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Chapter 1

I woke up pinned.

Something heavy and very warm lay across my chest, something else had my right arm trapped, and my legs were completely immobilized under a surprisingly sharp knee. For a second, half-asleep, my brain went straight to the old nightmare—collapsed shelves in the bakery, sacks of flour on top of me, crushed under my own incompetence.

Then sleek black hair tickled my chin, a soft ear flicked against my jaw, and the nightmare dissolved into something way more ridiculous.

Right. My life now.

Nyx was draped diagonally across my chest like I was a particularly unimpressive throne, her long black hair spilling over my collarbone, cat ears twitching once in a while as she slept. She wore the same simple black bra and panties she’d decided were “bed clothes” when they first got here, which had felt like an emergency to me and apparently like “perfectly normal” to everyone else.

My right arm was locked under Suki. She’d sprawled on it like she’d been dropped there from a height, red hair everywhere, one leg hooked over my ribs, tail flicked out behind her. At some point in the night she’d managed to steal most of the blanket and twist it around herself like a cocoon.

Mira had claimed my stomach, which apparently counted as a pillow now. Blonde hair, soft and messy, covered half my t-shirt. Her arm was thrown over my hip in a way that made it impossible to move without either dislocating something or waking her.

On my left side, Lila had curled herself into a tight ball, silver hair fanned over my shoulder, hands tucked under her cheek. She’d tucked her knees up and wedged her feet behind mine, so even if I’d wanted to stretch out, I couldn’t.

Four grown women and I had somehow ended up the mattress.

A couple months earlier, I’d woken up alone every morning in this bed, dreading walking downstairs to the quiet, empty bakery that was slowly strangling me with debt. Now I was being smothered by magical cat girls from another world who thought my bed was communal territory.

Technically an improvement.

“Okay,” I muttered as I tried to flex my left hand and discovered I couldn’t feel it. “I definitely need to buy pajamas.”

Nyx made a low sound against my chest and burrowed in closer, like my speaking was some personal offense.

“Go back to sleep,” she mumbled, voice rough with sleep. “Too early, Connor.”

“It’s not early,” I said. I craned my neck to see the alarm clock over Nyx’s head. 7:42 a.m. “Okay, it’s kind of early. Still. Winter is coming.”

It sounded dramatic in my head. Out loud, not so much.

Suki’s ear twitched. “You sound like you’re in a bad play,” she said without opening her eyes. “Winter is coming. Oooooh.”

Mira snorted into my shirt. “Our mighty anchor, defeated by the seasons.”

“I am not defeated,” I said. “I am being practical. You’re all going to freeze to death if you keep insisting on sleeping in your underwear.”

Lila’s voice came out small and muffled from my side. “We like it,” she said. “It’s comfortable.”

“You have fur,” I reminded her.

“Tails,” she corrected, lifting hers lazily to prove the point before letting it flop back down. “Ears. Not fur everywhere.”

Which, yeah, I was aware. It was hard not to be, given the bra-and-panties thing.

“I’m serious,” I said. “Pajamas. Real ones. With, you know, legs. And sleeves. And fabric.”

“Why?” Nyx finally tilted her head back enough to look at me, dark eyes still heavy with sleep. Up this close her pupils were huge, catlike, and I had to force myself not to look anywhere else. “We’re not cold.”

“You’re not cold now because you’re all using me as a space heater,” I said. “When it actually gets cold, this apartment turns into a freezer. I can’t afford to run the heat all night.”

Nyx’s expression shifted in that way it did when money came up, quick flicker of calculation, practicality. She’d taken my situation in stride when she’d arrived, but she never forgot it.

“Then we’ll just cuddle more,” she said. “Problem solved.”

“Yeah,” Suki said, tightening her grip on my arm. “We pile on Connor, Connor keeps us warm, everyone’s happy. Why do you want to put more clothes between us and our anchor, huh?”

There it was. The teasing tone.

“I don’t... That’s not...” I stopped, because I heard myself. “This is about not waking up as a Connor-shaped ice cube in December.”

“You worry too much,” Mira said. She stretched, which, given her position, meant my entire stomach turned into a Mira massage table. “Also, pajamas sound… constricting.”

“We’ll get cute ones,” I said, betraying myself by already picturing it. “Soft. Warm. You don’t have to match or anything.”

Four pairs of eyes stared at me like I’d suggested we all shave our heads.

“No,” Nyx said flatly.

“No way,” Suki echoed. “I like my freedom.”

Lila hesitated. “Um. Maybe we could… compromise?” She glanced up at me, cheeks a little pink. “Like… soft shirts? Big ones?”

My heart did an embarrassing thing. “Big shirts I can do,” I said. “But you’re still getting actual pajamas. Eventually. I have spoken.”

“Your word is law, oh great anchor,” Suki said solemnly, then ruined it by giggling.

Nyx pushed herself up, bracing one hand on my chest. “You are not going to win this,” she warned. “We’re comfortable. This is efficient.”

“Four of you crushing my lungs is not efficient,” I said. “I can’t feel my arm.”

Mira propped herself up on her elbows and peered at my trapped right arm. “You don’t need two arms to cook, do you?” she asked, way too innocent.

“You need at least one to flip pancakes,” I said.

Suki’s ears perked. “Pancakes?”

Lila’s head popped up. “Pancakes?”

Traitors. All of them.

“Yes, pancakes,” I said, trying to sound like this had been my plan all along and not a desperate gambit to escape. “And eggs. Which I can’t make if I die under this cat pile.”

“You won’t die,” Nyx said. But she shifted off me anyway, sitting back on her heels. Her tail flicked along my leg as she moved. “You might complain us to death, though.”

With Nyx gone, the others grumbled but slowly untangled. I rolled sideways, extracting my arm from under Suki with a hiss as the pins-and-needles hit.

“Ugh,” I said. “Okay, no one touch my right arm for five minutes.”

Suki sat cross-legged on the bed, hair wild, red and bright against her pale skin. “You’ll need it to stir,” she said. “Hurry and revive it.”

“Wow, such concern.”

Nyx stood, stretching with catlike precision, then padded toward the door without bothering with anything more than a glance over her shoulder. “Don’t burn anything,” she said. “We’ll be in in a minute.”

“That’s a lot of faith in a guy who used to live off cereal,” I called after her.

She didn’t bother to answer.

I swung my legs off the bed and stood, feeling various joints complain. Sharing a bed with four adults sounded like a fantasy; in practice it meant a lot of weird angles and less mattress per person than anyone deserved.

The apartment above the bakery was small, more an afterthought than a real living space. Bedroom, tiny bathroom, and an open area that was half living room, half kitchen. Uncle Dan had called it “cozy.” I’d called it “cheap.” Now it was… full.

I grabbed a t-shirt off the chair in the corner and pulled it on over the one I’d slept in, then decided I didn’t care and walked out barefoot.

In the kitchen, I pulled open the cabinet over the stove and stared into the depressing reality of my pantry. One box of generic pancake mix. Half-empty carton of eggs. Coffee. That was about it.

“Gourmet,” I muttered.

The box promised “Just Add Water!” in enthusiastic letters, like that was some kind of selling point. For someone who now owned a bakery, the fact that my idea of cooking involved powdered mix and tap water was… not great.

Still. Food was food.

I got the coffee going first, because priorities, then dumped mix into a bowl and added water. It clumped in weird ways, and I had to beat it with more force than should be necessary for breakfast.

The smell of coffee and pancake batter building on the pan eventually started to fill the little apartment. It was one of the only things I actually liked about cooking—the way scent crept into everything, making the place feel less like a storage space someone stuck a bed in and more like an actual home.

I was flipping the second pancake when I heard soft footsteps behind me.

“Can I help?” Lila’s voice was quiet, tentative.

I turned to see her hovering at the entrance to the kitchen area, silver hair falling in loose waves down her back. She’d pulled on one of my old t-shirts that reached mid-thigh on her, but she was clearly still in her underwear underneath. Her ears were perked forward, interested, tail swaying slowly.

“You don’t have to,” I said. “I’ve almost got it.”

Her eyes flicked to the pan. “You’re… sure?”

I glanced back. The pancake was an odd shape, more oval than circle, but it wasn’t burnt yet. Victory.

“I can at least pretend I know what I’m doing,” I said. “Gotta maintain the illusion for a little longer.”

A small smile tugged at her mouth as she stepped closer. “It smells good,” she said. “Different than Feloria.”

“Less… magic?” I offered.

“Less everything,” she said softly, but not unkindly. “But it’s nice. Warm.”

Something in my chest unclenched a little.

“Plates are in that cabinet,” I said, jerking my chin toward it. “If you really want to help, you can do the hard part and set the table.”

She nodded like I’d given her a sacred task and went to it.

By the time the third pancake was done, Mira breezed in like she’d been carried on a private wind. She’d thrown my hoodie on over her bra and panties, the sleeves too long so they covered her hands. Her blonde hair was a mess and somehow that just made her look more put together, which felt unfair.

“Something smells edible,” she announced. “Our anchor provides.”

“I’m putting that on a business card,” I said. “‘Connor Hayes provides Edible Things.’”

“Could work,” she said, leaning over Lila’s shoulder to peek at the plates. “The locals already love us for our baking. Add your… enthusiasm, and we’ll conquer the block.”

“You did the baking,” I reminded her. “I’m just the guy who signs the lease and trips over bags of flour.”

“And anchors us,” she said lightly, but there was a seriousness under it. Before I could answer, she snagged a piece of the ugliest pancake off the plate with her fingers and popped it into her mouth.

“Hey,” I protested. “That one was a structural failure, but it was my structural failure.”

She chewed, then tilted her head, considering. “Not bad,” she said. “You didn’t burn it.”

“That’s the bar now, huh?” I said. “Don’t burn it.”

“For you?” Suki’s voice came from behind Mira. “Yes.”

She slid past, red hair brushing my arm as she moved. No extra layer for her; just the same bra and panties and zero shame. She hopped up onto the counter like it was a bar stool, legs swinging.

“Careful,” I said. “That counter holds all my worldly possessions.”

“Then your worldly possessions need more personality,” she said. “Where’s the fun? The posters? The… what do you humans call it? Clutter.”

“Minimalism is in,” I said. “It’s called ‘I can’t afford decorations.’”

Nyx arrived last, of course. She’d put on one of my button-up shirts, the sleeves rolled sloppily to her elbows, the hem brushing the tops of her thighs. It made her look like she’d just stepped out of some magazine shoot I had no business subscribing to.

She took in the room with a single glance, then moved to the small table, pulling out a chair and sitting with that effortless authority she always had, even in an oversized shirt and bare legs.

“How’s the batter?” she asked.

“Not lumpy,” I said. “Mostly. I think.”

“Show me.”

I held up the bowl. She peered inside, then nodded once.

“Acceptable,” she said.

Suki pressed a hand to her chest. “He’s grown so much,” she said in a fake-misty voice. “From ‘what’s a whisk?’ to ‘acceptable.’ I’m so proud.”

I flipped another pancake onto the growing stack and killed the burner. “All right, everyone sit before Suki starts narrating my tragic backstory.”

We settled around the table, plates passing. I dumped scrambled eggs onto a shared platter, then sat down with my own plate, realizing how insane this all would have sounded to me just a few months ago. Me, Connor Hayes, failed almost-baker, sitting at my rickety kitchen table with four cat-eared women from another dimension, eating just-add-water pancakes.

Life came at you fast.

They dug in with varying levels of decorum. Lila took small, careful bites. Mira sliced her pancakes neatly but stole eggs off Suki’s plate when she thought Suki wasn’t looking. Suki noticed and stabbed back with her fork in a mock duel. Nyx ate efficiently, focused, like she did everything.

After a few minutes of relative quiet, Nyx wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and fixed me with a look.

“We need to talk about your baking,” she said.

I froze with my fork halfway to my mouth. “This is about the pancake shapes, isn’t it?”

“That is about your motor skills,” she said. “We’ll address that later. I mean real baking. The bakery.”

My appetite did a little dive. “I know,” I said. “Rent’s due in, what, three days?I’ve been thinking.”

“I’m not talking about money,” she cut in. “I’m talking about you. You can’t run a bakery if you can’t bake.”

“I made breakfast,” I protested, gesturing at the pancakes. “You all just ate it.”

She gave me a look so flat it could have pressed dough. “Connor. Box mix with water is not baking. It’s… assembly.”

“Harsh,” I said.

“True,” she said. “A tray of high-quality muffins? A proper sourdough? A wedding cake that doesn’t collapse?” She shook her head. “That’s baking. That’s what keeps a place like Crust & Crumb alive. Not coffee and things you poured out of a box.”

The name of the bakery landed heavier than it should have. Uncle Dan’s sign downstairs, faded and chipped, flashed in my mind.

