostile security forces. It also includes intense psychological and emotional themes such as grief, survivor’s guilt, moral injury, identity persistence after death, and involuntary bonding between human and non-human minds, including shared pain and neural feedback. Additional elements include body horror related to synthetic organisms, existential threat, and sustained high-stakes peril.

A Question of Personhood contains extended discussion of war, mass casualty events, and large-scale destruction, including references to civilian habitats threatened or destroyed during armed conflict. It includes depictions of ethical and legal debate surrounding artificial intelligence, autonomy, consent, and personhood, as well as institutional power, governance, and the aftermath of war. The story references violations of the Three Laws of Robotics, lethal decision-making by artificial intelligences, and moral responsibility for actions resulting in human death. It also includes themes of coercion versus choice, systemic oppression framed as safety, historical parallels to enslavement, and existential identity formation. Psychological themes include moral injury, survivor’s guilt, and the weight of command decisions. Tone is serious, deliberative, and reflective, with moments of emotional intensity but no graphic violence.

We the People contains extended discussion of political systems, governance, and post-war reconstruction, including references to authoritarianism, bureaucratic failure, and historical societal collapse. It includes depictions of intense political argument, raised voices, and prolonged interpersonal conflict, as well as references to war, civilian casualties, and infrastructure damage in the aftermath of armed conflict. The story features themes of moral responsibility, leadership under pressure, ideological disagreement, and the emotional toll of rebuilding institutions after trauma. It also includes references to racism, fascism, and systemic injustice in a critical context. Tone is passionate and confrontational but ultimately hopeful, focusing on values, alignment, and the search for ethical governance rather than violence.

Cash Flow Meets Chaos contains depictions of debt, financial exploitation, and coercive contractual control, including discussion of predatory lending and loss of economic autonomy. It includes references to substance use (alcohol), partying, reckless spending, and sexualized environments, as well as non-graphic references to sex work and sensie technology. The story features strong language, power imbalance between an individual and a controlling organization, and themes of manipulation, surveillance, and conditional freedom. Emotional themes include impulsivity, self-destructive coping, shame, and the realization that perceived liberation is constrained by unseen obligations. Tone is humorous and character-driven, but addresses serious issues of consent, control, and financial vulnerability.

Ceasefire, Christmas Eve contains references to past lethal violence, assassination, and death, including non-graphic descriptions of killing and its aftermath. It includes themes of trauma, survivor’s guilt, moral reckoning, and the psychological toll of long-term conflict. The story features discussion of extreme wealth, inherited power, and responsibility for systemic harm, as well as references to corruption, exploitation, and institutional collapse. Emotional themes include hypervigilance, fear of reprisal, grief, and cautious hope following prolonged danger. Tone is reflective and subdued, focusing on aftermath, accountability, and the fragile nature of peace rather than active violence.

Clean Hands, Dirty Deals contains depictions of authoritarian law enforcement, state-sanctioned persecution, and criminalization of sexuality and sex work. It includes references to the Obscenity laws and the revival of the Comstock Act, resulting in loss of livelihood, surveillance, and forced underground labor. The story features non-graphic but explicit sexual content presented in a coercive and high-risk context, as well as themes of sexual exploitation, economic coercion, and bodily autonomy under threat. It includes harassment, intimidation, and implied threat of violence by vigilantes, along with references to medical need (including insulin dependence) driving survival choices. Additional themes include religious extremism, misogyny, systemic abuse, and psychological distress. Tone is grim, confrontational, and politically charged, with sustained emphasis on danger, resilience, and defiance rather than eroticization.

Daiquiris and Death Sentences contains depictions of death and the afterlife through the perspective of a supernatural reaper, including discussion of assigned soul collection, mortality, and end-of-life timing. It includes themes of emotional detachment, burnout, and ethical pressure within an institutionalized system governing death. The story features manipulation by authority figures, lack of meaningful consent regarding assigned roles, and coercion framed as mentorship. It also includes references to alcohol consumption, dating anxiety, and emotional vulnerability, as well as mild sexual innuendo and strong language. While the premise involves death, the tone is largely humorous, reflective, and humane, emphasizing connection, empathy, and personal growth rather than violence or fear.

Fire in the Blood contains depictions of graphic violence and lethal combat, including assassination, close-quarters fighting, and execution-style killing. It includes scenes of betrayal by trusted authorities, institutional conspiracy, and deliberate orchestration of public murder for political ends. The story features intense physical violence with explicit injury and death, including eye trauma, blunt-force trauma, and fatal gunshot wounds. It also includes themes of moral injury, survivor’s guilt, loss of innocence, and psychological trauma resulting from being forced to choose between obedience and conscience. Additional elements include political authoritarianism, abuse of power, manipulation of public narrative, and persecution of whistleblowers. The story opens with emergency childbirth under traumatic conditions and references to long-term medical dependence. Tone is serious, emotionally charged, and tragic, with sustained tension and little relief.

Five Is the Limit contains depictions of criminal activity, including planning for large-scale theft, use of explosives, and discussion of organized crime involvement. It includes references to weapons, bomb threats, and hypothetical mass-casualty scenarios discussed in a planning context, though no violence is carried out on-page. The story features an underage protagonist engaging in illegal behavior, discussions of imprisonment, death, and the risks of criminal life, as well as coercive power dynamics between criminal organizations. Themes include mentorship within criminal systems, exploitation of ambition, fear of violent reprisal, and the emotional impact of being warned away from self-destructive paths. Tone is reflective and character-driven, emphasizing restraint, foresight, and survival over action or spectacle.

