
  
    [image: Revenge of the Nymph]
  



  	
	    
	      Also by Ramon Terrell

	    

      
	    
          
	      Heart of a Darkdancer

          
        
          
	          Shadowlancer

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Hunter's Moon

          
        
          
	          Running from the Night

          
        
          
	          Hunter's Moon

          
        
          
	          Darkness of Day

          
        
          
	          Revenire

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Legend of Takashaniel

          
        
          
	          Echoes of a Shattered Age

          
        
          
	          Legends of A Shattered Age

          
        
          
	          Heroes of a Broken Age

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Saga of Ruintaion

          
        
          
	          Unleashed: Book One of the Saga of Ruination

          
        
          
	          Emergence: Book Two of the Saga of Ruination

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Fairies

          
        
          
	          Out of Ordure

          
        
          
	          Revenge of the Nymph: The Fairies: Volume 2

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Ramon Terrell’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


  
    
      Revenge of the Nymph

      The Fairies: Volume II

    

    
      
        Ramón Terrell

      

    

    
      Tal Publishing

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2022 Ramón Terrell

        First edition 2022

        Tal Publishing

      

      

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including photocopying, recording or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the express written permission of the copyright holder, except where permitted by law. This novel is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination, or, if real, used fictitiously.

      This book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

      
        
        Ebook Edition

      

        

      
        Cover art by: Nick Deligaris

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One

          

        

      

    

    
      Fecanya swung her legs back and forth, magic sparkles trailing her ankles. She leaned back on her hands and let her head fall back. From her perch on the second story windowsill, she could see the late-night clouds drifting past the moon. An owl glided overhead and landed on a nearby branch. It swiveled its head in her direction and she could have sworn its beak was clamped shut to keep from laughing.

      She adjusted her brown burlap dress and nearly elbowed the sack next to her off the sill. She hurriedly snatched it off the edge and pressed it against the window with a relieved sigh. Just the thought of gathering up scattered teeth all over the street below was enough to make her shudder.

      Fecanya leaned to the side and looked in the window—again—at the parents sitting on their little daughter’s bed. She sighed and let her head fall against the side of the house with a thump. What was it with little humans and not wanting to sleep? Or stay still? Or not eat even when hungry? Or …

      She gave her head a shake and sighed again, resting her hand on the sack of teeth beside her. How in Lilith’s underworld did humans think their young could fall asleep in a room bursting with stimuli?

      Against the closest wall sat dolls atop a toy box. Portraits of cartoon characters, heads and eyes far too large to be anatomically correct, adorned each of the four fuchsia walls, and pink drapes hung drawn away from the window Fecanya sat next to. A dollhouse sat next to a little tea table for said dolls, and a three-foot-tall castle sat against the far wall where Jack Vorgamish and his Mighty Morgander Men action figures stood guard.

      “Patience,” she told herself. I’m not processing crap, after all.” Once again she leaned to the side to look in the window, wondering if things would cross into the one hour mark as the parents struggled mightily to get their daughter to sleep.
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      “Hush, little baby, close your eyes. Lie in the bed, it’s sleepy time. Place your tooth under your pillow … under your pillow … um …your pilloooow …”

      Sucking on her thumb, little Tyleshia’s blank stare turned into a confused frown as she watched Mama’s mouth bob open and closed. She was far too young to know that Mama was, in fact, fishing through the depths of her vocabulary for a word that rhymed with “pillow” like a fisherman trawling a puddle for a sturgeon.

      Tyleshia giggled. “You’re funny, Mama. You look just like a fishie.” She made popping sounds as she bobbed her mouth open and closed.

      “… It’ll fall away like the leaves of a Weeping Wiiiillooooow …”

      Beside Mama, Daddy’s brow crinkled. He folded his lips under his teeth as he gently patted Mama’s shoulder. “Time for bed now, little lady.”

      Tyleshia smiled, rubbing her little tongue over the smooth exposed gums where two of her teeth had once resided. “When will she come, Daddy?”

      “Well,” Daddy said. “The tooth fairy only comes when you sleep, so you’d better …”

      “Do you think she’ll bwing something coowl, like a hamma?”