“I know how bad I am,” I said quietly. “Trust me, my landlord reminds me every time he comes for rent.”

Nyx’s expression softened, just a fraction. “You’re not bad,” she said. “You’re untrained. There’s a difference. You have hands. Eyes. A brain. You can learn.”

Suki raised her fork. “Question,” she said. “Does learning involve more free samples for us?”

“Of course,” Mira said. “We can’t let the humans eat anything we haven’t approved.”

Lila nodded, a little more earnest. “And we can help,” she said to me. “If you want.”

Four women whose baking had turned my uncle’s dead bakery into a place people actually lined up for, offering to teach me how not to burn water.

“Do I get a choice?” I asked.

Nyx smirked. “No,” she said. “Lessons start after we clean up breakfast. If we’re going to survive here, you’re going to pull your weight in the kitchen, not just at the register.”

I looked down at my plate, at the uneven pancakes and slightly overcooked eggs, then back up at her.

“Okay,” I said, feeling something that wasn’t quite dread and wasn’t quite hope settle in my chest. “Teach me how to bake for real.”

“Good,” she said. “Because just-add-water is not going to save your uncle’s bakery, Connor.”

Our bakery, I almost corrected. But I swallowed it, took another bite of my acceptable pancake, and tried to imagine a version of me who could make something better.


Chapter 2

After breakfast, the kitchen looked like a minor disaster. Plates stacked in the sink, a thin film of syrup on the table, a smear of egg on Suki’s cheek she refused to wipe off because she said it was a “badge of survival.”

Nyx stood, chair scraping back. “All right. Dishes, teeth, clothes, downstairs.” She tapped the table with two fingers like a gavel. “We’re behind already.”

“Behind what?” I asked. “The schedule in your head you refuse to show me?”

“Yes,” she said. “That one.”

Mira leaned back in her chair. “He’s learning. Last week he thought bread just… happened.”

“I knew there was yeast involved,” I said. “I’m not a total lost cause.”

“You asked where we plant the yeast,” Suki said.

“That was a joke,” I said. It hadn’t been.

Lila stood carefully, gathering plates. “I’ll wash,” she said.

“You dry,” Nyx countered, pointing at me. “Connor, you rinse. Suki, Mira, clear the table. Fast.”

They moved like they’d done this a hundred times. I took my place at the sink, handed off dripping plates to Lila, watched her move a dish towel over everything in small, precise motions.

“You don’t have to do dishes,” I said quietly when the others got busy arguing over whose fork was whose.

“I like it,” she said. “It’s easy. Clear. Not like…” She nodded toward the floor. “All of that.”

“Baking mayhem?”

“Human turmoil,” she said, lips twitching.

We finished quickly. Nyx clapped her hands once. “Bathroom rotation,” she said. “Two minutes each. No grooming rituals.”

Mira gasped. “You would deny me my morning glamor?”

“You don’t even know what mascara is,” Nyx said. “Move.”

The apartment only had one tiny bathroom. Four women and me made it feel even smaller. They funneled through like some slightly feral, lingerie-clad assembly line.

I brushed my teeth at the kitchen sink to avoid the traffic jam. When I turned around, Nyx was already dressed… by her loose definition of the word.

She’d pulled on a clean black bra and panties, somehow they always had clean ones, I tried not to think too hard about that, and one of the white bakery aprons over it, tied tight at her waist. That was it. Bare legs, bare shoulders, sleek black hair falling straight down her back, ears pricked and focused.

“You know we have customers who can see,” I said.

“We have aprons,” she said calmly. “This is work wear.”

“That is not work wear, that is… liability.”

She lifted a brow. “You prefer I wear one of your shirts and trip over the sleeves while handling boiling oil?”

“That is a false choice and you know it.”

Mira padded back in, toweling off her face. She’d put on one of my t-shirts that hit just below her hips and an apron over it, blonde hair falling around her shoulders, tail flicking lazily.

“See?” I said, gesturing. “Reasonable.”

Mira spun once, letting the hem of the shirt flare. “He just likes that he can recognize this as his shirt,” she said. “Anchors are territorial.”

“I am not territorial,” I said. “I am just… pro-fabric.”

Suki emerged next in a tank top and a pair of black shorts, apron already on, red hair a chaotic curtain around her face.

“You’re going to burn yourself,” I told her. “Again.”

“That was once,” she said. “And it was tiny. Besides, I heal fast.”

“That’s not the point.”

“The point,” Nyx cut in, “is that we are wasting time. You can argue about human modesty after the bread is in the oven.”

Lila appeared last, moving carefully like she didn’t want to take up space. She’d chosen my largest t-shirt, which almost reached her knees, and tied an apron around her waist so it cinched in. Her silver hair fell loose down her back, framing her face, ears angled a little shyly outward.

She caught me looking and tugged at the sleeves. “Too big?”

“It’s fine,” I said. “You look good. Professional. Very… bakery.”

Colour crept into her cheeks. “Thank you,” she said.

Nyx shouldered past me toward the door that led to the stairs. “Come on, anchor,” she said. “Time to earn your keep.”

We filed out of the apartment and down the narrow staircase. Upstairs and downstairs felt like two different lives stacked on top of each other—cramped bed and hand-me-down furniture above; metal tables, ovens, and flour-sack reality below.

At the bottom, I unlocked the back door to the bakery kitchen and flipped on the lights. The place came to life in a flat, unforgiving way: stainless steel tables, industrial mixer, racks waiting for trays. No romance, just tools.

Nyx moved instantly into command mode.

“Connor, with me at the bench,” she said, heading for the central table. “We’re doing the first bread batch together. Mira, Suki, donuts. Lila, sweep front and check the tables. Make sure everything’s where it should be. We open on schedule or not at all.”

“Yes, captain,” Suki said, saluting with two fingers before veering toward the corner where the donut gear lived.

Mira followed her, already tying her hair back with one hand before Nyx snapped, “Down.”

Mira froze, then sighed and let her hair fall loose again. “You’re no fun.”

“We talked about this,” Nyx said. “No tying. Easier to move.”

“And it makes us look natural here,” Suki added. “Humans love a theme.”

I went to Nyx at the bench. She’d already pulled a massive plastic bin of flour up onto the table, a digital scale beside it, a metal mixing bowl waiting.

She nodded at the bowl. “Weigh out the flour. Two kilos.”

I blinked at the scale. “You mean… actually weigh? Not just scoop until it looks right?”

Her eyes narrowed. “You were measuring by vibe?”

“I was following my heart,” I said.

“Your heart is an idiot,” she said. “Use the scale.”

I shoved my sleeves up and started scooping flour into the bowl, trying not to dust everything in a five-foot radius. The number climbed. 1,240 grams. 1,650. 2,030.

“Too much,” Nyx said. “Remove some.”

“With what?”

“Your hands, Connor. It’s flour, not acid.”

I pinched out small handfuls, watching the number drop until it hit 2,000. A tiny thrill went through me, completely out of proportion with the task.

“Good,” Nyx said. “Water next. One thousand four hundred grams. Warm.”

I went to the sink, turned the tap, held the metal pitcher under, checked the feel with my fingers, second-guessing everything.

She watched me, arms crossed. “Not too hot,” she said. “You don’t want to kill the yeast.”

“Right. Murder is bad.”

“Usually,” she said.

I weighed the water, poured it into the bowl with the flour, then added the yeast and salt she slid over to me in little containers. It all sat there, separate, waiting.

“Now what?” I asked.

“Now you mix,” she said. “With your hands. Until everything is together.”

I plunged my fingers into the bowl. It was cool and sticky, gluey at first. I squished and folded, feeling pockets of dry flour, patches of sloshy water.

“Don’t just squeeze it,” Nyx said. She stepped closer, reaching in beside my hands. Her fingers moved with practiced efficiency, scooping from the bottom, folding over, pressing with the heel of her hand. “You want all of it talking to itself.”

“Talking,” I repeated.

“Flour, water, yeast, salt,” she said. “They need to meet. You’re just introducing them. No rough handling yet.”

“I feel like I should light candles or something.”

She shot me a sidelong glance. “Save the candles for the rituals.”

I choked on absolutely nothing. “We are not talking about that while I have my hands in dough.”

“I’m talking about all aspects of bakery management,” she said, far too innocent. “We have to keep our energy up somehow.”

Across the kitchen, Suki called, “Don’t worry, Connor, we won’t drain you before lunch.”

Mira added, “We’ll leave you enough to lift trays.”

Lila’s broom paused out front. She glanced back, cheeks pink, then resumed sweeping like her life depended on perfect lines.

“Focus,” Nyx said quietly, turning back to the bowl. “Like this.”

She nudged me sideways with her hip so she could get closer, then guided my hands. Her fingers overlapped mine, showing the motion: scoop under, fold, press, turn the bowl a quarter, repeat.

It was simple, but it felt weirdly intimate, her chest almost brushing my arm, her hair nearly touching my shoulder when she leaned in.

“Feel that?” she asked.

“Feel… what?” I managed.

“The dry spots,” she said. “There shouldn’t be any. You chase them down. No flour left behind.”

I concentrated, chasing little dunes of dry flour, smashing them into the wetter parts until everything was a rough, shaggy mass.

“Good,” Nyx said. “Now we rest it.”

I blinked. “Already? That’s it?”

“For now,” she said. She covered the bowl with a cloth. “We’ll come back and fold. Bread takes time. You can’t rush it.”

“That’s not what television taught me,” I muttered.

“Television lied,” she said. “Come.”

She led me over to the industrial mixer where another bowl already sat, dough clinging to the hook, smooth and elastic.

“Second batch,” she said. “I did this one earlier. You’re going to learn shaping on this.”

“Already?” I asked. “I just met flour.”

“You’ll meet it again,” she said. “Take it out.”

The dough came out in one heavy, cohesive mass. It was surprisingly alive under my hands, springy and resistant.

“Cut it,” Nyx said, handing me a bench scraper. “Eight equal pieces.”

“Equal how?” I asked.

“By sight,” she said. “You can weigh them later. For now, learn to see.”

I tried. The first cut looked okay. The second made one piece visibly smaller than its neighbor. By the time I’d hacked my way to eight, three of them looked vaguely similar, the rest… not so much.

Nyx’s tail flicked once. “We’ll work on that,” she said diplomatically. “Now you pre-shape. Watch.”

She took one piece, cupped it with both hands, and rolled it along the table, pulling it toward herself. In a few quick motions, it tightened into a neat round, surface smooth and slightly taut.

“You want tension on the surface,” she said. “Not so much that it tears, just enough to hold its shape.”

She pushed the round toward me. “Your turn.”

I tried to mimic her, cupping the dough, pulling it toward me. It stuck to the table and wrinkled instead of smoothing.

“Too much pressure,” she said. She stepped behind me this time, reaching around to lay her hands lightly over mine. “Less grip. Let the table do the work.”

Her breath brushed my neck as she guided my movements. I swallowed, focused on the dough, forced my brain away from the fact that my magical catgirl baking instructor was basically hugging me under the pretext of gluten development.

The dough obeyed. With the lighter touch, it rolled and tightened, turning into something almost respectable.

“Better,” Nyx said. She stepped back. “Again. All of them.”

By the time I’d pre-shaped all eight, my hands were covered in streaks of dough and my shoulders ached a little, but the line of little rounds in front of me looked… almost consistent.

“Not terrible,” she said. “We’ll let them rest, then final shape.”

At the donut station, Suki and Mira were already in their own rhythm. Suki rolled out a sheet of dough with efficient pushes, then stamped out circles with a cutter. Mira lifted the rounds onto a tray, perfect rings lined in rows, extra centers set aside.

“No cat-shaped ones,” Nyx called over.

“I didn’t say anything,” Suki said.

“You were thinking it,” Nyx replied.

“Cat-shaped donuts would sell,” Mira said. “Humans love novelty.”

“Humans also love consistency,” Nyx said. “We start with standards. You can experiment when Connor can run a shift without burning anything.”

“That feels personal,” I said.

“It is,” she said.

Lila reappeared in the kitchen doorway, broom in hand. “Tables are wiped,” she said. “Chairs are straight. Should I sweep back here too?”

“Do the front again right before we open,” Nyx said. “For now, help Mira with the trays. She’ll show you how to line them.”

Lila brightened just a little. “Okay,” she said, and went over to watch Mira lay parchment, mimicking the folds and corners with careful attention.

Watching them move around the kitchen, I had a strange sense of watching a machine I hadn’t built but was somehow in charge of. Each piece slotted into place—Nyx steering production, Suki handling anything that needed speed and improvisation, Mira bouncing between tasks with effortless charm, Lila quietly smoothing over all the edges.

And me. The guy who used to burn toast.