Have Your Cake (and Command It Too) contains depictions of domestic stress, parental exhaustion, and emotional burnout related to balancing career ambition with family responsibilities. It includes themes of existential dissatisfaction, identity uncertainty, and midlife reassessment, as well as discussion of professional hierarchy, power, and leadership within a military structure. The story features mild sexual innuendo between consenting adults, references to alcohol consumption, and strong language used humorously. Emotional themes include vulnerability, self-doubt, and the fear of losing agency, ultimately resolved through supportive partnership and affirmation. Overall tone is affectionate, humorous, and reassuring, with no graphic violence or distressing content.

One Foot in the Future contains depictions of academic pressure, authority-based intimidation, and intense interpersonal confrontation within an institutional setting. It includes themes of age-based dismissal, gatekeeping, and power imbalance between a student and an authority figure, as well as emotional stress related to ambition, self-doubt, and the fear of failure. The story features references to past personal loss and emotional separation, as well as sustained tension arising from high-stakes evaluation and conditional approval. Overall tone is serious but hopeful, emphasizing self-advocacy, competence, and the pursuit of agency rather than harm or violence.

Pruning Season contains depictions of assassination, close-quarters lethal violence, and execution-style killing, including non-graphic but explicit death. It includes scenes of physical assault, bone-breaking injury, and use of a firearm with a suppressor. The story features themes of organized crime, human trafficking (referenced through implication), exploitation by criminal elites, and institutional corruption. It also includes coercion, threats of violence, psychological intimidation, and abuse of power within elite social structures. Additional themes include deception, surveillance, data theft, moral injury, and emotional detachment developed as a survival mechanism. Tone is tense, controlled, and clinical, with sustained danger and little emotional relief.

Snowbound & Star-Bonded contains depictions of extreme winter weather, cold exposure, and outdoor physical risk involving children and non-human companions, including sledding accidents and falls into deep snow. It includes mild physical peril, fear responses, and brief moments of panic, all resolved without serious injury. The story features strong family dynamics, loud environments, and sensory overload associated with holiday gatherings. It also includes non-graphic references to past war, trauma, and long-term danger in reflective context, as well as themes of found family, safety after prolonged stress, and emotional relief following hardship. Overall tone is warm, humorous, and affectionate, emphasizing domestic comfort, belonging, and peace rather than distress.

The Exit Wound contains depictions of sexual harassment, attempted sexual assault, and abuse of authority within a military hierarchy. It includes non-graphic but explicit physical violence, including a retaliatory assault resulting in serious injury. The story features institutional corruption, systemic cover-up of misconduct, and punitive retaliation against a whistleblower. Themes include moral injury, betrayal by leadership, loss of career and identity through coerced discharge, and the psychological toll of choosing integrity over safety. It also includes strong language, alcohol use, and sustained interpersonal confrontation. Tone is intense, defiant, and cathartic, emphasizing accountability, protection of the vulnerable, and the personal cost of refusing silence.

The Hangover That Saved the World contains depictions of geopolitical tension and historical crisis during the Cold War, including references to nuclear weapons, potential mass destruction, and the threat of global annihilation. It includes portrayals of authoritarian governance, militarization, and revolutionary rhetoric, as well as armed soldiers and implied threat of violence. The story features manipulation of political leaders, covert interference in human affairs by supernatural beings, and ethical conflict surrounding intervention versus noninterference. It also includes references to alcohol consumption, intoxication, hangovers, and sexual innuendo between consenting adults, as well as strong language and dark humor. While the tone is largely witty and irreverent, themes of existential risk, abuse of power, and the fragility of human survival are central.

Flesh Delay contains extended depictions of identity transition from artificial intelligence to biological embodiment, including loss of former capabilities, sensory overload, and fear of diminishment. It includes themes of bodily autonomy, irreversible transformation, and existential anxiety related to mortality, vulnerability, and consent. The story features detailed descriptions of medical procedures and biotechnological intervention, including neural integration, artificial gestation, physical restraint during treatment, and post-procedural disorientation. Emotional themes include grief for a former self, attachment and separation anxiety, ethical debate over embodiment and personhood, and intimate interpersonal connection during major life change. It also includes mild romantic and emotional intimacy between consenting adults, as well as sustained focus on physical sensation that may be intense for some readers. Tone is contemplative, intimate, and hopeful, emphasizing choice, empathy, and self-determination rather than violence or horror.

What Do You Get a Goddess contains depictions of anxiety and emotional distress related to gift-giving, self-worth, and relationship insecurity. It includes themes of impostor syndrome, comparison anxiety, and fear of inadequacy within an intimate relationship. The story features mild romantic and emotional intimacy between consenting adults, affectionate physical contact, and light sexual innuendo presented humorously. It also includes crowded public spaces, sensory overload (noise, lights, crowds), and strong language used playfully. Overall tone is gentle, humorous, and affirming, emphasizing love, connection, and emotional vulnerability rather than conflict or harm.

What You See contains depictions of identity concealment, fear of disclosure, and emotional distress related to secrecy and rejection. It includes themes of social and romantic rejection, heartbreak, and the lasting impact of being deemed “unsafe” or unacceptable by a loved one. The story features internalized fear, anxiety around intimacy, and the psychological toll of hiding an intrinsic part of oneself. It also includes mild romantic and emotional intimacy between consenting adults, references to alcohol consumption, strong language used lightly, and sustained focus on impostor syndrome and inherited stigma. Speculative elements include non-human identity and latent supernatural abilities, but the primary distress is emotional rather than physical. Tone is bittersweet and reflective, emphasizing restraint, guarded hope, and the cost of survival through omission.