      Mama and Daddy shared a look. “A … hammer?” Mama asked.

      Tyleshia nodded, still sucking on her increasingly soggy thumb. “You think she’ll bwing me a hamma, like Thowa?”

      Mama’s mouth formed a crinkled line to match daddy’s brow. “Um … honey, the tooth fairy doesn’t trade hammers for teeth …” She then frowned and tilted her head to the side. She looked at Daddy, then looked around the room. “Did you hear that?”

      “Hear what?” Daddy asked, following her gaze to everywhere.

      Mama glanced at the window. “It sounded … it sounded like someone sighing. Like a high-pitched, very impatient sigh. You didn’t hear it?”

      Daddy shook his head. “I didn’t hear anything …”

      A child’s mind can either move from subject to subject with the dexterity of a squirrel, or lock onto a single topic with the strength of an angry lobster’s grip. Little Tyleshia’s mind went down the second option.

      “You don’t think the toofairy will bwing me a hamma like Thowa?”

      “Er … that’s a rather unconventional thing—”

      “What’s unconneshinal?”

      Daddy scratched his head. “Unconventional means—”

      “Thowa is uh Assguardian, isn’t he?”

      Mama’s eyes widened. “Say what?”

      Daddy cupped his fist over his mouth and coughed.

      “I don’t think—” Mama stuttered.

      “I wanna be uh Assgardian like Thowa.”

      “Honey, it’s pronounced—”

      “If the toofairy won’t bwing me a hamma, how can I be uh Assgardian?”

      Daddy patted Tyleshia’s leg. “Honey, it’s time to go to sleep. We’ll talk about Azzzzzguardians, hammers, and such, later. Okay?” He offered her a thumb’s up.

      Tyleshia nodded, withdrew her thumb from her mouth with a ‘pop’, and held it up.

      “Oh, good grief.”

      “There it is again!” Mama said. She looked around the room, then at Daddy. “Did you hear it that time?” She knelt and looked under the bed, then skulked around the room. She opened the Morgander Men castle and peeked inside. The purple-haired Raggedy Dan and Mandy dolls hanging on the closet swing back and forth when Mama opened the door to look inside. “You heard that, right? A little munchkin voice?”

      Daddy yawned. “Probably one of the neighborhood kids or something.” He gently grabbed Mama’s shoulders and guided her toward the door.

      Little Tyleshia watched them exit, though she, too, had heard the voice.

      So snugly settled within the comfort of the early sunrise of her life, little Tyleshia hadn’t yet acquired the concept of tired. She couldn’t know, for instance, that although Daddy had also heard the little exasperated voice, he was, in fact, exhausted.

      Tyleshia giggled in her lack of the concept of desperation, also. She didn’t really know what work was, but Mama and Daddy spoke often about it, in addition to Tyleshia’s endless well of energy for play, games, and a masterful skill for destruction of none but the most valuable of objects.

      She twiddled her thumbs in complete obliviousness of Daddy’s desperation for Tyleshia to fall asleep, rather than her becoming fully alert over a strange voice, no matter what it was.

      Tyleshia giggled again when she heard the disembodied voice grumble, “who’re you calling a munchkin, sister?” She replaced her thumb to her mouth and resumed syphoning out the remaining moisture. “Who’s theya? Are you my toofairy?”

      A much louder sigh answered, followed by a muttered, “Here we go”. A throat cleared. “I … I am indeed the fairy you speak, come to collect your newly fallen teeth.”

      Tyleshia managed to sag at this news despite lying flat on her back. “Oh. I was hoping you was the toofairy. I wanted the toofairy to come.”

      “WHAT DO YOU THINK I JUST … ahem. I am indeed the tooth fairy, little tyke. Come to collect your teeth this night.”

      Tyleshia smiled around her thumb. “Did you bwing me a hamma?”

      After a rather lengthy pause, the voice answered, “Although I have no hammer for you, for your lovely teeth I have a dime or two. Let me fish within my purse, some lovely coins—”

      “If you don’t have a hamma, can I have a Bwick Cwaft Builduhs kit?”