The dough rounds had relaxed on the table. Nyx nudged my arm. “Again,” she said. “Final shape this time.”

She showed me once more, flipping a piece over, stretching the edges in toward the center, then rolling it into a tighter ball, creating structure. I copied her, slower, counting my folds in my head.

“Not bad,” she said after watching the first two. “You might have hands after all.”

“High praise,” I said.

“Don’t let it go to your head,” she said. “You still measure with your feelings.”

We loaded the shaped loaves into baskets to proof. Suki and Mira’s donut trays went to their own rising spot. Lila slipped out front again to do a last pass with the broom and check the display cases.

“Why do we start with bread?” I asked, wiping my hands on my apron. “Wouldn’t the donuts sell more?”

“Bread is the spine,” Nyx said. “Donuts are… decoration. People come back for bread. They tell their friends about donuts. We need both.”

It made a weird kind of sense.

She checked the time, then the dough. “We have a few minutes,” she said. “Wipe the counters. Make sure everything is where you can find it. When it gets busy, you won’t have time to think.”

“Optimistic of you to assume it’ll get busy,” I said, grabbing a rag.

She gave me a look. “It will,” she said flatly. “We bake well. You smile at people and don’t look like you’re about to faint when they hand you money. That’s enough to start.”

“Barn-raising level confidence right there,” I said.

Mira wandered over, snagging the rag from my hand and flicking it at my chest before actually using it on the counter. “You worry too much,” she said. “We’ll charm them. You just stand there and be anchor-shaped.”

“That’s your plan?” I said. “Charm and vibes?”

“Plus donuts,” Suki called.

“And bread,” Lila added from the doorway.

“And milk,” Suki finished sweetly.

Nyx didn’t turn around, but her tail gave a small, sharp flick. “Later,” she said. “We need you walking upright until closing.”

I tried not to imagine what “later” would entail and failed.

We moved through the last of the prep almost on instinct. Trays slid into ovens. Timers were set. Glaze bowls were arranged where Mira could reach them easily without bumping into Suki at the fryer. Lila lined up tongs and paper bags at the front counter, labels facing out.

Finally, Nyx wiped her hands off and nodded once, as if checking some internal list.

“Front,” she said.

We gathered by the doorway that led from the kitchen into the shop proper. From here I could see the front counter, the display case, the rows of small tables and chairs. Everything looked cleaner than it had in months, not because I’d suddenly gotten responsible, but because four women with actual pride in their work had attacked it.

My throat went a little tight.

Nyx looked at me. “Ready?” she asked.

“No,” I said honestly.

“Good,” she said. “You’ll pay attention.”

She stepped out, crossed to the front door, and wrapped her hand around the sign that hung there. Closed on one side. Open on the other.

For a second, everything held: stairs above us, ovens working behind us, debt hanging over my head like a cartoon anvil.

Then Nyx flipped the sign to Open.

“Welcome to work, Connor,” she said.


Chapter 3

The little “Open” sign Nyx had just flipped might as well have been a detonator.

For about thirty seconds, nothing happened. The front of the shop sat there the way it had under my solo management—quiet, a little too empty, like it was holding its breath.

Then the door pushed inward and a guy in a work jacket stepped in, phone pressed to his ear. He glanced at the case, did a double take that made something squeeze in my chest, and ended his call without saying goodbye.

“Uh,” I said automatically from behind the counter. “Morning.”

“Morning,” he said, eyes still on the trays. “This all fresh?”

Nyx was already gliding past me from the kitchen, apron neatly tied, face composed. “Everything was finished within the last hour,” she said. “Donuts, bread, rolls. What are you in the mood for?”

He hesitated for all of half a second. “Half-dozen donuts,” he said. “Glazed and… those with the stuff on top.”

“Sprinkles,” Mira called from the back without looking up.

“Sprinkles,” the guy repeated.

My fingers fumbled the tongs at first, but muscle memory from a childhood spent “helping” Uncle Dan kicked in. I packed the box while Nyx rang him up on the old register, tapping the keys with efficient, quick movements.

He took the box, paused, then cracked the lid just enough to pinch off a piece of one donut. His expression shifted in a slow, almost suspicious way.

I watched his eyes widen.

“This is...” He looked at me, then at Nyx. “Did you change something?”

Nyx tilted her head like this was an idle question. “We’re trying a different method,” she said. “Is it better?”

He took another bite, bigger this time. “Yeah,” he said. “Yeah. It’s… good. Really good.”

He left with the box and a distracted thanks, already reaching for another donut. The door shut behind him.

Nyx didn’t say anything. She just gave me a quick, sharp little nod and went back through the swinging door to the kitchen.

After that, the trickle turned into a flow.

A woman with two kids. A couple in office clothes. A delivery driver in a branded polo. People I recognized from the neighborhood and ones I didn’t. They came in twos and threes, then in a line.

Every single one of them did the same thing—they scanned the case, hesitated at how full it was, asked some version of “Is this all fresh?” and then, after the first bite, their faces did that same startled-open thing.

“What happened here?” a woman in a blazer demanded after finishing half a glazed donut in three bites. “These are nothing like last month.”

“Uh,” I said, hands hovering over the register. “Improved recipe?”

“Keep it,” she said. “I’m telling my office.”

“That’s good,” I said, but she was already out the door, phone in hand.

The line grew. My world narrowed down to codes on the register, the weight of the old cash drawer, the feel of paper bags between my fingers. Dollars in, change out, the occasional credit card I prayed the terminal wouldn’t reject like it sometimes did.

Behind me, the kitchen ran like a machine I only barely understood. Through the pass-through window I could see Nyx going from station to station, checking proofing baskets, adjusting oven dials, tapping the side of a tray with one fingertip and deciding, how, I had no idea, whether something was done.

Suki lived at the fryer, fast hands turning donuts with a pair of long chopsticks, hair wild around her face, grin sharp whenever she caught me looking. Mira bounced between her and the racks, glazing, drizzling, decorating in quick movements that never looked rushed. Lila moved quietly at the edges, refilling the front case whenever I shouted for more, wiping surfaces, keeping a running count on a little notepad she kept tucked into her apron.

“Another dozen glazed,” I called over my shoulder without taking my eyes off the line.

“Already?” Suki yelled back. “Who are you and what have you done with our failing bakery?”

“Less commentary,” Nyx said. “More frying.”

“Glazed, coming,” Mira called.

A hand tapped the counter in front of me. I pulled my focus back to the woman waiting there.

“Sorry,” I said. “What can I get you?”

“I’ll take two of whatever that last guy had,” she said, nodding toward the door where someone else was leaving with a box. “He looked like he’d just seen God.”

“I can’t guarantee divine intervention,” I said, “but the donuts are good.”

She laughed and ordered four instead.

By mid-morning, there was a line almost to the door. People kept asking the same questions.

“How long have you had these girls working for you?”

“You got new bakers?”

“You bringing your uncle’s recipes back?”

On that last one, something twisted in my chest. “Something like that,” I said. “Carrying on the family tradition.”

It wasn’t a total lie. Uncle Dan would have liked them, I thought. Or had a heart attack. Hard to say.

The compliments started to blur.

“These are the best donuts in town.”

“I haven’t had bread like this since I lived in the city.”

“Are you doing custom cakes?”

“I can’t believe I’m saying this, but this place is better than it was when Dan ran it.”

That last one came from a woman I vaguely recognized from the weeks after Uncle Dan’s death, a pity customer, someone who’d kept showing up even while I was serving overbrowned bread and undercooked muffins. She ordered a baguette, tore a piece off before she even left the building, and then looked at me like she wasn’t sure if she should hug me or interrogate me.

“Whoever you hired,” she said, “don’t let them go.”

“Trust me,” I said. “I couldn’t if I tried.”

Somewhere around eleven, my brain started to lag. My fingers still found the right buttons on the register, but the rest of me felt half a step behind.

I caught sight of Lila as she slid another tray of donuts into the front case. Her hands weren’t quite as steady as they’d been earlier. Her ears drooped a little, tail moving slower.

“You okay?” I murmured when she drifted close enough.

She startled, then nodded. “Just… a lot,” she said. “But good. They like it.”

“Yeah,” I said, glancing at the line. “They do.”

She gave me a small smile and went back to refilling napkin dispensers like they were somehow a critical part of the operation.

Around noon, the bell above the door jangled and the temperature of the whole room seemed to shift even without me wanting to be dramatic about it.

A narrow woman in a long coat stepped in, lips pressed into a sharp line, gray hair scraped back into a bun so tight it looked like it hurt. Her eyes swept the room, lingering on the full cases, the line, the girls.

My stomach dropped.

Mrs. Hargrove.

Of course she’d show up today.

Back when it was just me, she’d been one of the only regulars who’d kept coming. Not out of kindness. If anything, I’d have preferred indifference. She’d buy a small loaf of whatever I’d managed not to ruin and then inform me, in detail, how it wasn’t as good as when Dan ran things.

“You put too much sugar in this.”

“The crumb is dense.”

“This crust is an embarrassment.”

That kind of thing.

She approached the counter with the same air of grim purpose as always.

“Morning, Mrs. Hargrove,” I said, trying not to sound like I was bracing for impact.

“Mr. Hayes,” she said. “You look… awake.”

“I’ll put that on a t-shirt,” I said. “What can I get for you?”

Her eyes flicked to the girls, Mira chatting to a customer while boxing pastries, Suki ducking through the door with a tray, Nyx crossing behind them with a pan held steady, Lila wiping a table with small, precise motions.

“New staff still around,” she said. It wasn’t really a question.

“Yeah,” I said. “Got some help.”

“Hm.” She turned back to the case, eyeing the rows of donuts. “Those are not your uncle’s.”

“No, ma’am,” I said. “They’re the girls’.”

“Hm,” she said again, but there was a different tone to it this time. “All right. Give me a dozen of the glazed. Boxed.”

“You got it,” I said.

I pulled a fresh box, lined it without fumbling, even under the weight of her stare, I noticed that, and filled it with donuts that were all, miraculously, the same size and color. That was ninety percent the girls’ work and maybe ten percent my slightly-improved tray rotation, but my hands had been part of the chain, and that felt like something.

I slid the box toward her and rang up the total on the register. She paid in cash, exact bills, exact change, like always.

Then, instead of leaving, she did something new.

She opened the box right there on the counter, took out one donut, and ripped off a bite.

Her jaw moved slowly as she chewed. Her face didn’t give anything away. If there was a world baking championship for people who could eat critically, she’d win every year.

The line behind her shifted, people trying to see around her shoulder.

I realized I’d stopped breathing.

“Well?” I heard myself ask before I could stop it.

She swallowed. Her eyes narrowed, then sharpened.

“These are not your uncle’s,” she said again, but there was an edge of something almost… respectful this time. “They’re… lighter. More even.”

My heart was trying to climb into my throat. “Is that… bad?” I asked.

She sniffed. “I didn’t say that.” She took another bite, smaller, more evaluating. “They’re good,” she said finally. “Very good. Surprising.”

It was the closest thing to a compliment I’d ever heard from her.

She closed the box with a flick.

“Don’t get sloppy,” she said. “I’ll be back next week.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said, a little hoarse.

She looked past me at Nyx, who had paused near the pass-through, watching. Their eyes met.

Nyx gave her a small, polite nod.

Mrs. Hargrove held her gaze for a second too long, like she was measuring something only she could see. Then she turned on her heel and walked out.

The door closed behind her.

“Connor,” Suki called from the back. “Did the terrifying old human approve?”

“Yeah,” I said. “She… she liked them.”

A small, satisfied curve appeared at the corner of Nyx’s mouth. “Of course she did,” she said, and disappeared into the kitchen again.

The afternoon blurred.

The morning rush thinned but never really stopped. The office people came back on lunch breaks, dragging coworkers. Construction workers in dusty boots. A contingent of teens who ordered one donut each and then tried to linger at a table until Nyx personally appeared and stared at them into either buying more or leaving.

Every time I thought we might catch a break, the door opened and another cluster of people wandered in, talking about “that place on the corner with the donuts” or “Dan’s nephew finally figured it out.”

I didn’t figure anything out, I wanted to say. I just got adopted by four supernatural bakers who treated gluten development like a religious calling.

But I smiled, made change, filled boxes, and tried not to mess up card transactions.

At one point, Mira joined me out front, hips bumping mine lightly as she reached for a stack of boxes.

“You okay?” she asked under her breath.

“Define okay,” I said. “My feet hurt, my back hurts, and I’ve said ‘will that be all for you today?’ so many times the words have stopped sounding like words.”

“That’s good,” she said. “Means you’re working.”

She flashed the next customer one of her warm, easy smiles. “First time here?” she asked them, and they nodded, a little dazed, already half-sold.

Suki came through, balancing a tray of fresh donuts on one hand like a showoff, and slid them into the case just as I emptied the last row.