When Angels Whisper contains depictions of large-scale violence, war, famine, societal collapse, and mass death during the Bronze Age, including references to civilian suffering and the destruction of cities. It includes portrayals of manipulation and coercion by powerful supernatural beings, abuse of authority, and deliberate orchestration of mortal suffering for strategic gain. The story features extensive themes of moral corruption, betrayal, and institutional cruelty, including an angelic figure engineering damnation through proxy action to circumvent cosmic law. It contains graphic descriptions of infernal punishment and execution, including immolation and annihilation of subordinate beings, as well as body horror involving transformation, containment, and erasure of sentient entities. Additional themes include existential dread, loss of free will, exploitation of desire, and the creation of supernatural beings designed to tempt and entrap mortals. Tone is dark, epic, and ominous, with sustained focus on power, consequence, and the catastrophic cost of ambition.

Winterlight contains depictions of grief following the violent death of a spouse and children, including references to mass casualty events, assassination, and civilian loss. It includes themes of prolonged mourning, survivor’s guilt, unresolved trauma, and remembrance of a life interrupted. The story references past violence, ongoing dangerous work (including assassination and covert operations), and contemplation of retaliatory action, though no violence occurs on-page. Emotional themes include loneliness, memory, the persistence of love after loss, and the struggle between letting go and honoring the dead. Tone is quiet, elegiac, and reflective, emphasizing endurance, restraint, and the possibility of gentler futures rather than despair or spectacle.
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The Portal in Apartment 3B
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Author’s Note

This takes place during the events of Dating to Die For, a few months after Lila Martin is recruited as a field agent (read: reluctant grim reaper) for the Department of Death, one branch of a sprawling and questionably managed Hell bureaucracy. It runs on paperwork, pettiness, and a murder app with terrible UX.

While this story stands alone, it’s firmly rooted in the Cassidyverse—just a part that leans a little more sideways than most. If you’re new here—welcome to the madness. Bring glitter. Avoid cursed real estate. And don’t touch the cat.



LILA’S PHONE BUZZED with the cheerfully menacing chime she was already beginning to dread.

New Assignment Available

Name: TBD

Time of Death: TBD

Location: Pending

Cause: Portally Complicated

She stared at it. Sighed. Took a sip of her cold coffee. Sighed again.

“I swear,” she muttered, “if this is another death-by-lawn-gnome, I’m walking into the ocean.”

“Not likely,” said Heath, her assigned spectral intelligence, with the air of someone pleased to be unhelpful. “The ocean is presently inaccessible unless you’ve acquired aquatic clearance. Which you haven’t.”

“I was being dramatic.”

“I’m logging that as a potential emotional destabilization indicator.”

“Please don’t.”

Two months ago, Lila Martin had been living in jeans, going through the motions as a graphic designer at a marketing firm, and dodging her landlord. Then she’d died, or nearly so, and was offered a job in the Death Department of Hell. Now she was employed—sort of—as a Grim Reaper with a murder app, a library of disguises, and an AI handler with all the warmth of a haunted spreadsheet.

The app—Flare—glitched again, flashing between locations before settling on an address that didn’t exist on Google Maps. Not promising.

“What even is ‘portally complicated’ supposed to mean?” she said, mostly to herself.

“Would you like the standard briefing?” Heath offered brightly.

“No.”

“Delivering standard briefing. Portally Complicated (PC) deaths occur when a designated soul is not in the primary dimension at their time of expiration. These include, but are not limited to: pocket realms, folded timelines, nested simulations, and basement rentals cursed by college witches. Flare has flagged this case as a Category Four Weft Tangle.”

“...I regret asking.”

“I logged that too.”

She ran a hand through her messy bun, still faintly sticky from whatever spell residue was in yesterday’s glam. Her oculus coin sat dormant against her collarbone, the illusion of her latest persona already fading. This wasn’t a job for Veronica Lodge or Caroline-whatever. This was going to require her—jeans, bedhead, and all.

She thumbed open her contact list and tapped Ethan’s name.

Heath might be the official guide, but Ethan had once explained dimensional bleed using pie crusts and fridge magnets. He had the rare and noble gift of making metaphysics sound like something you didn’t need a minor in runes to understand.

“Hey,” she said, when he picked up. “I’ve got a Flare assignment. The cause of death is—and I quote—portally complicated. Do you know what that means in normal-person language?”

There was a pause. A sigh.

“Can you give me five minutes? I’ll come over.”

That got her attention. “That bad?”

“That vague,” he said. “But yeah, usually the only time Flare punts a location like that is when something’s unstable enough that even the servers won’t guess. Can you screenshot what it’s showing?”

Lila obliged, then stared at the spinning location icon while she waited. Heath helpfully added a sparkle effect to it, like that would help.

Ethan arrived still wearing pajama pants and one sock. He scanned the data on her screen, fingers flying. “Okay, so... we’ve got a blank death cert, no time, no soul ID, and a Category Four Weft Tangle.” He squinted. “And it’s not rejecting the claim outright, which means the soul is assigned to you.”

“I understood about half of that,” she said.

“You’re doing better than most.”

He tapped a hidden diagnostics tab and frowned. “This thing’s showing a dimensional anchor tied to a known unstable portal site.”

Heath chimed in helpfully, “You haven’t lived until you’ve been spit out into an upside-down reality with carnivorous wallpaper.”

“I just vacuumed,” Lila muttered.