      From the corner of her eye, Tyleshia saw a flicker of sparkles near the window.

      “A freaking what?” Another sparkle burst. “Ahem. While I don’t have—”

      “What about a magic bubble bag?” Tyleshia negotiated.

      “…”

      Tyleshia looked around the dark room during the prolonged silence. “Are you theya, toofairy?”

      The resulting slow, deep breath was closer than the window, this time. Tyleshia sat up and looked in the direction of the sound, but nothing was there. She climbed out of bed and walked toward the sound. “Where are you, toofairy?” She opened the Morgander Men castle, but found only more intricately posed Morgander Men.

      Staring at the action figures, Tyleshia began to imagine mighty Jack Vorgamish summoning a battle morgander into battle.

      The voice of the invisible fairy drew her out of her rapidly constructing scenario.

      “I … your requests have given me pause, for you have mistaken me for Santa Claus.”

      Tyleshia’s little brown eyes twinkled. “I wuv Sanna Caws.”

      “Look, kid! Can we focus? I’ve got a lot more of these damned dimes … ahem. Although I’d love to chat all night, many more teeth I must collect, little tyke.”

      “Can I see you, Miss Toofairy?”

      “Nope.”

      Tyleshia looked back to her pillow, where she heard muffled versions of the same funny words Mama and Daddy used when their feet happened upon one of her stray Brick Craft Builder’s Bricks.

      She hopped back in bed and lifted the pillow, but her tooth was gone, and no fairy. She dropped her head on the pillow, then giggled again when she heard more grumbling.

      “Oof. You trying to crush me? How does Tootheria get these things out from under these huge heads?”

      When the bumping finally stopped, Tyleshia waited silently in the dark room, her little night light valiantly battling the darkness. “Are you weaving now, Miss Toofairy?”

      “Indeed I am, lovely girl. I must depart with a twirl!”

      “Why you gonna twirl?” Tyleshia asked, gnawing on her thumb.

      “Dunno. Rhymes with girl.”

      “What’s whymes?”

      “The time has come for me to leave. And you, beautiful girl, time for sleep.”

      Tyleshia turned over and fished her little hand under her pillow again. This time, her little fingers closed around a large silver coin. She drew her hand out and grinned. She turned back to the empty space the voice occupied.

      “It’s a lot bigger than the last one you bwought. Thank you, Miss Toofairy.” She offered a wide smile to the room, otherwise dark except for the ambient glow of the two competing nightlights at the opposing walls. “I wuv you, Miss Toofairy!”

      She heard the faint sound of “Aww, you’re so sweet,” followed quickly by a loud clearing of a throat and a more audible, “you’re … welcome sweet child, and thanks for the teeth! May you have dreams that are ever so sweet!”

      After several moments of silence followed, Tyleshia heard the faintest of sighs. It sounded like the same sigh Mama and Daddy made when Tyleshia followed them into the bathroom with her toys.

      Suddenly the room lit in a burst of sparkles. Brilliant golden light shined on the tooth fairy’s light brown dress, which looked to Tyleshia to be made of the same material as the sack Daddy brought potatoes home in.

      The tooth fairy floated in the golden light, wings fluttering behind her arched back. Her teeth gleamed in a broad—yet somehow pained—smile across her glowing face.

      Little Tyleshia giggled and put her coin down to clap. The tooth fairy zipped out of the window in a trail of sparkles, and Tyleshia grabbed her coin and trotted out the door to show a soon to be very surprised—or rather, unnerved—Mama and Daddy her silver dollar.
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      Teeth.

      Fecanya glided through the many snaking tunnels on her way to the Arizona branch of Fey World Maintenance Services. As much as she tried not to admit it to herself, that first little girl had been cute. Of all the children she’d visited, tonight, the first girl had also had the least greasy teeth. What did children do with their mouths to make their teeth so greasy?

      She banked a left turn and sped down a winding tunnel, passing a swarm of brownies who’d merged to become a broom to sweep out the dust and grime. They briefly reconfigured to form a hand and waved at the Ordure Engineer-turned Temporary Tooth Fairy.