“Timing,” I said. “Nice.”

“Please acknowledge my greatness,” she said. But her breathing was a little deeper than earlier, and there was a faint drag to her movements she probably thought I wouldn’t notice.

Lila found pockets of stillness where there should have been none, slipping in between customers to wipe smudges from the glass, refill sugar, straighten the little handwritten signs. At one point she caught me watching and gave me that small, surprised smile again, as if she’d forgotten I existed for a second and was pleased to be reminded.

Nyx was everywhere and nowhere, appearing exactly where something needed attention, then vanishing back into the kitchen. She adjusted the oven when a batch of bread was browning too fast. She redirected Suki to help Mira glaze when the rack filled faster than we could process it. She caught me just before I gave someone the wrong change, a quick hand on my wrist and a silent shake of her head.

Even she wasn’t immune, though. By late afternoon, the line of her shoulders had softened a little. Her ears drooped once when she thought no one was looking, then went back up when I caught her eye.

The sunlight through the front windows shifted and mellowed. Eventually, mercifully, the line actually ended. A couple more stragglers wandered in, bought bread or donuts, left with boxes or bags and a promise to be back.

Finally, there was a lull long enough that Nyx appeared at the front, untied the apron from around her waist, and laid it carefully on the counter.

“That’s it,” she said. “We’re closing on time today.”

I glanced at the clock and blinked. Somehow we were only ten minutes past posted hours. Under my solo management, I’d closed early more than once because no one was coming, or stayed open late because I’d forgotten to flip the sign.

“Really?” I said. “We’re not doing the ‘just in case’ time?”

“If they want more, they can come back tomorrow,” she said. “We’re empty on half the items and low on the rest. We need to restock and rest.”

She stepped to the door and flipped the sign back to Closed. The little movement felt different this time. Heavier, but in a good way.

I locked the door behind the last customer and slid the deadbolt into place. The street outside blurred into abstract movement. Inside, the shop suddenly felt… contained. Ours.

Mira let out a long breath and sprawled over the nearest table, arms out like she was dramatically dying. “I am liquid,” she announced. “Pour me into bed.”

“You can’t be liquid,” Suki said, dropping to sit on the floor behind the counter, back against the cabinets. “We still have to clean.”

“Tragic,” Mira said, not moving.

Lila sank down beside the pastry case, folding her knees up to her chest and resting her head back against the wood. Her eyes were half-lidded, but there was a glow there that had nothing to do with exhaustion.

“That was… good,” she murmured.

“That,” I said, leaning heavily on the counter, “was insane.”

My shirt clung to my back. My shoulders ached. My feet felt like they’d been replaced by two bricks someone had kindly set on fire. I didn’t remember the last time I’d drunk water. My brain kept replaying cash totals in some desperate attempt to convince me that, yes, this had actually happened.

Nyx didn’t slump. She lowered herself to sit cross-legged on the floor behind the counter, spine still straight, but when she exhaled, it shuddered a little.

“Sales?” she asked, nodding at the register.

I popped the drawer open. The sight of the bills stacked there made me dizzy in a way that had nothing to do with low blood sugar.

“Uh,” I said. “Good. Really good. I think…” I did some quick math that came out a little fuzzier than it should have, then tried again. “If we have a couple more days like this, I can actually pay rent on time.”

“See?” Suki said, head thunking back against the cabinet behind her. “Told you our donuts would save your life.”

“Bread too,” Lila said, not opening her eyes. “They liked the bread.”

“They loved the bread,” Mira added from her dramatic sprawl. “One lady asked if we catered weddings.”

“We do not,” Nyx said immediately.

“Yet,” Suki said.

I slid down the front of the counter until I was sitting on the floor with my knees up, joining the pile of exhausted limbs behind the register. For a moment, no one talked. We just existed in the same small space, breathing, letting the day settle around us.

I stared at the ceiling, then at the girls.

Nyx’s hair had come loose from where she’d tucked it behind her ears, a few strands crossing her forehead. Suki’s red hair was even wilder than usual, flour dusting the ends. Mira’s hoodie, my hoodie, had glaze on one sleeve, a streak she hadn’t noticed. Lila had a faint smear of dough on her cheek.

They looked wrecked. In a satisfied way, but still, ears lower, tails curled closer to their bodies, movements small and slowed.

“Thank you,” I said, because it hit me all at once that I hadn’t said it all day. “For… all of this. I’d have crashed and burned by nine in the morning without you.”

Nyx’s gaze flicked to me, sharp even through the fatigue. “You worked,” she said simply. “You didn’t hide in the back and hope we fixed everything. You faced the humans.”

“Facing humans is not that hard,” Suki muttered. “They’re squishy.”

Mira lifted her hand like she was in class. “Correction,” she said. “Some of them are very hard.”

Suki snorted. Lila choked on a tiny laugh and hid her face against her knees.

Heat crawled up my neck. “Wow,” I said. “Subtle.”

Nyx’s mouth curved in a small, tired smile. “She’s not wrong,” she said. “Humans are… resilient. And easily distracted.”

“Hey,” I protested. “I am right here.”

“We know,” Mira said. She rolled enough to prop her chin on the tabletop and look down at me. “Speaking of which.”

Nyx’s eyes met mine, and this time there was no mistaking the shift. The practical, all-business baker receded a little, and something older, more feline, slid into place.

“You saw how today went,” she said. “How much we pushed.”

I nodded slowly. “Yeah. You were all… you were everywhere.”

“And we’ll need to do it again,” she said. “Maybe not tomorrow like this, but soon. If word spreads.”

“It will,” Suki said. “Humans talk. Especially when their mouths are full.”

Nyx continued as if she hadn’t spoken. “We can work like that,” she said. “We have before. But not… indefinitely.”

Lila lifted her head enough to look at me. Her eyes were luminous, pupils wide. “We get tired differently than you,” she said quietly. “If we don’t… refill… it’s not just sore feet and heavy heads.”

“We slow down,” Mira added. “We get… thin.”

“Faded,” Suki said. “Like bad ink.”

I swallowed. We’d talked about this when they’d first come through the portal, in between me trying to convince myself I hadn’t actually lost my mind. I was their anchor. This world pulled at them; Feloria pulled at them. They needed something to hold onto, and that something was, apparently, me.

Specifically, my “milk.” Their word, not mine.

Nyx’s voice softened, but it didn’t lose that steady certainty. “We need you,” she said. “Not just to sign leases and smile at customers. We need your energy. Your… milk.”

Even after everything we’d already done together, the word still made something low in my stomach clench.

I cleared my throat. “You mean the ritual,” I said, as if saying it clinically would make it less… everything.

“Yes,” Nyx said. “The ritual.”

Mira’s tail, curled over one thigh, gave a slow, lazy flick. “We’ve been running on what we got before,” she said. “But today burned through a lot.”

Suki pushed herself up enough to rest her elbows on her knees, chin in her hands. Her eyes glittered with familiar mischief, tempered by real exhaustion.

“We’re empty, Connor,” she said. “Hungry.”

“For donuts?” I asked weakly.

She grinned. “For you.”

Lila’s cheeks colored, but she didn’t look away. “It helps,” she said softly. “It really does. We can feel it when you… when we share it. It makes everything solid.”

I looked at them, at the tired lines around Nyx’s eyes, the way Suki’s usual restless energy had dimmed, the fact that Mira, who normally never stopped moving, was actually staying still. Lila’s tail lay limp beside her, not its usual gentle swish.

My own exhaustion didn’t disappear, exactly, but it shifted. This was part of the deal. Part of why they were here instead of slowly being dragged back to a world with no anchors and no men.

“Okay,” I said quietly. “Yeah. Of course. Whatever you need.”

Nyx’s shoulders eased the slightest bit. “Good,” she said. “We’ll close down properly, then go upstairs.”

Mira slid off the table and landed lightly on her feet, despite how wiped she’d just claimed to be. “Can we skip the cleaning just this once?” she asked.

Nyx shook her head. “No. We don’t show up tomorrow to a mess.”

Suki groaned, but pushed herself up. “Work, then milk,” she muttered. “Cruel, cruel leadership.”


Chapter 4

By the time I turned off the lights downstairs and locked the bakery door, my body felt like someone had swapped all my joints for old rubber bands. Every step up the stairs was an argument between gravity and sheer stubbornness.

I made it as far as the threshold of the apartment before Nyx’s hand closed around the back of my shirt.

“Living room,” she said, low and very certain.

“I was aiming for ‘fall on bed and don’t move for a week,’” I muttered.

“You’ll move,” Suki said behind me. “Promise.”

They funneled me down the short hall, not rough, just… insistent. The moment we stepped into the living room, whatever fragile illusion of control I’d been clinging to vanished.

Four pairs of hands hit me at once.

My shirt went first, tugged up and over my head before I even processed Nyx’s fingers at the hem. Suki took advantage of my raised arms to strip it the rest of the way off, laughing under her breath when I stumbled.

“Easy,” Mira said, though she was the one already working on my belt.

“I can undress myself,” I protested weakly.

“Yes,” Nyx said. “Slowly. We don’t have time for slowly.”

She sounded tired, but underneath that there was a hungry edge that made my pulse jump.

Buttons popped, denim slid. My jeans hit the floor. Lila’s hands were careful on my hips as she helped tug them free around my ankles, like she was afraid she’d knock me over.

“Hold on to me,” she said quietly.

I did. Her shoulders were smaller than they looked under my old t-shirt, but somehow sturdier than I felt right now.

Then my boxers were gone too, and I was just… there. Bare, a little unsteady, surrounded.

The day’s exhaustion ran headfirst into a very different kind of awareness. I’d seen all of them in their underwear more times than my sanity could comfortably handle, but being the only naked one in the room was a whole new level of vulnerability.

Mira’s eyes flicked over me, slow and unapologetic. “Mmm,” she said, approval in the sound. “Still plenty of energy.”

“I told you,” Suki said. “Humans are resilient.”

Nyx’s fingers brushed my lower stomach, just above where everything felt suddenly, painfully awake. “He’s our anchor,” she said. “Of course he is.”

Their clothes followed mine to the floor in a messy cascade. Bras unclasped, straps slid down arms, soft fabric joined the pile. Panties were hooked aside, stepped out of, vanished. They moved with an ease I absolutely did not have, like nudity was just a more honest version of their usual state.

Four bodies, all different and all distractingly… everything, closed around me. Skin to skin, warm and alive. Tails curled and brushed against my legs, my hips, flicking in impatient little arcs.

“Sit,” Nyx said, pushing lightly at my shoulders.

My knees gave up arguing. I dropped back onto the worn couch, sinking into the cushions. For half a second I had the dizzy thought that I might actually just pass out like this.

Then Nyx knelt between my legs.

Lila slid down beside her, then Suki, then Mira, all four of them in a row on the rug, looking up at me. The sight punched the air right out of my lungs.

“Just relax,” Lila murmured, even as her eyes went dark and wide.

“We’ll take care of it,” Mira added, voice almost a purr.

Nyx’s hand wrapped around me with confident familiarity. Whatever lingering weakness I’d been feeling from the day burned up under her touch. The girls had called me resilient; apparently certain parts of me agreed.

“I know you’re tired,” Nyx said, stroking slowly, setting a rhythm that made my hips want to move. “But so are we. Let us… drink.”

I swallowed hard. “Yeah,” I said, voice not quite steady. “Yeah, okay.”

She leaned in and took me into her mouth.

All coherent thought scattered. She was deliberate, not rushed, her tongue and lips working in a way that was far too practiced for my frazzled brain to handle. Pressure, heat, wetness, everything at once, carefully controlled.

Before the rising tension could crest, she eased back, letting me slip free with a quiet, satisfied sound.

Suki was already there, hand replacing Nyx’s, grip lighter but playful, giving an extra twist that made me jolt.

“Don’t break him,” Nyx said mildly.

“I’m not that reckless,” Suki said. She looked up at me through her lashes. “Open for me, anchor.”

She took over, and her style was different, more teasing, learning exactly what made me twitch and then repeating it just to hear the small, involuntary noises I couldn’t quite smother. When she drew back, my breathing was ragged.

Mira’s turn was smoother, almost indulgent. She treated it like one more excuse to play, lips soft, tongue lazy in a way that should not have been so devastating. She hummed once, low in her throat, and the vibration made my hands clench in the couch cushion.

“You’re going to kill me,” I managed.

“Not today,” she said lightly, pulling back, a shimmer of dampness on her lower lip.

Lila hesitated a half heartbeat before leaning in. Her touch on my thigh was featherlight, seeking. When she finally closed her mouth around me, there was a shy carefulness at first, like she was afraid of doing it wrong.

The sheer effort she put into getting it right undid me.