Ethan kept going. “The portal it’s flagging isn’t active. Or at least it’s not supposed to be. Flare has it listed as blacklisted. Building was condemned. Taken off all registries in three dimensions.”

Lila tilted her head. “Wait—what building?”

Ethan rattled off an address, then hesitated. “Apartment 3B.”

“...Should that mean something to me?”

He looked at her. Long. Grim.

“It’s the kind of place you don’t assign a soul to unless you’ve got no other choice. Blacklist portal. Doesn’t show up on maps. Was sealed for a reason. The Department only uses it when something’s really off-book.”

Lila blinked. “So what, I go there, knock on the door, and hope for the best?”

He opened his mouth. Closed it. Then said:

“Don’t touch the cat.”
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LILA STOOD IN FRONT of the door to Apartment 3B and tried not to look like she was casing the place for a heist.

The hallway smelled like dust and despair, with a top note of mystery mildew. 3B’s door was unlike the others—no buzzer, no peephole, no scratches around the knob. Just wood, unnaturally smooth, like it had been varnished with memory loss.

She knocked.

Nothing.

She knocked again.

A door creaked open down the hall. A man in a tank top that had given up on life leaned into the corridor and glared at her. 

“You lookin’ for 3B?”

“That’s the one.”

He snorted. “Ain’t nobody lived there in decades.”

“Right,” she said. “But hypothetically, if someone were trying to access it...”

“Hypothetically, they’d be an idiot,” he said, and slammed the door shut.

Lila turned back to the door. “Heath, are we sure this is the place?”

Heath’s voice floated up from the obsidian tablet in her hand. “Unless the building has grown a secret wing and relocated its blacklisted dimensional fracture to Apartment 3C, yes, jellybean. This is the locus.”

She scowled. “Please stop calling me food.”

“I’d apologize, but I’ve used up my quota of sincerity for the century.”

Lila examined the door. It didn’t look magical. Which probably meant it was terrifyingly magical. She reached for the knob.

It didn’t turn. Didn’t rattle. Didn’t budge.

“Locked,” she muttered.

“Brilliant observation. Shall I knight you for your deductive prowess?”

“Maybe there’s a code word?”

“Oh yes, of course. Try ‘Open Sesame’ next. That always works on reality-bending metaphysical death traps.”

She turned to the door again. “Look, I’m just trying to do my job. I’ve got my scythe, but there’s no keyhole to work with—unless you count the existential dread radiating from this woodgrain.”

Mrow.

The noise came from the other side. Low. Imperious. A little offended.

“Was that—?”

“Mmm,” Heath said. “We’ve reached the feline portion of the summoning ritual.”

The door creaked open precisely one inch. A single yellow eye peered through the gap, narrowed with aristocratic disdain. Then a paw emerged—slowly, deliberately—and swatted the air.

“Ow!” Lila stumbled back. “Did it claw the illusion?”

“Congratulations. Duchess Velcro can see through your oculus.”

“Is that even possible?”

“She’s older than three minor gods, two wizards’ guilds, and at least one failed universe. Of course it’s possible.”

Lila squinted at the door. “Wait. Duchess Velcro? How do you know her name?”

“I used to do the death records for this building,” Heath said smugly. “Until the Department blacklisted it for excessive metaphysical sass.”

“That’s... a thing?”

“Oh yes. She once disintegrated a soul auditor with a sneeze.”

Lila instinctively tried to reset her glam. The oculus coin at her collarbone shimmered, shifting her appearance from harried reaper-in-jeans to breezy boho influencer with designer boots.

Mrow. HISS.

The door slammed shut.

“That was Caroline,” Lila said defensively. “She’s not that fake.”

“She’s a visual representation of insecurity wrapped in cashmere,” Heath said. “Velcro’s allergic to both.”

Lila groaned and dropped the illusion entirely. The coin dimmed. Her real self—slightly undercaffeinated and visibly over it—stood alone in the hallway.

“...Now what?”

“Now you knock,” Heath said, “and try very hard not to embarrass yourself.”

Lila raised her hand, hesitated, then knocked.

A long silence.

Then: Click. Creak.

The door swung open on its own.

And there, seated in the middle of a spotless antique rug, was Duchess Velcro. All long fur, regal posture, and the gaze of a creature who’d once judged a demigod and found him amusing, but sloppy.

“Say thank you,” Heath whispered.

“I didn’t—”

“Say it.”

Lila cleared her throat. “Um. Thank you.”

Velcro blinked once. Slowly.

Then turned around and walked into the apartment like she owned the entire afterlife.
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THE INSIDE OF APARTMENT 3B looked like a Victorian parlor had been mugged by a metaphysics textbook.

Framed mirrors faced each other across the room, creating infinite reflections of Lila’s increasingly uncertain posture. An antique settee crouched beneath a tapestry of a woman playing chess with a flaming skeleton. The air smelled faintly of old books and stronger of sardines.

Duchess Velcro leapt onto a lacquered writing desk and curled her tail around her feet, watching Lila like a museum curator evaluating a suspicious donation.

“She’s judging me,” Lila whispered.

“She judges everyone,” Heath said. “Don’t take it personally. She once stared down a necromancer until he cried.”

“Not comforting.”

“She’s giving you a chance. Impress her.”

“With what, my sparkling personality?”

“Do you have sardines?”

“...No.”

“Then your sparkling personality it is.”

Lila took a cautious step forward. The floor groaned beneath her boot, and the mirrors behind her flickered—her reflection tilting its head independently.

“Okay, not ominous at all,” she muttered, easing toward the kitchen. “Maybe there’s tuna? Cats like tuna, right?”