      Fecanya waved at the brownies as she passed. She zipped down another tunnel where a team of dwarves hacked at a precious mineral deposit with pickaxes. They struck to the rhythm of cadences chanted by dwarves who’d managed to convince everyone that chanting cadences was just as labor-intensive as the actual labor. Singing was all in the diaphragm, you see.

      Up, she flew, ascending yet another winding tunnel that eventually arced vertical again. A pinprick of light shone in the distance and rapidly grew more prominent as Fecanya raced toward it. The distant sounds of the busy rotunda sharpened as she neared the end of the tunnel.

      Fecanya burst free of the tunnel in a dramatic flourish, zinging ever upwards in the middle of the grand rotunda. Beehive-style living pods passed in a blur as she flew straight up toward the upper levels. Far below, she heard Davin Gravelchin’s rumbling voice.

      “Well, look who’s got a buncha sparkle in her wings!”

      Fecanya looked down at the waving dwarf and smiled.

      She swung herself over the rail of the appropriate pathway and skipped along toward her appointment with the resident therapist. Children’s teeth might be a touch of disgusting at times, but they were still better than the other … merchandise she usually worked with.

      The Ordure Engineer-turned substitute Tooth Fairy—stopped outside the door to Leowitriss’s office and snapped her fingers. A sweetbark cigarette appeared in a burst of purple sparkles. She grinned deviously at the little stick as if it were in on her private joke, then grimaced after placing the cigarette between her lips. The sweetbark had long ago lost its charm, as did the actual smoking of it. But the way Leowitriss’s jowls trembled when he shook his head in disapproval made it worth the discomfort.

      Fecanya opened the door, stepped in, closed the door, then knocked.

      Spectacles balanced precariously at the tip of his nose, Leowitriss raised his ram-horned head to regard her. He opened his mouth, then simply shook his head and indicated the chaise lounge against the wall.

      Fecanya skipped over and plopped down. And bounced.

      “Ow!” She sat up and rubbed the back of her head and her backside. “What’d you do to this couch? Feels like a slab of cement.”

      “Urhem.” Leowitriss slid his spectacles up the bridge of his nose and rubbed the space between his eyes.

      “Still getting headaches?” Fecanya asked. “You’re head’s probably too big for those—”

      “Given your newly developed habit of falling asleep during our sessions,” Leowitriss said rather sharply. “I felt it necessary to make the chaise lounge a bit less comfortable.”

      Crinkled sweetbark cigarette dangling from the corner of her mouth, Fecanya blinked at him. “I thought these sessions were supposed to be relaxing, Leo. What’s more relaxing than you droning on about ‘theh responsibiliteeehs of your job, huhMiss Fecanyah!’”

      “I do NOT tuck in my chin like that when I talk! He glanced down at his chin and pushed it out. “And put that cigarette out. Please!

      “Sure, Leo.”

      “My name—”

      “Is … huhLeowitriss, Miss huhFecanyah!” Fecanya boomed.

      Leowitriss ground his teeth, then glared at the pen he was strangling. After several deep breaths, he pulled up a chair beside her. “Why must you mock me so? I’m here to help you.”

      Fecanya considered the question. She didn’t dislike the therapist, after all. What could be more endearing than a prim and proper satyr, dressed in hummus-colored, striped slacks, pale orange shirt, rose and rhubarb tie, and wingtips?

      No, she didn’t dislike Leowitriss at all. Perhaps it was the fact that she was forced into these sessions. Maybe it was because Leowitriss had taken it as his personal mission to “fix” her. Or, perhaps it was simply because it was just too easy to get him going.

      “Well, you know what they say, Leo,” Fecanya began, then quickly added, “witriss! We tease the ones we love the most.” She glanced at her sweetbark cigarette, blue smoke drifting lazily toward the ceiling, and put it out. She tossed it in the air and it disappeared in a puff of blue sparks.

      Leowitriss placed three sausage-like fingers over his heart and tilted his ram-horned head. “Oh, Miss Fecanya. That is so very kind. In a kind of elbow to the throat kindness, but kindness nonetheless. Thank you.”