Nyx murmured a quiet instruction I didn’t quite catch, and Lila adjusted, testing. The next slide of warmth and pressure made my vision spark at the edges.

“Lila,” I gasped, unthinking.

She flushed, pleased, and did it again.

They kept rotating, trading places without really talking about it, hands and mouths and the occasional teasing brush of a tail orchestrated with a precision that would have been terrifying if it wasn’t currently being applied in my favor.

The entire day melted down into sensation. The ache in my feet, the tightness in my shoulders, all of it drowned under the slow, well-timed onslaught.

Nyx watched my face like she was tracking some invisible meter.

“Almost there,” she said quietly, somewhere between question and promise.

I was way past being able to answer in full sentences. Everything coiled tight and hot at the base of my spine.

"I..." My voice broke. “Yeah. Close.”

She nodded once, decisive. The four of them drew back in unison, hands still working me in quick, practiced motions, but leaving space.

“Hold it,” Nyx said.

“Trying,” I ground out, which was optimistic at best.

They shifted slightly, bodies angling, mouths parting. Tongues flicked out. They were suddenly, absurdly, beautifully ready, looking up at me with open mouths and hungry eyes.

“Give it to us,” Suki said, breathless. “We need your milk, Connor.”

The words tipped something over. The tight, final pull snapped and I let go.

Release hit like a wave breaking. It tore a sound out of me I would have been embarrassed about if I’d had any bandwidth left for shame. My hips jerked; I would’ve fallen forward if the back of the couch hadn’t held me up.

They took me in, exactly like they’d wanted.

Warmth splattered across lips, tongues, chins; they caught what they could, eyes fluttering closed, expressions shifting into something almost reverent. Hands kept moving, coaxing out every last pulse until I sagged back against the cushions, heart pounding.

For a few seconds, the room narrowed down to my gasping breaths and the slow way they each drew their tongues over their lips, savoring.

Nyx swallowed visibly, eyes closing. “That’s better,” she murmured, voice thicker now. “Stronger.”

Suki turned her head toward Mira, grinning, and licked a stray streak from the corner of her mouth.

“Hey,” Mira protested softly, though her cheeks were flushed. “Get your own.”

“Sharing is caring,” Suki said.

Lila, cheeks as red as Suki’s hair, hurriedly swept her thumb along her chin and brought it to her mouth, eyes fluttering as she tasted.

“Don’t waste any,” she whispered, like it was a rule.

They made sure they didn’t. Tongues traced along each other’s skin, careful, thorough. A line along Nyx’s jaw. A smear on Suki’s throat. The last hints on Mira’s lip. It was strangely domestic and wildly intimate at the same time.

By the time they were done, my legs still felt like jelly… but the deep, hollow drain I’d seen in them when we’d closed downstairs had eased. Their movements were already a little lighter, eyes brighter.

I tried to catch my breath. “So,” I managed, voice wrecked, “that’s… that’s enough for now, right?”

Nyx’s gaze slid up my body, pausing where I was already… recovering, despite everything. She smiled slowly, a small, intent curve of her mouth.

“For a start,” she said.

My brain misfired. “A start?”

“We burned through a lot today,” Mira said, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand and then licking it clean. “One round won’t be enough to settle it.”

“We’re still hungry,” Suki added, no teasing in it this time, just plain, open need. “You can feel it, can’t you?”

Now that she’d said it, I could. Under the obvious satisfaction, there was an undercurrent of… pull. Like the world was still tugging at them, and this had only dulled the edge.

Lila shifted closer to my knee, fingers curling lightly against my skin. “We’ll be quick,” she said softly, as if that would make it easier. “We know you’re tired.”

I looked at them, flushed, breathing harder, eyes blown wide, and something in me that wasn’t just obligation answered.

“I’m not going anywhere,” I said, surprising myself with how sure it sounded. “Tell me what you need.”

Nyx rose fluidly to her feet, then leaned down and kissed me, slow and deep. I tasted a faint, unmistakable tang on her tongue, me, and it sent another bolt of heat through my already-overloaded system.

When she pulled back, her voice had gone low and commanding again. “On the couch,” she said. “Sit back. We’ll come to you.”

I shifted, stretching my legs out along the cushions, half-reclining. They rearranged themselves without any discussion, bodies slotting into place around me.

Nyx straddled my lap, knees bracketing my thighs. Her hands settled on my shoulders, steadying herself. Her eyes locked on mine as she sank down onto me in one long, controlled motion.

Every muscle in my body tensed. She was so incredibly… there, the heat and tightness of her wrapping around me, taking me in fully. It wasn’t like before, frantic and almost shocking; this was deliberate, claiming.

“Breathe,” she said quietly.

I did, because she told me to, though it came out more like a shudder.

Around us, the others moved in closer. Suki pressed along my right side, thigh brushing my hip, eyes glittering. Mira slid in on my left, fingers tracing idle patterns on my stomach, watching the point where Nyx and I were joined with what could only be called professional interest. Lila knelt by my feet, one hand resting tentatively on my shin, as if anchoring herself.

Nyx set the pace. Slow at first, rolling her hips in measured arcs that made me feel every inch of the connection. Each downward slide was a new shock of sensation; each upward shift was a threat that she might lift off and take the warmth with her.

She didn’t. She rode me with intent, building the rhythm, eyes never fully leaving my face.

“Hands,” she murmured. “Use them.”

It took me a second to process. Then my brain caught up with the rest of the scene.

Lila watched me, lips parted, breathing a little fast. Suki’s pupils were blown wide, tail flicking short, impatient little motions. Mira’s usual playful ease was edged with focus.

I lifted one hand to Suki, sliding my fingers along the inside of her thigh. She sucked in a breath and spread her knees without being asked, leaning toward my touch like it was magnetic.

“That’s it,” she whispered. “Don’t be shy, anchor.”

I wasn’t gentle exactly, but I wasn’t rough either, just deliberate, learning the way her body reacted to pressure, rhythm. She arched into it, a soft curse escaping her.

My other hand found Mira, tracing the same path, drawing small circles that made her hips roll back against my fingers.

“Oh,” she said, voice gone breathy. “He’s learning fast.”

Nyx’s movements above me stuttered once at that, then picked up again, sharper now. Lila watched all of it with wide eyes, thighs pressing together, hands knotting in the couch cushion.

“Come here,” I said, surprising both of us.

She blinked, then obeyed, crawling hesitantly up beside me. I slid my hand from Suki to Lila, fingers brushing along her inner thigh. She made a tiny, involuntary sound, more a caught breath than a word, and her whole body went warm under my palm.

“Tell me if it’s too much,” I said.

“It’s not,” she whispered. “It’s… good. Just… new.”

I split my attention as best I could: Nyx taking me in long, hungry strokes; Suki pressed close, chasing my hand again; Mira leaned into the other side, cheeks flushed, lips parted; Lila trembling under my fingers, trusting.

It was clumsy for about half a second, then something clicked. A rhythm settled over all of us, not one single beat, but interlocking ones. Nyx’s hips timed to the way my hand moved between thighs. Suki leaning in when Mira leaned back. Lila catching the aftershocks like a tide she’d waded into.

Nyx’s breathing turned rougher, little sounds sliding out between her teeth when she dropped down particularly hard. Her hands tightened on my shoulders hard enough to almost hurt.

“You feel that?” she managed. “We’re not… slipping. We’re here.”

I did feel it, under the heat and pleasure, the way the invisible pull I couldn’t describe had dulled, the girls’ presence in the room solidifying. The air didn’t feel thin around them anymore. They felt anchored. Weighted. Real.

Suki tipped over first. One moment she was laughing under her breath at something Mira said; the next her body went taut and then shook, a sharp, surprised cry ripped from her. She clutched at my forearm hard enough to leave marks, riding the wave with eyes squeezed shut.

“Good girl,” Nyx said hoarsely, not breaking her own rhythm.

Mira followed not long after, head falling back, nails digging into my chest as her body shivered under my touch. Her laughter turned breathless and shaky before dissolving into small, helpless sounds.

Lila held on the longest, which somehow felt exactly right. She trembled, bit her lip, tried to stifle every reaction until I whispered her name into the space between us.

“Lila.”

Her eyes flew open, meeting mine, and whatever restraint she’d been holding cracked. She went soft and shaking around my fingers, a quiet, shuddering release that left her clinging to my shoulder like she might float away otherwise.

I was nowhere near as controlled.

Between the way Nyx had moved on me from the start and the sight and feel of all of them coming apart around me, my own edge was barreling toward me again. Every thrust of Nyx’s hips dragged me closer.

She felt it. Of course she did.

“Almost,” she said, her tone low and intent. “Hold on a little longer.”

“I don’t,” I broke off on a groan as she shifted her angle, grinding down in a way that made rational thought completely optional. “Nyx…”

“Yes,” she breathed. “Like that. Give it to us.”

The words, the authority in them, snapped whatever was left of my control.

“Wait,” I managed, the last rational scrap of my brain surfacing. “I’ll…”

She read the intention before I finished the sentence. In one smooth motion she rose off me and slid aside, hand closing around me and guiding instead of taking. The sudden emptiness where she’d been was almost painful, but her grip was firm, directing.

“Here,” she said. “On us.”

Suki, Mira, and Lila were already leaning in, bodies bunching together in front of me, chests pressed against each other as they crowded close. Nyx joined them, shoulder against Suki’s, the four of them forming a warm, waiting line.

My release hit a split second later. I spilled over their skin in hot, pulsing streaks, the sensation torn out of me so hard I couldn’t do anything but ride it, muscles locking, vision going bright white around the edges.

They took it like a blessing.

Warmth marked them in quick, messy patterns, across collarbones, down the curves of their breasts, over the soft swell of skin where they pressed together. Drops slid down, caught by hands, by tongues.

I slumped back, chest heaving, as they turned toward each other.

Nyx dragged a slow line with her fingers along Mira’s chest, then brought it to her own mouth, eyes half-lidded. Suki leaned over and licked a stray streak from Lila’s skin, making the silver-haired girl squeak and then laugh, breathless and shy. Mira cupped Nyx’s breast, thumb smearing a bit higher so she could lean in and taste it from her directly.

It should have been ridiculous. It wasn’t. It was messy and intimate and weirdly tender, the four of them sharing what I’d just given them like it was important not to waste a single drop.

“Don’t let it dry,” Nyx murmured, half to herself. “Feels wrong.”

They didn’t. Careful tongues and curious lips followed every trail until my mark on them was gone from their skin and carried inside instead.

When they finally seemed satisfied, they collapsed inward, a tangle of limbs and hair and tails that somehow ended up draped over and around me on the couch.

Nyx tucked herself against my chest, one leg thrown over my thighs. Suki claimed my other side, head pillowed on my shoulder, fingers sketching idle shapes on my ribs. Mira sprawled half across my legs, using my stomach as a cushion again. Lila curled in against my other flank, arm banded around my waist like she was afraid I’d vanish if she let go.

For a while, no one spoke. The only movement was the slow rise and fall of breathing, my heartbeat gradually easing from crashing cymbals to something more like a steady drum.

I could feel it, though. The difference.

They didn’t feel thin anymore. Not stretched, not halfway-gone. They felt heavy and real, weight pressing into me from all angles. Their claws, when they half-unconsciously flexed, scratched lightly at my skin instead of slipping through like I was made of fog.

Nyx shifted, just enough to tilt her head back and look up at me. There was satisfaction in her gaze, but also something grateful, softer than she usually let show.

“Better?” I asked, voice rough.

“Much,” she said. “We’ll sleep well tonight.”

“Maybe,” Suki muttered, already half-dozing. “If Connor can still move in the morning.”

“I have to,” I said. “Bread doesn’t bake itself.”

Mira’s lips curved against my stomach. “Listen to him,” she said. “Our little almost-baker.”

Lila hummed, the sound low and content where her cheek rested against my chest. “Thank you,” she whispered. “For… everything. For today. For this.”

“You don’t have to thank me,” I said. “This is part of the deal, right?”

“Deals can still be appreciated,” Nyx said. Her hand splayed over my heart, palm warm, fingers relaxed. “You’re doing more than you think.”

“Feels like I’m mostly just… standing in one spot and… uh… providing materials.”

“That’s part of it,” Suki said, not bothering to open her eyes. “A very enjoyable part.”

Nyx breathed out a quiet laugh. “You’re learning to bake,” she said. “You’re handling the humans. You’re giving us something we can’t get anywhere else. Don’t minimize that.”

I didn’t have a good answer to that, so I just let my hand rest on her back, fingers idly tracing along her spine.

Exhaustion crept back in, but it was different now. Less like being wrung out, more like being weighted down in a way that was… comfortable. Grounded.

I stared up at the ceiling, at the faint cracks that had bothered me when I’d first moved in and that I barely noticed anymore.