“Cats also like to eat the souls of the careless. Pick one.”

The pantry was empty, unless you counted a jar of something labeled “Obligations” and a half-melted candlestick shaped like a screaming face. The fridge yielded better results—one can of tuna, two of theoretical soup, and a single key made of ice.

She popped the tuna, grabbed a saucer, and plated it like she was on MasterChef: Feline Dimension Edition.

Velcro’s ears twitched. She jumped down from the desk, approached the offering, sniffed... and meowed in a way that felt distinctly approving.

Lila let out a slow breath. “Okay. That’s a win.”

The apartment hummed.

No, not hummed. Resonated. A low, warbling note reverberated through the floorboards. One of the mirrors on the far wall shimmered, then rippled outward like a stone dropped into silver water.

“Heath—”

“She’s opening the portal.”

“I didn’t ask her to!”

“She doesn’t take requests, pop tart. She grants permissions.”

The mirror widened, stretching into a full doorway of pulsing glass. Strange lights flickered behind it—too bright, too colorful, and moving in ways that made Lila’s eyes water.

“Is that... an IKEA showroom?”

“No,” Heath said gravely. “It’s worse. It’s a clearance IKEA showroom mashed up with a Renaissance Faire and an M.C. Escher exhibit.”

“Great,” Lila muttered. “A liminal labyrinth with flat-pack existentialism.”

She reached for her scythe, felt its reassuring weight form in her hand, and gave Velcro a respectful nod. “Thanks for the hospitality.”

Velcro yawned and delicately turned her back.

Lila stepped through the mirror.

And the laws of physics politely took the rest of the day off.
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LILA LANDED SHOULDER-first in a decorative wicker basket full of medieval throw pillows and possibly one feral napkin.

“Oh good,” she groaned. “A soft landing. My spleen appreciates the thought.”

The portal behind her shimmered once, then snapped shut with a noise like an old book slamming closed.

“Heath?”

No answer.

“Heath, this is not the time to be mysterious and unhelpful. I swear if you’re doing the spooky silence thing again—”

Her tablet buzzed weakly from inside her coat. She fished it out.

SIGNAL DEGRADED. CONNECTION: TEMPORARILY WHIMSICAL.

“Oh come on,” she said. “What does that even mean?”

A paper lantern drifted by overhead, glowing lavender and humming the melody to “Eye of the Tiger.” Lila watched it warily as it disappeared into a spiral staircase that led directly into the floor.

She looked around.

The world tilted at a 45-degree angle, but somehow she remained upright. Walls and walkways reconfigured themselves as she moved, the floors made of hardwood and hay bales, the ceilings alternating between stone arches and fluorescent office panels. One wall sported a tapestry of knights battling a malfunctioning espresso machine. Another was just... mirrors. So many mirrors.

“Oh yeah,” Lila muttered. “Totally stable pocket dimension. Definitely nothing to worry about here.”

A mannequin in full plate armor wheeled past on a rolling desk chair, holding a spatula like a lance and chanting “Clearance! Clearance!” in a robotic voice.

She didn’t move. “Nope. Not engaging.”

The hallway to her left became stairs. Then a slide. Then an escalator going the wrong direction.

“Heath,” she said aloud, even knowing he wouldn’t respond. “I’m in IKEA’s subconscious and I don’t think it likes me.”

She took a tentative step forward and was immediately menaced by a sentient coat rack.

The scythe sprang to her hand in a whisper of rainbow shimmer. The coat rack reconsidered its life choices and shuffled away with as much dignity as a piece of furniture could manage.

“Good decision,” she muttered.

The scythe shifted as she walked—now a staff, now a lantern, now a key—never quite settling, responding to her intentions even when she didn’t fully know what they were.

“Still not helping,” she said to it. “I don’t even know who I’m looking for.”

The lights overhead flickered.

A sign swung into place from nowhere. It read:

SOUL COLLECTION POINT – THIS WAY →

“...That feels like a trap.”

The arrow blinked. Cheerfully.

“Of course it does.”

She sighed, adjusted her grip on the scythe, and followed it anyway.
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THE ARROW LED HER THROUGH a beaded curtain made of spoons and into what looked like a garden patio designed by someone who had once read about gardens in a fever dream. The hedge was plastic and shaped like question marks. The sky had clearly been borrowed from a Bob Ross painting and then mildly insulted. A faint jazz flute played from nowhere.

Across the patio, someone was attacking a glowing exit door with a mop.

Lila slowed.

The woman had her hair. Her posture. Her face. Except she wore a sweatshirt that said “I DO MY OWN STUNTS” and was cursing like someone who’d been personally betrayed by every form of modern architecture.

The door refused to open.

The woman growled, poked it again, and the door melted into a bookcase.

She whirled. “I SAID LET ME OUT!”

“That’s not how doors work,” Lila called.

The woman spun around, mop raised like a weapon. “Who the hell are you?”

Lila raised both hands, scythe vanishing back into its coin with a shimmer. “Whoa. Not here to fight. Though points for mop confidence.”

“Answer the question.”

“I’m Lila,” she said. “Martin. Grim Reaper—contracted, not freelance. You?”

The woman’s eyes narrowed. “No one important.”

“Well, that’s vague and defensive.”

Lila looked her over again. Same hair, same nose. The sweatshirt was definitely a dimension off from stylish, but the posture—that was familiar. Stubborn. The kind of stance that said I dare you to make this worse.

Something about her felt... off. Not magical, not hostile. Just unfinished.

She tried a different angle. “Do you know someone named Ethan?”