      Fecanya resisted the urge to echo his breathy “huhthankyou,” and just rolled with it. The starchy satyr might make a human tax collector look like a heavy metal roadie after ten energy drinks, but he was trying.

      “Now,” Leowitriss folded his hands in his lap. “You’ve been sticking to your exercise regimen as prescribed, hmm?”

      Fecanya leaned back into the granite-like cushions. “Well, I’ve been going and doing my best. But, I’d rather not get too muscly, you know?” She held up a skinny little arm. “I don’t think it’d be very fairy-like to go around with arms like a dwarf, after all. Be tough for flying.”

      “You needn’t be concerned,” Leowitriss replied, swallowing the bait with the single-mindedness of a largemouth bass. “It is rather impossible for a fairy to attain the physique of a dwarf.”

      “Are you sure?” Fecanya asked, her tone as innocent as a humming siren. “I mean, it’d be nice to lift five times my weight, but I’m afraid it would be rather unsightly. I mean, how do you manage it? You’ve got some pretty hard-looking ham hocks on you. I bet you could manage loads of weight with those things.”

      Leowitriss’s chin wrinkled with pride as he looked over his biceps. “Well, I have been making my way to some of the boot camps we have around here, and the progress has been …” he narrowed his eyes. “What’s a ham hock?”

      Fecanya waved a dismissive hand. “Oh it’s just slang. Means you’re just so beefy, Leowitriss. If you’re not careful, you’re gonna start attracting …” she looked his outfit over, again, “um, others.” She smiled.

      Leowitriss narrowed his eyes. “You have the smile of a snapdragon, Miss Fecanya. Our session has ended.”

      Fecanya blinked. “But it hasn’t begun.”

      “I’m sure you’re devastated,” came the reply. “Exercise and drink water. Maybe lace it with a little turmeric. Wheatgrass is good as well. And definitely consume as much Morgathra Root as possible.”

      “Morga … what?” Fecanya frowned. “What was that last bit?”

      “Morgathra Root,” Leowitriss explained. “It’s good for the brain, and is especially beneficial to those who tend to have the same personality traits as the objects of their profession.”

      Fecanya nodded at Leowitriss with surprised approval as she chewed on that for a moment. She glanced at the top of the satyr’s head. “Does it help with rapidly retreating hairlines, too? You’re losing the follicle war—”

      “Get! OUT!”

      Fecanya shot into the air and, with a figure-eight flourish, zipped out the door. She magically closed it behind her, and for just a moment, she felt a pang of hesitation. Maybe she should lighten up on ole Leo. She half-turned, thinking perhaps she would go in and try to wrangle up an apology. However, her hand stopped just before she started to knock when she heard chuckling on the other side of the door. She grinned. “Maybe there’s hope for us both, Leo.”
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      Portraits of athletic goblins flexing sweet pea-sized muscles lined the gravy-colored walls outside the workout studio of Zachary Von Badass. Fecanya’s wings fluttered with the rapidity of a hummingbird, keeping her a few heads above the herd of milling dwarves.

      “Why’re ye floatin’ about up there, sprite?” one of the dwarves asked. “Yer too good to stand on the ground with the rest of us?”

      Fecanya looked down at the hulking speaker with the bright orange beard. “Nah. I prefer my oxygen armpit-funk-free.”

      The surrounding dwarves laughed. “She got ye on that one, Dorgin,” one said beside him.

      Dorgin snarled. “She’s talkin’ ’bout all ‘o’ ye!” He waved a thick arm to encompass the group.

      “Speak fer yerself,” said another.

      The door to the workout studio swung open, jostling the multicolored beads hanging on the back. The dwarves milled in, followed by a couple of mumbling trolls who lumbered at the back of the crowd as it strangled itself through the door.

      The studio was lined with mirrors on every wall which rapidly began to haze over under the burden of body heat from the mass of dwarves, goblins, and trolls.

      Ballet barres lined three of the mirrored walls under which, three-foot-tall dumbbell racks sagged under the weight of no less than a thousand pounds of weights. A passing dwarf stopped and picked up a hundred-and-fifty-pound dumbbell. “Hmph. I like the rubber grip better,” she grumbled, turning it this way and that.