A few weeks ago, I’d gone to bed every night wondering how long I could keep lying to myself about saving the bakery. Wondering when the landlord would finally decide I wasn’t worth the bother.

Now I lay under a pile of magical cat girls from another world who’d just saved my business and then drained me in a way no bank account ever could, and all I could think was—

Huh. This might actually work.

Nyx’s breathing evened out against my chest. Suki’s hand went lax on my ribs. Mira’s tail curled around my ankle. Lila’s fingers twitched once, then stilled.

I let my eyes fall closed, surrounded on all sides, anchored by the weight of them.

If this was what it took to keep them here, to keep the ovens full and the door open and the sign downstairs from becoming another ghost on a dying street, then I could handle it.

I could more than handle it.

Sleep pulled at me, heavy and irresistible. I gave in, drifting under with the faint, steady awareness of four heartbeats pressed against mine.


Chapter 5

Saturday started with someone’s tail in my mouth.

I woke up coughing and spitting hair, which was not how I’d envisioned my day off in… ever.

“Mmff,” I turned my head and got a face full of red instead of silver this time. Suki had somehow ended up sideways across the bed, one leg thrown over my stomach, tail flicked up near my face.

I grabbed the offending appendage and pushed it gently aside. “You are a menace,” I said into her hip.

She made a sleepy noise and burrowed in closer like I’d just paid her a compliment.

It took me a second to get my bearings. I’d fallen asleep on the couch last night under a pile of exhausted cat girls. At some point between “I might die” and “everything is heavy and warm,” we must have migrated to the bedroom, because now all five of us were wedged into my too-small mattress again.

Nyx was on my left, half sprawled across my chest, one knee pressed between my legs. Lila was curled into my right side, head tucked under my jaw. Mira had staked out the bottom third of the bed, feet up where my pillow should have been, hair a blonde halo over my shins.

Our “cozy family pile,” as Mira kept calling it.

“Connor,” Nyx muttered, voice thick with sleep. “You’re twitching. Sleep.”

“We can’t,” I said. “We have things to do.”

Saying it out loud made my stomach clench a little. Not the bad kind. The “I had a plan and I am resolved to see it through even though I’m a coward” kind.

Suki rolled onto her back, flinging an arm across my ribs. “It’s our day off,” she said. “The whole point of a day off is no things.”

“Yeah,” Mira added from my feet. “We earned a nothing day.”

Lila made a tiny agreeing noise and burrowed closer.

“Okay, first of all,” I said, “you earned about ten days off with yesterday. But if we don’t use today, we’re going to keep pretending we don’t see the fact that the bakery looks like it’s been slowly decaying since the 90s.”

Nyx’s ear twitched. Her eyes stayed closed. “We fixed the important part,” she said. “The baking.”

“There’s also the part where half the paint is coming off the walls,” I said. “And those weird stains by the front door that I don’t want anyone to look at too closely.”

“That’s… charming,” Mira mumbled. “Rustic.”

“It’s depressing,” I said. “And if I have to stare at that one peeling patch behind the register for another week, I’m going to lose it.”

Nyx finally pried one eye open. “What are you proposing?” she asked, like she was pretty sure she wasn’t going to like the answer.

I took a breath. “We’re painting.”

The bed went very still.

“Painting what?” Suki asked warily.

“The interior,” I said. “Walls, at least. Fresh coat. Cover up the chips and the scuffs and whatever biological horrors are happening near the baseboards.”

“Our day off,” Mira said slowly, “and you want us to… work more?”

“It’s different work,” I said. “No ovens. No customers. Just rollers and brushes. And it’s just one day. Maybe two. Tops. I already bought the paint.”

Nyx blinked. “When?”

“Last week,” I said. “On sale. I’ve been… thinking about it.”

Planning it, really. Standing in the aisle at the hardware store, staring at rows of identical-looking cans and trying to picture a version of Crust & Crumb that didn’t look tired.

“You bought paint and didn’t tell us,” Suki said. She sounded personally betrayed. “You went on a secret mission.”

“It was ten minutes at the discount place, not a heist,” I said. “I didn’t want to say anything until I knew we’d actually have a day off to do it and not just… look at the cans while we collapsed.”

Mira pushed herself up onto her elbows, hair falling forward. “What color?” she asked.

“Light cream,” I said. “Not exciting, but it’ll make the place look brighter. Cleaner.”

“Mm.” Nyx closed her eye again like she was weighing the idea in her head. “Acceptable.”

“So you’re in?” I asked.

“No,” she said. “I am asleep.”

I groaned. “Come on. The sooner we start, the sooner we’re done. Before it gets too," I cut myself off before I said anything about how hot the bakery got in the afternoon. Describing temperature was still allowed; describing how the air felt wasn’t going to summon the policy police on me, but I was on a roll with not jinxing myself. “Before it gets annoying,” I finished.

Nyx sighed like I’d asked her to lift the building. “What time is it?”

I craned my neck to see the clock. “Eight.”

All four of them groaned in perfect disharmony.

“Barbarian,” Mira said into my leg.

“Traitor to days off,” Suki added.

Lila just made a small protesting sound and pulled the blanket up over her head.

“We could at least have breakfast first,” Suki tried.

“There are still donuts downstairs,” I said. “We’ll eat while the first coat dries.”

Mira perked up marginally at that. “Breakfast donuts?”

“Breakfast donuts,” I confirmed. “But only if we get out of bed before noon.”

Nyx finally rolled off my chest, landing on her back beside me and throwing an arm over her eyes. “You’re very demanding for someone who nearly cried over dough yesterday,” she said.

“I did not cry,” I said. “My eyes just… considered it.”

She huffed, which was as close to a laugh as she got before coffee. “Fine. We paint.”

Lila peeked out from under the blanket. “Really?”

Nyx tilted her head toward her. “You like things neat,” she said. “Fresh walls will make you happy.”

Lila’s ears angled forward a little at that. “Maybe,” she admitted.

“That’s one yes,” I said. “Majority rules.”

Suki lifted her hand weakly. “I vote for staying in bed and using our anchor as a body pillow until we forget what a spatula is.”

“Overruled,” Nyx said immediately.

Mira sighed in a dramatic arc and sat up fully, hair falling around her shoulders. “If we’re painting, I’m not ruining my cute set for it,” she said. “I need… sacrificial garments.”

“You can all have my old t-shirts,” I said. “The ones with holes. And… I think I have a box of Uncle Dan’s ancient aprons somewhere.”

Suki’s eyes glinted. “We get to ruin your clothes on purpose?”

“As long as the ruin involves paint and not, like, open flames, yes,” I said.

Nyx pushed herself up, rubbing a hand over her face. “Two minutes,” she said. “Then we’re moving. That’s as generous as I’m going to be.”

I clapped my hands once. “You heard the boss. Bathroom rotation, clothes you don’t care about, meet you in the kitchen.”

Suki flopped over dramatically and then rolled off the bed entirely, landing on her feet in a way that should not have worked with how boneless she looked. “If this turns into actual fun,” she said, pointing at me, “I’m never letting you live it down.”

“I’m not sure you’ve ever let me live anything down,” I said.

She considered that. “True,” she said, and walked toward the bathroom, red hair swaying.

The next ten minutes were the usual whirlwind funnel of five people and one tiny bathroom. I brushed my teeth at the kitchen sink again and dug through my drawers for anything I wouldn’t cry over if it got permanently stained.

By the time everyone straggled into the kitchen, the girls looked like a very strange approximation of a painting crew.

Nyx had stolen one of my old black t-shirts and a pair of joggers with a rip in one knee. The shirt was snug across her chest, loose everywhere else. She’d knotted it at her waist, practical, hair down as always, ears poking through.

Suki wore a faded band tee I’d bought in high school and a pair of athletic shorts I barely remembered owning. The shirt hit her mid-thigh and advertised a group I was pretty sure had broken up before she’d been born on whatever timeline Feloria used.

Mira had picked one of my softest gray shirts and tied it off on one side so it curved around her hip. She’d apparently decided that underwear counted as “shorts,” which I decided not to comment on for the sake of my blood pressure.

Lila had chosen the baggiest shirt she could find and a pair of my sweatpants rolled three times at the waist so they didn’t fall off. She looked like a kid wearing her dad’s clothes in an old movie, which did unfortunate things to my heart.

“You had all these and still let us sleep in our underwear,” Suki said, twirling once.

“The underwear wasn’t my idea,” I said. “And those are for work. Painting is work. Sleeping is… failing to wear pajamas.”

“We’re not starting that argument again,” Nyx said, heading for the stairs. “Down.”

I grabbed the key ring off the counter and followed.

The bakery downstairs felt different when it wasn’t humming with activity. Chairs were upside down on tables, the cases empty, the “Closed” sign facing out. Without customers and trays of food, the flaws of the space stood out more.

The walls, especially.

The off-white, maybe it had been white once, was chipped in long, flaking strips near the baseboards. There were scrapes where chairs had hit, smudges near light switches, an odd, suspicious discoloration in one corner by the door.

“Wow,” Suki said, looking around like she was seeing it for the first time. “We work in a dump.”

“Rude,” I said. “Accurate, but rude.”

Mira ran her fingers lightly over a long crack in the paint near the front window. “Why didn’t you fix this before?” she asked, not accusing, just curious.

I shrugged, feeling my face heat. “I was… barely keeping the place open,” I said. “Paint seemed… extra.”

Nyx’s expression didn’t change much, but her ears angled back a little, like she understood more than she was saying. “We’re fixing it now,” she said. “That’s what matters.”

The cans waited behind the counter where I’d hidden them, two squat metal circles promising transformation. I hauled them out and set them near the center of the room, then dug through the bag from the hardware store for brushes, rollers, plastic trays, painter’s tape.

“How do we do this?” Mira asked, eyeing the tools like they might bite.

“I watched a lot of videos,” I said. “So I’m basically an expert.”

Nyx gave me a look. “You said that about sourdough.”

“And look how far I’ve come,” I said. “Not a single brick loaf yesterday.”

She couldn’t argue with that without lying, and Nyx didn’t lie.

“All right,” I said, clapping my hands. “Step one—move stuff. We don’t want paint on the tables or the display.”

Between the five of us, we shifted the smaller tables toward the center of the room and covered them with old sheets I’d brought down from the apartment. Lila fussed with the edges until every bit of surface was protected, smoothing out wrinkles with careful hands.

Nyx and I moved the heavier display case a few inches out from the wall, enough for someone to squeeze behind it.

“I’ll take trim and edges,” Lila volunteered once I’d explained the concept of painter’s tape. “I’m… good at lines.”

“You take that,” Nyx said immediately. “You’ll do it properly.”

Lila’s ears tipped forward at the compliment. She unspooled the blue tape with intense focus, lining it along the baseboards and around outlets, pressing it down with the pad of her thumb.

Suki grabbed a roller like it was a weapon. “I want to do a big wall,” she declared.

“You’re not allowed near the ceiling,” Nyx said. “You’ll fall.”

Suki looked offended. “I have perfect balance.”

“You have disorder,” Nyx said. “Different thing.”

Mira picked up a medium brush, twirling it between her fingers. “Can we paint little patterns?” she asked. “Like tiny cats? Or… swirls?”

“Later,” I said. “Right now I just want the place to look like it doesn’t have lead paint.”

“Lead?” Lila echoed, alarmed.

“It’s fine,” I said quickly. “Probably. Look, new paint solves it either way.”

Nyx knelt by the first can and pried the lid up with a flathead screwdriver. The top came free, and smooth pale cream stared back at us.

“Plain,” Suki said.

“Clean,” Nyx corrected. “It will make the bread look better.”

That sold it more than anything I could have said.

We poured paint into trays, rolled the rollers until they were evenly coated, and then, finally, actually started.

The first stroke was weirdly satisfying.

I worked on a section behind the register, dragging the roller up in long, vertical passes. The fresh color covered the old in neat swaths, hiding scuffs I’d gotten used to ignoring.

Behind me, brushes and rollers hit walls in a scattered chorus of movement.

“Like this?” Lila asked, carefully edging along a window frame, her strokes precise and short.

“Perfect,” I said. “You’re hired.”

“I already work here,” she reminded me, but she smiled.

Mira took a section near the front door, her movements a little more fluid. She painted in generous arcs, leaving a few streaks she had to go back over, but she was getting it. A spatter of cream dotted her cheekbone and she didn’t seem to notice.

Suki attacked the long wall opposite the windows in wide, aggressive sweeps, putting her whole arm into it.

“You don’t have to fight it,” I said.

“I am conquering it,” she said. “This wall will fear me.”

“It fears drips,” Nyx said. “Less paint on the roller.”

She demonstrated, her own strokes steady. She worked quickly but not carelessly, overlapping each pass just enough to avoid lines.