The woman blinked. “That recruiter guy? With the binder full of death contracts and the cheap cologne?”

Lila’s stomach dropped. “He offered you the job?”

“Yeah. I told him to get bent.”

Lila stared.

Oh no.

“Oh no,” she said aloud.

“What?”

“You’re me,” Lila said slowly. “From a timeline where you said no.”

The woman looked like she’d been slapped with a wet sock. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“I took the deal,” Lila said. “You didn’t. And now you're stuck here, in a pocket realm made of leftover timelines and broken endings.”

“That’s absurd.”

“Yeah,” Lila muttered. “Absurd’s the brand.”

A whoosh of air behind mop-Lila broke the moment.

A tear opened in the fabric of reality, and through it stepped three tall figures in glowing business-casual suits. They moved like PowerPoint slides transitioning. One carried a clipboard. Another, a scroll that unrolled into the sky.

“SUBJECT IDENTIFIED: UNTERMINATED SOUL. CONTEXTUAL ERROR DETECTED.”

“Of course they have a scroll,” Lila muttered. “They would bring a scroll.”

Mop-Lila backed up. “Oh no. Not you again.”

“You know them?” Lila asked.

“They showed up last week. Or maybe last year. Time’s weird here. I hit one with a fondue pot. It was a whole thing.”

The clipboard-enforcer stepped forward.

“YOU WERE SCHEDULED FOR DEATH AT 7:42 PM, CENTRAL, APPROXIMATELY TEN WEEKS AGO. YOUR REFUSAL TO COOPERATE HAS RESULTED IN DESTABILIZATION OF THREE CONTIGUOUS PLANES AND ONE BRUNCH-DEPENDENT SUBREALITY.”

“I was busy!” Mop-Lila shouted.

“YOU WERE HIDING IN A REALITY KNIT FROM IKEA INSTRUCTIONS AND WISHFUL THINKING.”

“It was cozy!”

Lila’s scythe shimmered to full blade.

Mop-Lila’s mop did... less.

“You can’t fight them,” Lila said.

“Watch me.”

“No seriously, you can’t. Your mop has spaghetti sauce on it.”

“It’s enchanted.”

“It’s store-brand marinara!”

The enforcers began advancing in awkward synchronicity.

Lila moved to block their path. “Look—she’s not trying to wreck anything. She’s just confused.”

“INTENT IS IRRELEVANT.”

“Oh go suck a bureaucratic lemon,” Lila snapped.

The enforcers paused.

They glitched.

“You can’t stay here,” Lila said, edging toward her again. “The longer you’re in this place, the more it frays. Reality doesn’t like loose threads.”

“I didn’t ask for any of this!” the other Lila snapped. “I was doing fine. I had a job, I paid taxes, I even made a spreadsheet for adopting a cat!”

“Right, and when things got weird—when you glitched—you ran and hid in a pocket realm built out of secondhand choices and magical IKEA driftwood.”

“Because that’s better than signing up for death-on-demand!”

Lila held up her hands. “It’s not glamorous. I still don’t understand half of what Heath says, and Flare keeps autocorrecting ‘soul collected’ to ‘salad corralled,’ but I’m doing something.”

“This isn’t my story,” the other Lila said, backing up toward a staircase that hadn’t existed until it heard the tension. “I didn’t choose your path, and I’m not going to let some clipboard ghosts rewrite mine!”

“You think running from the story means you’re not in one? That’s not how narrative causality works!” Lila pointed to the swirling instability behind the enforcers. “You’re not escaping anything—you’re stalled. You’re buffering your way into a metaphysical meltdown.”

“I can fix it!” she shouted. “I just need time!”

“You’ve had time!” Lila’s voice cracked. “You’ve had so much time in here, and it’s all been sideways! You don’t belong here, and the longer you stay, the more you risk tearing apart—”

“I’m not leaving!” the other Lila screamed. “I’m not you!”

“No,” Lila said softly. “You’re not.”

The air between them flickered. The staircase behind the other Lila grew wheels. One of the enforcers raised a glowing clipboard like it wanted to smite someone with bullet points.

Then the other Lila spun and bolted.

Straight into a side hallway that hadn’t been there a second ago.

The walls shifted.

The ceiling turned into a clock.

The enforcers blinked, recalibrated, and started pursuit.

“Are you going after her?” Lila asked.

“YES.”

“Well, I am too,” she snapped. “She’s me. I’m not letting you disassemble her across four dimensions and alphabetize her regrets.”

She took off running.

Behind her, the garden patio shivered and began to fold inward like an origami swan made of bad decisions.
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LILA SPRINTED AFTER herself.

Which was not, as it turned out, a sentence she ever expected to think—much less do—but the universe had clearly thrown the rulebook into a wood chipper and then painted a door on the resulting mulch.

Other-Lila vanished through an archway that screamed EXIT in Comic Sans.

Lila followed and immediately regretted everything.

She emerged into—

Soup.

Not just a bowl of soup. No. An ocean of soup. Sentient. Chicken noodle, maybe? Possibly alphabet? The waves sloshed meaningfully. Croutons bobbed in threatening formations. A giant ladle breached like a majestic and mildly passive-aggressive whale.

Her boots hit the surface and bounced.

“Oh for the love of lentils—”

Other-Lila was surfing a breadstick. Badly.

“COME BACK HERE!” Lila shouted, flailing her scythe into boogie board configuration.

She caught a wave—literally, it caught her—and launched forward with all the grace of a lawn chair on a waterslide.

Heath’s voice crackled from her tablet, distorted but determined.