      “Ye gonna play with that or get to yer mat, Hilder?” one of the dwarves nearest Fecanya teased.

      Fecanya watched as Hilder pointedly turned her head and regarded the other dwarf, who made a show of running his hand over his beard under her iron gaze.

      “Maybe I’ll put it down,” Hilder finally replied. “Or maybe I’ll come over there and touch ye on the chin with this dumbbell really, really fast.” She tossed it in her hand a couple times like one would a palm-sized rock, then sat it back on the rack. The beleaguered apparatus let out an almost sentient groan.

      “Don’t know why yer even here,” Dorgin said when Fecanya snickered. “What with them twig arms, there.” He twiddled his fingers.

      Fecanya arched an eyebrow. “Says the dwarf who’s spent more time wielding a fork than a pickaxe?”

      Dorgin joined in at the murmur of chuckling about the studio. “Yer a saucy one, eh?”

      “Please don’t think of sauce when you think of me, Dorgin,” Fecanya said.

      “Hum hem!” boomed—well, tried to boom—a voice from the front of the room.

      Hands clasped behind his back, a lone goblin paced back and forth atop a raised platform at the front of the studio. “Time for play … is OVER!”

      Fecanya bit her bottom lip. After more than a month of classes, she still hadn’t gotten used to this guy. From the dingy salmon-colored headband, wrinkled blue workout tights—that somehow managed to have creases in them—to his athletic toe shoes, the goblin was quite a sight.

      In a voice much like a raging televangelist with vocal cords afire, Zachary Von Badass roared, “When you step into my battlefield, your only chance of survival is to turn on BEAST MODE!”

      The goblin rammed a little gray fist into the radio, filling the studio with the song Eye of the Liger. He then leapt straight into the air and landed in the pushup position.

      “It’s time to push! It’s time to GO!” His upper back bobbed up and down with each rep while his lower body rested comfortably on his three-inch-thick yoga mat. “And when it’s time to get down, that’s when I call on MAAAH friend. And his name is BHUUEEAST MOOOOOODE!”

      “Sounds like somebody’s chokin’ him on the privy,” Dorgin muttered, bending his arms as best he could despite his ample midsection doing most of the work. “You two’d make a good match, sprite.” He turned a wide, toothy smile on Fecanya that shone like fresh butter.

      “Worry about yourself,” Fecanya shot back, bouncing through her pushups. “Or better yet, worry about cutting back on the pies.”

      “Oh ho,” Dorgin replied, rocking back and forth through his pushups. “The little sprite here’s gettin’ all caught up in beast mode.”

      More chuckling.

      “This, coming from the dwarf who’s been caught up in ‘Feast Mode’?” Fecanya countered, to roaring laughter.

      “This. Is not. The time. To TALK!” Zachary Von Badass groan-shouted. “This is. The time. To WORK. This is. The time. To PUSH. This is the time to FIGHT. And the only way to win thiiiis fight is to dig DEEP, grab HOLD, and summon up BEAST MOOOOOODE!”

      “Too bad beast mode doesn’t iron his shorts,” Fecanya whispered.

      The goblin’s ears flopped wildly as he wobbled up and down in his pushup-crazed frenzy, salmon headband a pink blur. “Every … body COUNT! One. Two. Three. FO! I. Summon. BEAST. MODE!”
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      Fecanya ran a hand along the side of the towel cone wrapped atop her head and winked at her reflection in the mirror. Despite being a purely magical being that didn’t sweat or need to bathe, she loved the refreshing tingle of the moist air on her skin after a hot bath.

      She closed her eyes and inhaled the aroma of bath salts with a pinch of fey dust that still floated in the air. She curled an arm in front of the mirror, flexed, then snorted. If there was a muscular fairy anywhere from here to Lilith’s Underworld, Fecanya had only ever seen one. Deliah Harmass, AKA Lieutenant Commander Hardass.

      “Bedtime,” she yawned.