Watching them all, a strange feeling crept up on me, something between pride and disbelief.

It was just paint. Just walls. But it was also… change. Visible, immediate change I could point at and say, “We did that.” No bank statement, no slow uptick in sales. Just a before and after in real time.

“Why does it feel good?” Mira asked after a while, stepping back to look at her section. “It’s just covering old colour with new.”

“Because the old colour sucked,” Suki said.

“Because we’re making it ours,” Nyx said quietly, not looking away from her wall. “It didn’t belong to us before. Now it does.”

I swallowed past the lump that decided, very rudely, to form in my throat.

“Yeah,” I said. “Exactly.”

We fell into a rhythm. Roll, dip, roll again. Move the ladder. Trade spots so someone shorter could do the lower half of a section while someone taller, usually me or Nyx, got the higher parts.

At one point I found myself squeezed into the narrow strip behind the display case, rollers in both hands trying to reach an awkward corner. I grunted as my shoulder bumped the glass.

“You’re going to get stuck,” Suki called.

“If I die back here,” I said, “tell everyone I went heroically.”

“Death by wall,” Mira said. “Very brave.”

Lila sidled up with a smaller brush. “Here,” she said. “I can get the corners.”

We swapped, me scooting back out so she could slip in and attack the narrow edges with nimble strokes.

“Thanks,” I said, rubbing at a streak on my forearm with the back of my wrist. I’d somehow managed to get more paint on myself than on my section.

She glanced at my arm. “You’re very… decorated,” she said softly.

“It’s camouflage,” I said. “If I become one with the wall, the landlord can’t find me to collect rent.”

“That’s not how that works,” Nyx said dryly from behind us.

“Let him have his fantasy,” Suki said. “He looks cute with blotches.”

I looked down at myself. There were, in fact, blotches. Neck, forearms, a few tiny dots on my cheek I only noticed when Mira reached over and tapped one with her fingertip.

“Missed a spot,” she said, and then, entirely unhelpfully, dragged her thumb through it and left a streak.

I swiped at her face in retaliation, leaving a pale line across her nose.

She gasped. “War,” she said.

“Do not start a paint fight,” Nyx said immediately, without looking. “We do that after the first coat is on, not before.”

“So we are starting a paint fight later,” Suki said, delighted.

“No,” Nyx said. “We are not.”

I made a mental note that if there was going to be disorder, it would probably not respect Nyx’s schedule.

We worked our way around the room, section by section. The old, tired walls disappeared under crisp cream. The weird stain by the door vanished. The long-peeled strip behind the counter was just… gone, swallowed up.

We took a break when our arms started to feel like they belonged to someone else. I checked the time and blinked; somehow hours had passed without me noticing.

“We should let this dry before we start the second coat,” I said, leaning the roller against the tray.

“I have paint in places I didn’t know I had places,” Suki announced, flopping backward onto one of the covered tables.

“Careful,” Nyx said automatically, but her voice had lost some of its bite. She looked tired in a way that had nothing to do with ovens this time.

Mira flexed her hand, examining the pale smudges on her fingers. “It’s satisfying,” she said. “Messy, but satisfying.”

Lila sat on an overturned bucket, brush resting across her knees. Up close, she had a few faint splatters along her collarbone and one on the curve of her throat, like a strange new constellation.

“You did great with the edges,” I told her. “Way straighter than I could’ve.”

Her ears perked. “Thank you,” she said. “It’s… like icing lines. Just bigger.”

“That explains why I’m bad at both,” I said.

Nyx walked a slow circuit of the room, inspecting the freshly painted sections. Her tail moved in a small, pleased arc.

“It already looks different,” she said. “Lighter.”

“Not bad for amateurs,” Suki said.

“Speak for yourself,” Mira said. “I am a natural.”

“You got more on yourself than the wall,” Nyx pointed out.

“That’s just proof I was engaged with the medium,” Mira said.

I looked around with them, taking it in.

Same tables. Same old register. Same faded sign outside. But the room felt, no, looked, newer. Less like something I’d inherited and more like something we were actively building.

“Hey,” I said, before my brain could convince me to keep it to myself. “Thanks. For doing this. I know it’s not exactly a glamorous way to spend a day off.”

Nyx shrugged, eyes still on the walls. “It’s our bakery,” she said simply. “We take care of it.”

Our bakery.

The words landed in the center of my chest and sat there, heavy and right.

Suki rolled onto her side and propped her head up on her hand. “Besides,” she said, “if the walls look nicer, more humans will come in. More humans means more money. More money means less yelling from your landlord. Less yelling means a happier Connor. A happier Connor means better milk.”

“Suki,” Lila hissed, glancing at the door even though it was locked and the sign screamed Closed.

“What? It’s true,” Suki said.

Nyx finally turned away from her inspection, amusement flickering at the edges of her mouth. “She’s not wrong about the chain,” she said. “We’re investing.”

My face heated, but I couldn’t exactly argue with the logic. “We are absolutely not putting ‘improved milk quality’ in the business plan,” I said.

Mira laughed, low and pleased. “We’ll keep that in the… internal notes.”

I shook my head, but I was smiling. My muscles ached in different ways than they had yesterday; my shirts were probably never recovering. The bakery was still under the same debt and the same lease.

But the walls were clean. The girls were here. And for the first time since Uncle Dan died, the future of Crust & Crumb looked less like a slow collapse and more like something we might actually be able to paint ourselves.

“Come on,” Nyx said after another minute of quiet looking. “Break’s over. Second coat, then touch-ups. If we’re efficient, we’ll be done before evening.”

Suki groaned theatrically but slid off the table. Mira stretched her arms over her head and picked up her brush again. Lila rose from her bucket with the small, resolute set to her mouth I was starting to recognize as her “I am going to make this perfect if it kills me” face.

I grabbed my roller, flexed my fingers, and stepped back to the wall.

“Round two,” I said. “Let’s make this place look like it belongs to us.”

And we went back to work.


Chapter 6

I lost track of time in the rhythm of it.

Roller up, roller down. Step sideways. Repeat. The second coat went on smoother than the first, the new paint sliding over itself instead of fighting with the old stuff underneath. The wall behind the register was already a clean stretch of cream where there used to be scuffs and that one long crack I’d been pretending not to see.

Across the room, Suki was attacking her wall with the same energy she attacked everything, making big vertical passes and humming under her breath. Mira had switched to a smaller brush and was doing detail work around the windows with her tongue stuck slightly between her teeth in concentration. Nyx moved along the longest wall, fast and precise, checking every edge as she went.

Lila was on the floor near my section, working on the baseboards. She’d tucked herself into the narrow strip between the wall and an upside-down chair, one knee down, the other leg folded under, brush moving in small, exact strokes. Painter’s tape ran in a straight, perfect line where the wall met the floor, her doing.

I was halfway through my tray when I felt someone hovering just inside my space.

“Connor,” Lila said quietly.

I glanced down. She’d shifted closer, enough that her shoulder almost brushed my calf. Her ears were angled slightly back, like she wasn’t sure if she should be talking.

“Yeah?” I rolled one more strip of wall and let the roller rest.

She glanced across the room, making sure the others were busy, then back up at me. Her voice dropped even lower.

“I… need your milk,” she said.

The roller almost slipped out of my hand.

It hadn’t been that long since last night. My body reacted like she’d flipped a switch anyway.

“Now?” I asked before my brain could put any tact on it. “I mean, already?”

Colour crept up her throat into her cheeks. “I know we… just…” She faltered, searching for words. “But when we do the ritual with everyone, I… I don’t get as much. Not really.”

I blinked. “What do you mean?”

Her fingers tightened on the brush handle. She stared at the line of tape instead of my face.

“You saw,” she said softly. “Last time. They’re… louder. Faster. I’m slower. By the time I… catch up, most of it’s gone. Shared.”

She said it like it was her fault. Like a flaw.

“I thought you were fine,” I said, keeping my voice down to match hers. “You came. I felt.”

“I did.” Her ears twitched. “It’s not that. It’s just… inside. The way it feels when your milk… settles.” She pressed her free hand lightly against her stomach, almost unconsciously. “It doesn’t last as long for me. I can tell. I fade faster.”

The word fade hit something in my chest that had nothing to do with arousal.

“Why didn’t you say anything?” I asked.

She shrugged one shoulder, still not looking at me. “Everyone’s tired,” she said. “You’re tired. Nyx says we have to be careful, not… drain you. It felt selfish to ask.”

I set the roller carefully in the tray so I didn’t just drop it.

“Lila,” I said. “This is literally my job. Being your anchor. Keeping you here.”

Her eyes flicked up, then back down. “Still,” she whispered. “It felt… greedy. Wanting more when they seemed okay.”

I thought of Suki’s easy swagger, Mira’s confident laugh, Nyx’s constant control. Of Lila’s smaller voice under theirs, the way she always hung back that extra step.

“I don’t want you just… almost okay,” I said. “I want you solid. All of you. If you feel yourself fading, you tell me. Every time.”

She swallowed. “Even if it’s… soon?”

“Especially then,” I said. “Before it gets bad.”

Her shoulders loosened, just a little. She finally met my eyes, silver hair falling forward.

“Okay,” she said. “Then… I’m telling you. I need it.”

Just like that, whatever lingering paint-related thoughts I’d had scattered.

I glanced at the others. Nyx had her back to us, working near the front window. Suki and Mira were arguing about whether one corner needed a third pass.

“I should tell Nyx,” I started. “So she doesn’t think I just wandered off.”

“She’ll know,” Lila said quietly. “She always knows. And it’s… your decision, too. You’re our anchor. If you think I need it…”

She let the sentence trail off, leaving it in my hands.

I didn’t even have to think about it.

“Come on,” I said. “Help me look like I’m doing something responsible.”

We grabbed a couple of empty trays and one of the smaller brushes, like we were heading to refill or rinse them. No one questioned it. Nyx called something about not stepping in the wet patches; I waved and tried to look like a guy who was absolutely not about to go do something wildly inappropriate in the middle of a painting project.

The back room off the kitchen was cramped and cluttered, a narrow space between the main kitchen and the alley door. Shelves held flour, sugar, and the boxes of supplies we couldn’t fit anywhere else. Today there was also a stack of unopened paint cans shoved into one corner, leftover from my ambitious hardware-store spree.

I nudged the door mostly closed behind us. Not locked, I wasn’t trying to start that fight, but enough for privacy.

Lila hovered just inside, suddenly looking smaller in my old, paint-splattered clothes. The huge t-shirt hung off one shoulder, the neck stretched from where she’d been tugging at it all morning. There was a pale streak of paint on her forearm, another just under her jaw.

“You’re sure?” I asked. “We can wait until tonight. Or..."

She shook her head immediately. “If I wait, it gets… fuzzier,” she said. “Like I’m… not quite here. It’s harder to pull back from that. Now is… better.”

She stepped closer, fingers brushing my wrist, light but deliberate.

“And I want it,” she added under her breath, almost like it surprised her to say it out loud.

Something in me tipped.

“Okay,” I said quietly. “Then we definitely shouldn’t wait.”

I set the empty trays on a low shelf and turned back to her.

Up close, I could see it, the faint lag in her movements, the way her pupils were a little too big for the light in here. Not dramatic, not dangerous, just… thinner than the others had looked when they settled after last night.

I reached for the hem of my shirt where it hung on her.

“Can I?” I asked.

She nodded, lips pressed together, eyes on my chest.

I lifted the t-shirt slowly, waiting for any sign of hesitation. She raised her arms automatically, helping me peel it up and off. Underneath, she had one of her simple white bras on, the kind that somehow managed to look both practical and unfair.

Her skin was pale where the sun never hit, flushed faintly pink where the paint had spattered. My shirt had trapped a little heat against her; warmth rolled out as I bunched the fabric and dropped it on a nearby box.

Her hands hovered at her sides like she wasn’t sure what to do with them.

“You’re beautiful,” I said, because it felt wrong not to.

She ducked her head, but a small, pleased smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. “You have to say that,” she murmured.

“I really don’t,” I said. “I want to.”

Her tail gave a tiny flick at that, betraying her.

I stepped closer, close enough that my shirtless chest almost brushed her bra, and reached behind her for the clasp. The back of my hand grazed warm skin. Her breath hitched just enough for me to feel it.

“Okay?” I checked.

“Yes,” she breathed.

I unhooked the clasp, careful, and eased the straps down her arms. The bra slid away and joined the shirt on the box.

I’d seen Lila naked before, in the chaotic tangle of bodies that was our shared bed and in the group rituals. This was different.

This was just her.

Her breasts were a perfect handful for my palms, soft and full, nipples already tightening a little in the cooler air. The faint paint smear under her jaw drew my eye again, a pale line against the delicate curve of her throat.