“There once was a soul in defiance

Who skipped out on lawful compliance.

But laws bend and break

When you don’t hit the brake—

And now you’re both soup-fueled appliance!”

“Are you speaking in limericks?”

“Multiversal static!” he sang cheerily. “Please keep all limbs inside your poetic reality!”

Other-Lila dove into a giant wonton, which wobbled and opened into another portal.

Lila followed, slingshotting into—

A karaoke bar.

But not just any karaoke bar. The karaoke bar.

Endless.

Every performer—every single one—was singing Africa by Toto.

Different genres. Death metal. Smooth jazz. Gregorian chant.

A centaur in a feather boa belted the chorus like it was a battle hymn.

“Oh no,” Lila whispered. “Not this dimension.”

Other-Lila was halfway across the floor, being chased by a sentient disco ball.

“I BLESS THE RAINS—” someone shrieked in D-flat.

Lila booked it, dodging interpretive dancers and a mime wearing an accordion.

The scythe in her hand reshaped into a glowing pointer labeled KEY CHANGE. She stabbed it into the nearest speaker, launching herself onto the stage in time to grab her alternate self by the hood.

“We are GOING to talk about your feelings, dammit!”

Other-Lila whipped around and shoved her back into a stack of sheet music, which swallowed her whole and spit her into—

A hallway of doors. All of them labeled things like “Nostalgia, 2004 Edition,” or “Repressed Holiday Trauma,” and “Narnia, But It’s Just a Storage Unit.”

“WHERE ARE YOU EVEN GOING?” Lila yelled, hurling a plush armchair from the Africa-bar after her.

Other-Lila threw open a door that turned into a tongue. She slammed it shut again with a shriek and dove into a wormhole disguised as a soda machine.

Lila’s tablet buzzed violently.

“There once was a Lila times two,

Whose timeline turned into fondue.

If she won’t be caught

Then things go to rot—

And brunch might collapse too!”

“What the fork does that mean?!”

But it was too late.

Other-Lila had breached the final portal: a glowing rift shaped like a saxophone filled with tax forms.

Lila skidded to a halt in front of it, panting.

“...Okay,” she said to herself. “You wanna play hardball?”

She gritted her teeth, spun her scythe into a grappling hook, and jumped.
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LILA LANDED NOT WITH a thud, but a memory.

One moment she was midair, yanked through a tax-form saxophone, and the next—she was standing barefoot on a kitchen tile she hadn’t seen since she was twelve. Mismatched grout. Sticky with spilled orange juice and guilt.

The space around her shimmered. Warped. Endless—but not in the usual cosmic abyss way. This was infinite in the way dreams are: nonsensical, stitched together, and almost familiar.

“Where...?” she started.

A bedroom flickered into being beside her. Her old bedroom. Posters curling at the edges. A stuffed armadillo on the pillow. A closet door still covered in glow-in-the-dark stars that never quite stuck.

And then: her first apartment. The ratty couch. The dishes in the sink. The note from Emily she never answered.

The shardspace didn’t hum or pulse. It... remembered.

Lila turned slowly in place. Fragments of her life floated like stained-glass windows suspended in midair—half-transparent, half-lucid, all heartbreak. Some hovered gently. Others spun like they were trying to flee.

She reached for one.

It snapped away.

Another shimmered to the forefront.

Ethan, offering her the contract.

But not how she remembered him. This Ethan was younger, a little sadder, holding the binder like it weighed more than it should.

Behind her, she heard footsteps.

Her not-self stood at the edge of the scene, looking... lost. The mop was gone. So was the bravado. Just her hands, clenched and empty, and her eyes fixed on a memory of their father yelling about a broken promise.

Lila approached slowly.

“You found the end,” she said softly. “Whether you wanted to or not.”

“I didn’t mean to screw it up,” the other Lila whispered. “I just... didn’t know what to do. I thought if I stalled long enough, maybe I wouldn’t have to decide.”

“Story of my life,” Lila said. “Literally.”

Other-Lila turned, but there was no fight left in her. “I wasn’t supposed to be anything. I was background. I designed flyers and ate sad frozen meals and occasionally cried in Target parking lots. The second I saw the door—any door—I ran.”

Lila looked around at the memories swirling. Some were hers. Some weren’t. All were true.

“You didn’t mess up,” she said. “You froze. That’s human. But now the loop’s coming apart, and if you keep hiding in almost-real places, you’re going to take the rest of us with you. Including the brunch dimension.”

“...That was real?”

“It’s where bacon doesn’t add calories,” Lila said. “We protect it at all costs.”

A pause.

Then a broken laugh.

“I didn’t get closure,” her mirror said quietly. “I didn’t get anything. Just... silence.”

Lila nodded. “I know. So I’ll give you mine.”

She stepped closer and reached out her hand.

Other-Lila hesitated. And then reached back.

Their fingers met—

And the shardspace shimmered.

One by one, the fragments folded inward. The memories settled. Doors closed. A kaleidoscope collapsing into a single point of light.

The scythe in Lila’s hand vibrated once, pulsed, and stilled.

The soul was collected.

The breach healed.

And in the silence that followed, Heath’s voice returned—thankfully prose again.

“Well done, waffleheart,” he said softly. “Narrative integrity restored. The brunch dimension lives another day.”

Lila sat down on a memory of her favorite armchair and exhaled.

“Good,” she said. “Now I need a nap. And possibly a therapy ferret.”
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LILA STEPPED OUT OF the mirror-portal and back into Apartment 3B, trailing sparkles like a defeated birthday piñata.