      Fecanya dried her auburn hair and stretched, then hopped onto the bed. “Gotta hit Helkin Avenue tomorrow night,” she said around yet another yawn. “Teeth. For the life of me, I don’t get why in the world anyone would want to collect—”

      She drifted to sleep.
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      Throughout history, many have fashioned themselves as master practical jokers. From the inventor of the whoopie cushion to the gentleman who that thought it would be funny to line the floor next to his sleeping roommate’s bed with mousetraps.

      They were all wrong.

      Master of the practical joke was, in fact, Time. And it was during Fecanya’s fitful slumber that Time found the perfect opportunity to allow Fecanya to experience as much of her current nightmare as possible.

      But even Time couldn’t restrain horror indefinitely.

      After what felt like an eternity, Fecanya jolted upright. She ran her fingers through her hair and swallowed as she scanned her pod. “Turds,” she whispered. “Apes. Turd-flinging apes.” She realized she was gasping and forced her breathing to slow. “So … so many turds.”

      She curled her legs up and wrapped her arms around them, resting her chin on her knees. She took deep breaths, not daring to close her eyes for fear of seeing in her mind’s eye the rain of gorilla turds, imps using a wastewater plant as a portal, and hearing the phantom voices of frantically laughing chimpanzees.

      “It’s over,” she told herself. “Been over for months, now. No turd missiles, no filthy, filthy imps.”

      From the corner of her eye, Fecanya noticed several large bags slouched against the far wall. Teeth. Slimy, greasy, children’s teeth. She’d even discovered a handful of adult teeth in there, much to her horror. She gave herself a shake. Humans were a special kind of primate.

      She stretched her legs and swung them over the side of the bed, still regarding the sacks of teeth. “Why in Lilith’s vast Underworld would a fairy voluntarily collect teeth?” Fecanya rolled her eyes at her own question, for she knew the answer.

      “Don’t care how relatively clean a child’s teeth are,” she mumbled. “No way I’m living in a pod made outta those things.” Fecanya shuddered at the thought of living in a child tooth pod. Didn’t Tootheria and her ilk know what the miniaturized humans put in their mouths?

      Everything.

      With great reluctance, Fecanya climbed out of bed and went to her desk where a glittering letter waited. She plopped down in the chair, and with a wave of her hand, a teacup and pitcher appeared in the air. While the pitcher filled the little ceramic cup, Fecanya opened the letter, then reached up and took the cup out of the air.

      With each word she read, her mouth grew drier, despite the hot drink.

      Dear Fecanya, Ordure Engineer of Fey World Maintenance Services. Your presence is required in my office post haste, the moment you open this letter.

      

      —Deliah Harmass,

      (Lead Supervisor at Fey World Maintenance Services)

      Fecanya ran her tongue along the inside of her cheek. “Deah, Fecanya,” she began to mock. Oahduah Engineah—”

      More text appeared on the letter.

      “When I said your presence was required in my office, I did not mention your rather colorful sarcasm, nor your recalcitrant attitude. Leave both behind.

      

      —Yours truly,

      Deliah Harmass

      (LEAD SUPERVISOR at Fey World Maintenance Services)

      

      A fresh retort nearly escaped Fecanya’s mouth before she wrestled it back. She stared at the paper, which seemed to stare right back at her; waiting.

      After opening her mouth several times, Fecanya wrinkled her lips and got up from the table. She hopped out of her little pod, high up in the rotunda, and zipped across the open-air toward Deliah’s office.

      Fecanya smiled and saluted a group of waving gnomes as she glided by. She let out a contented sigh. Though she’d never admit it to anyone else, she enjoyed the industrious hum of FWMS. Magic buzzed in the air, pickaxes rose and fell, flowers bloomed, and from this high up, even the power of dwarven body odor was diminished.

      She touched down in front of Deliah Harmass’s office door, still not fully committed to entering yet. She and the Lead Supervisor didn’t exactly dislike each other so much as they got on like a pair of dueling rams.

      Fecanya pressed her head to the door, and the sound of Bloomara’s muffled opera singer’s voice filled her ears. The sound practically dragged a snarl across her face, and Fecanya thought maybe she’d just go back home and send in a sick note …”

      The door swung open.

      Head still turned aside, Fecanya blinked, then straightened and began pulling at the nonexistent wrinkles in her burlap dress. Four sets of eyes stared at her while she wrestled her dignity into position and strutted through the door. “Uhem.”

      “Uhem,” Deliah replied.

      “Hi, Fecanya!” Sugressa waved.

      “Umhey,” Fecanya murmured.

      Garbita cleared her throat. “Nice to see you, Fecanya.”

      Fecanya responded with a smile worthy of a great white shark.

      “Thank you for joining us, Fecanya,” Deliah said. “And now that we’re all here, I need to discuss with you some rather concerning events.” She looked at Fecanya. “You’ve been covering for Tootheria for the past couple of weeks, now. Well-done.”

      Fecanya responded to that by opening her mouth and keeping it that way.

      “Apparently,” Deliah continued, “Tootheria isn’t the only Fey Services staff to have gone missing. Mewamina is reportedly MIA as well, and hasn’t been heard from for a week. Without a proper replacement, kittens have not been properly taught to mew.”

      Sugressa raised her hand and Deliah nodded. “I’ve never met Mewamina, but I thought she did something else with kittens. I mean, wouldn’t their mums and dads teach them to mew?”

      Fecanya snorted. “You ever meet a cat that taught anyone anything other than how to be an a—”

      “Cats do not meow to one another, Sugressa,” Deliah cut in. “The whole meow front is something they’ve relied on us to teach them. If not for the Cat Communications Department of FWMS, adult cats would struggle to remain cute enough for humans to tolerate their rather … intractable personalities.”

      Bloomara crossed her arms over her chest, her long blue locks falling over her shoulders. “What has been the result?”

      “Groaning and grunting,” Deliah Harmass answered with a sigh. “Veterinarians all over the region are reporting a surge in kitten-related visits due to their excessive grunts and groans. If we don’t solve this problem soon, humans may well start misdiagnosing them as constipated.”

      Fecanya shuddered. “That … that means they’ll start prescribing …” she couldn’t even finish the sentence.

      Deliah caught her meaning, however, and responded with a grim nod. “Yes. Laxatives. And there’s more.”

      Everyone sagged where they stood. Fecanya thought she could feel her wings droop.

      “Caffeinisa is also missing.”

      Garbita’s eyes widened. “Oh dear. Oh dear, dear me.”

      Fecanya’s heart skipped a beat. “Yeeeeeaaah. That’s not good.”

      “To put it mildly,” Deliah said. “Reports have come in that coffee shops all about the human metropolis, Seattle, are seeing a spike in coffee sales. So it can be surmised that without Caffeinisa’s contributions, nonmagically enhanced coffee beans do little to keep adult humans going.”

      “So, what?” Fecanya asked. “They’re oversleeping?”

      “Oversleeping, falling asleep everywhere, growing irritable due to headaches, and generally just beating each other up.” Deliah moved to the far wall of her office, where hung a whiteboard with a map of Washington. She pointed at a section of Seattle with a cluster of red dots.

      “My dear!” Garbita held her hand over her heart. “Surely all of that can’t be reports of fisticuffs?”

      Fecanya side-eyed the Detritus Redistributor. Fisticuffs?

      “Er, that is the case, Garbita.” Deliah turned to the board. “So far, there have been only minor scuffles; humans kicking and slapping each other, throwing lukewarm coffee and teabags. That sort of thing. As you can see,” she indicated the new dots that had appeared while she spoke. “The situation is currently isolated to Seattle, but it’s spreading so rapidly, it could become epidemic within the week.”

      Fecanya whistled through her teeth. An entire human city without caffeine? “Welp!” She clapped her hands together. “I appreciate the heads-up, Deliah. I’ll be sure to be extra careful to avoid all those fisticuffs while I’m collecting teeth—”

      “The teeth can obviously wait,” Deliah interrupted. “When you find our missing staff, you can assist Tootheria in cleaning up all the stray teeth that are no doubt littering the streets of Seattle right now. Our priority is finding our missing fairies. There’s more to this, and we need to find out what. I have all confidence in the four of you to do just that.”

      Deliah Harmass clasped her hands behind her back as she turned to the whiteboard again. “You’re dismissed. Be careful.”
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