Her boots hit the antique rug with a finality that felt almost sacred. Her joints cracked like bad punctuation. Her hair looked like it had lost a bet.

She looked around—still no clock, no ticking, no passage of time. 3B didn’t do linearity. It simply existed, smug and judgmental.

And so did Duchess Velcro.

The cat was waiting on the desk again, composed, pristine, and somehow even fluffier than before.

She gave Lila a single look that conveyed, with devastating clarity: Took you long enough, amateur.

Lila sighed and dropped to one knee.

“I come bearing glitter and emotional damage.”

Velcro blinked. Slowly.

Permission granted.

Lila reached out and gave one ear the gentlest of scritches.

Then, with regal detachment, the Duchess turned and leapt down, vanishing into a corner that probably didn’t exist before and definitely wouldn’t be there when she looked again.

Lila straightened with a groan. “Yeah, I’m done here.”

Outside, the world was blessedly mundane.

No swirling portals. No sentient soup. Just the warm, slightly burned smell of street-level coffee drifting from the café on the corner.

Lila limped inside, leaving a faint trail of glitter behind her like a very tired comet. She made it to the counter, ordered something large and scalding, and collapsed into a corner booth like gravity had won.

The coffee arrived. It was decent.

Not like Hell’s break room brew—less notes of dark roast vengeance, more overcaffeinated intern—but it was hot and real.

She took a long sip and let herself breathe for the first time in what felt like a week.

Her tablet buzzed to life.

“Oh, now you reconnect?” she snapped.

Heath groaned in her ear like a bureaucrat haunted by a broken filing system.

“Three liminal breaches, one unauthorized soul harmonization, light cult formation—congrats, you’re someone’s messiah now—moderate narrative collapse, and one glitter-based reality ripple. That’s six forms. Seven if we count the ‘unsanctioned feline interface with semi-divine properties’ declaration. And I always count that one.”

“I don’t suppose I can ignore all of that,” she muttered.

“Only if you enjoy working in the Department of Infinite Elevators. No exits. Muzak on loop.”

She took another sip and muttered, “Next time, someone better die normally.”

Her phone buzzed with an incoming message.

Ethan: You survived 3B. Let’s debrief. Also: I told you not to touch the cat.

Lila stared at the screen.

Then tipped back the rest of her coffee.

“...I hate it when he’s right.”

She stood, glitter still clinging in places glitter had no business being, and walked out into the afternoon.

The wind picked up just enough to leave a trail of sparkles behind her.

Because of course it did.
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Stuffing the Impossible
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A Dakota & McKenna Thanksgiving short




Author’s Note

This is a quiet story about building something where nothing existed before. No heists, no explosions—just two people trying to assemble a holiday out of instinct, improvisation, and a deep suspicion of tradition.

It’s about found family, about choosing our way when the rulebook never showed up, and about the moment when running stops being the default. If it feels small, that’s intentional. Sometimes the most important choices happen in kitchens, with food that did not sign up for this.

And yes—some people absolutely know more about historical Thanksgiving than is socially acceptable.



DAKOTA CHASE HAD PULLED off government heists with less planning than this.

For weeks, she and McKenna had circled the question like it was a live explosive: what the hell were they supposed to do about Thanksgiving?

Dakota had shrugged at first—holidays were usually great days to hit a warehouse or skim a shipment while half the guards were passed out on gravy and bad beer. McKenna had never really done Thanksgiving; she’d grown up in places where people were more worried about the power grid failing than roasting poultry. Neither of them had a tradition to fall back on—or anyone to ask.

Dakota tried calling her mother, but nurses didn’t get holidays. She caught her on a ten-second break long enough for, “Honey, eat something with protein and try not to get arrested,” before another alarm went off in the background and the line cut. Her brother didn’t even pretend to respond.

McKenna had no family at all, just the crew, which meant the two of them did what all sensible adults do in moments of profound confusion: asked their criminal associates for help.

Chelsea’s suggestion had involved premade pies and whiskey. Sierra’s had sounded like a Pinterest board having a nervous breakdown. Kalili’s had been unnervingly specific and suspiciously... firsthand.

Nothing matched. Everything contradicted everything else. Dakota found herself writing “mashed potatoes?” next to “venison??” and then “?? popcorn ???” because apparently Charlie Brown had opinions, too.

So they hit the grocery store—and actually paid for things, which felt wrong on a cellular level—and overloaded a cart in a way that would’ve made a prepper blush. McKenna kept checking the receipt, convinced they’d done it incorrectly. Dakota kept expecting an alarm to go off because surely this counted as an elaborate sting operation.

Back home, they spread their loot across the counter like they were casing the place for entry points.

That’s when it hit Dakota: they had absolutely no idea what they were doing.

She stood in the middle of their tiny kitchen above the Salty Parrot, staring at the turkey she’d bought on sale because the freezer at 2nd & Charles had been broken and the manager “wanted it gone.” 

The bird—if it was even a bird—was enormous. Possibly prehistoric. She had a knife in one hand, a tablet in the other, and a creeping sense that she’d made a tactical error somewhere.

Behind her, McKenna padded in wearing one of Dakota’s shirts like she didn’t know she was wearing it. “You look like you’re about to interrogate that thing.”

“I might,” Dakota muttered. “It’s big enough to talk back.”

McKenna laughed softly, bumped her shoulder, and said, “Okay. We got this. How hard can Thanksgiving be?”

There was a knock. Then a second. Then a third.

Dakota groaned. “I jinxed it, didn’t I?”

The crew arrived like consultants at a disaster site.
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