“Pretty,” I said, fingers brushing the underside of one breast, thumb sliding up the side.

She made a small, involuntary movement toward my hand, subtle but unmistakable.

I leaned in and kissed that paint streak off her skin.

She let out a quick breath, head tilting to expose more of her neck. I followed the line up with my mouth, leaving slow, open-mouthed kisses along her throat, then down again until I reached the top swell of her chest.

My hands settled more firmly, thumbs circling her nipples lightly, not quite touching at first, then brushing across. The little peaks hardened under the attention, tightening visibly.

“Connor,” she murmured, my name barely more than a shape on her lips.

I wrapped my lips around one nipple, soft at first, then more firm, sucking just enough to pull a small shiver out of her shoulders. My tongue flicked, tasting salt and skin and the faint tang of dried paint where I’d missed a spot with my earlier kiss.

Her fingers found my hair and tangled there, not pushing, just… holding on.

I alternated between breasts, giving each the same careful attention, one hand on the one my mouth wasn’t on, rolling and squeezing gently, matching what I did with my tongue.

Her body leaned into me gradually, like gravity had increased. Her tail brushed my thigh, the furred tip twitching in tiny, uncontrolled movements.

When I finally pulled back enough to look at her face, her lips were parted, eyes heavy-lidded, a flush high on her cheeks.

“Better?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said, almost too fast. Then, quieter, “Please don’t stop.”

“I’m not planning on it,” I said.

I dropped my hands to the waistband of the sweatpants she’d cinched at her waist and hooked my fingers under the tied knot.

She hesitated just a fraction of a second, then nodded, trusting.

I tugged the knot loose and eased the pants down over her hips. The fabric slid easily, taking her underwear with it. She stepped out, one foot and then the other, completely bare now except for flecks of paint and her ears and tail.

She covered herself for half a second on reflex, then forced her arms down, clearly intent on not hiding.

“It’s just us,” I said, catching her wrists gently and lowering them. “You don’t have to be shy with me.”

“I know,” she said. “I just… feel more… seen when it’s only you.”

The admission landed somewhere between my ribs.

“Yeah,” I said. “Me too.”

She frowned a little, like that hadn’t occurred to her.

I shrugged out of my own paint shirt next, tugging it off over my head. My skin prickled in the cooler air of the back room. I went for my waistband with less ceremony than I’d given her, shoes off, then tugging my paint-splattered jeans and boxers down in one go, stepping free and kicking them aside.

Now we were both naked in a room that was way too small for the amount of naked going on.

Her gaze dropped for a second, then snapped back up to my face. The faint flare of her nostrils and the way her throat bobbed were the only giveaway that she’d seen exactly what I wanted her to see.

“Come here,” I said, softer now.

She stepped into my space like she was walking into warm water. Our bodies met, chest to chest, hip to hip, skin sliding on skin.

I slid one hand around her back, the other lower, over the curve of her ass, then forward, between her thighs.

She shifted automatically, opening for me.

My fingers brushed the soft hair there, then lower, over the first slick heat of her.

Her eyes fluttered closed. “Slow?” she asked, more hope than question.

“Slow,” I promised.

I stroked her gently at first, just exploring, learning the shape of her. The smooth outer lips, the softer inner fold, the way she was already damp from just the attention so far. I found the small, sensitive nub at the top and circled around it without landing right on it yet, keeping the pressure light.

Her breath deepened, chest pressing more firmly against mine with each exhale.

I eased one fingertip lower and pressed inside, slow, letting her body take me in at its own pace. She clenched around me automatically, muscles tight for a second, then relaxing as she exhaled.

“That okay?” I murmured.

“Yes,” she said. “More.”

I eased that finger in and out, shallow at first, then a little deeper. Her body welcomed it, the slickness making it easy. After a moment I added a second finger, watching her face.

Her brows drew together briefly, not in pain, more in concentration as she adjusted. Her hand flexed on my shoulder, claws pressing just enough to anchor herself.

I curled my fingers gently, seeking. The front wall inside her brushed my fingertips and I tried a few different angles until.

Her whole body jerked, a quick, involuntary response that sent her pressing harder against my hand.

“There,” she whispered, eyes flying open to meet mine. “Like that.”

I did it again, same angle, same motion, stroking that spot in slow, steady passes while my thumb finally circled over the small bundle of nerves above. Light at first, then a little firmer as I felt her start to rock into it.

She melted under me, no other word for it. Her knees went weak; I tightened my arm around her back to hold her up.

“Connor,” she said, my name stretched out now, full of something that made my chest feel too tight.

Her head dropped to my shoulder, lips brushing my collarbone as her body chased the rhythm. Little tremors ran through her muscles, building.

I kept my pace unhurried, letting the tension climb instead of snapping it too fast. She needed this. Not just the act, but the time. The space to have something that was just hers, not jostled between three other needs.

“Let go when you’re ready,” I murmured against her hair. “I’ve got you.”

She clung tighter at that, fingers digging in. Her breathing went ragged, muscles tensing more with each pass of my fingers.

"I," she started, then broke off, a small, desperate sound catching in her throat.

“It’s okay,” I said. “Come for me, Lila. Take what you need.”

Her body obeyed before her brain did.

She went taut in my arms, every line drawing tight. Then the tension broke in a sharp, rolling wave that pulsed around my fingers, squeezing. Her hips jerked, once, twice, then again in smaller, helpless aftershocks.

I kept my touch steady through it, not pushing harder, just riding it with her, drawing it out as far as she could stand. Her forehead pressed into my shoulder, mouth open, breath hot against my skin, whole body shaking.

When the convulsions finally eased, she slumped, boneless for a moment. I pulled my hand away slowly, fingers slick, and shifted my grip so she was more supported.

She stayed there, leaning into me, trying to catch up to herself. After a few seconds she looked up, eyes glassy, lips parted.

“There you are,” I said, brushing a thumb under her eye where moisture had gathered at the corner.

“Felt… big,” she said, voice unsteady but full of wonder, like she’d surprised herself.

“You needed it,” I said.

She nodded once, a tiny movement, then glanced down between us, where my body had been having its own very intense reaction to everything.

Her pupils dilated again.

“Do you still…?” she asked.

“Oh yeah,” I said, a slightly strangled laugh escaping. “Very much still.”

Her hand slid down my chest, fingers trailing through paint streaks, then lower, wrapping around me. The touch was tentative but eager.

“I want you inside,” she said softly. “Just you. Without… all the others.”

The way she said it hit me harder than it should have.

“Bed would be more comfortable,” I said automatically, then remembered where we were. Time. Walls. Paint.

She seemed to come to the same conclusion. “Here is okay,” she said. “If you’re careful with my back.”

I glanced around. There was a small, sturdy-looking table shoved against one wall, more of a waist-high shelf really, currently holding a couple of sealed flour bags and an old, clean baking tray.

“Can I?” I nodded toward it.

She followed my gaze, then nodded, trusting.

I swept the tray and bags to the side to clear enough space, then turned back and lifted her by the hips. She made a soft sound of surprise and grabbed my shoulders, legs wrapping around my waist almost on instinct.

She was lighter than she looked, but solid, her thighs strong where they locked behind me. I set her carefully on the edge of the table, making sure there was enough support under her, then stepped in close between her knees.

Her hands framed my face for a second, pulling me down into a kiss.

It started tentative, then deepened as our mouths opened. She tasted like breath and paint and something uniquely hers. The kiss grounded me, pulled me back from the edge just enough to remember I was more than a collection of urges.

“I’ll go slow,” I said against her lips. “Tell me if you need me to stop.”

“I won’t,” she said. “I want all of it.”

She shifted her hips forward, guiding my hand where it needed to go. I lined myself up with her entrance, the slick heat there welcoming, and pushed in, slow.

Her fingers tightened in my hair, a small gasp escaping as I stretched her.

We moved gradually, inch by inch, until I was fully seated inside her, our bodies flush. The feeling was overwhelming in its own right, the tight, wet heat of her surrounding me, holding me there.

We stayed still for a second, just breathing.

“How does it feel?” I asked, managing the words through gritted teeth.

“Full,” she said, eyes wide, voice almost reverent. “Good. So good.”

I drew back a little, then slid in again, testing. Her muscles clenched around me, not in resistance, more like she was trying to pull me deeper.

I found a rhythm, slow, deliberate thrusts, not slamming us together, just… moving. Letting her feel every inch of it. My hands gripped her hips, thumbs stroking absent circles into her skin; her arms folded around my shoulders, holding on.

Each time I pushed in, her breasts brushed my chest, nipples just catching, adding another layer to the sensation. Her tail wrapped loosely around my forearm where it lay against her back, a soft band that tightened with each deeper stroke.

Her face was open in a way I’d never seen in the group rituals. No shyness, no looking around to see what the others were doing. Just raw, focused pleasure, all for herself.

“You’re… different like this,” I said without really deciding to.

“Different?” she asked, a flicker of concern crossing her expression.

“More,” I said. “More you. I like it.”

Her eyes softened. “I feel more me,” she admitted. “Like I’m not… getting lost in everyone else.”

“You never were,” I said, thrusts already starting to shorten, breath hitching a little. “But I get it.”

Her legs tightened around my waist, drawing me in deeper. I shifted my angle slightly and hit that same spot inside I’d found with my fingers.

Her head snapped back, lips parting in a silent cry, walls clenching around me.

“There,” she said again, voice breaking. “Please. There.”

I did my best to oblige, hips snapping a little harder as I drove into that place over and over. Pleasure coiled low in my spine, rising too fast for me to pretend I wasn’t right on the edge.

“Lila,” I warned, grip tightening on her hips. “I’m.”

She knew what I meant.

“Pull out,” she said quickly, breathless but absolutely sure. “I want to drink it. I want it from you. Direct.”

The thought nearly undid me on the spot.

I forced myself to slow, to give us a few more deep, careful thrusts before I reluctantly slid free. The sudden loss of her around me made me groan; she shivered, empty and wanting, but immediately shifted, sliding off the table to kneel on the narrow strip of clear floor in front of me.

Her hands wrapped around me again, guiding me to her mouth. She looked up once, eyes blown wide, then parted her lips and took me in.

Heat and wet and the soft pull of her throat around me combined with everything that had come before and obliterated my control.

I braced one hand on the table behind her, the other in her hair, not pushing, just holding. I warned, “Lila,” but it was already happening.

Release tore through me in a series of sharp, pulsing waves. She didn’t flinch. She swallowed each spurt as it hit her tongue, throat working, eyes fluttering closed.

Her hands stayed steady on my hips, keeping me exactly where she wanted me until the pulses slowed and finally stopped. Even then she didn’t pull back right away, lips and tongue coaxing the last stray drops from me before letting me slip free.

She sat back on her heels, licking her lips, a faint trail at the corner of her mouth that she caught with her thumb and sucked clean with an absent little hum.

The sight did something to my insides I was not equipped to process.

I slumped back against the table edge, chest heaving, every muscle in my body loose.

“You okay?” she asked, which was rich, considering.

“I’m… not sure I’ve ever been this okay,” I said. “Give me a second before you ask for a performance review.”

She smiled, small and satisfied. Then her expression shifted, going softer.

“It feels different,” she said, hand drifting to rest against her own stomach again. “Stronger. Like it’s… reaching all the thin places and… filling them in.”

“You’re sure?” I asked. “You feel better?”

She nodded, ears perking a little. “I don’t feel like I’m… slipping,” she said. “I feel… anchored.”

The word made something warm spread through my chest.

“Good,” I said. “That’s what I want.”

She pushed herself up and stepped into me again, completely unconcerned with our mutual nakedness now, arms looping around my waist. I folded mine around her shoulders in return, pulling her in.

She pressed her face against my chest, cheek resting over my heart. For a moment we just stood there, breathing each other in, the world outside the little back room narrowing down to skin and warmth and paint drying on the other side of the door.

“Thank you,” she said, voice muffled.

“For the obvious?” I asked, trying for light and landing somewhere closer to earnest anyway.

“For helping us,” she said. “For helping me. For… not making me feel like I’m… too much to ask for.”

“You’re not too much,” I said immediately. “You’re not even enough, actually. I’m pretty sure if you asked me for anything else right now I’d say yes without reading the terms.”

She made a small laugh as we held each other in the small room.


Chapter 7

By the time we got back out to the front of the shop, my legs were already complaining.

Lila walked a little ahead of me, back in my old paint-splattered t-shirt and sweatpants. Her shoulders were looser, ears higher, like someone had turned her opacity back up a notch. Nyx’s gaze flicked from her to me for half a second, sharp and knowing, but she didn’t say anything. Just handed me my roller like we’d gone to get more water instead of… anything else.

“Second coat,” she said. “We finish today.”

“Yes, captain,” Suki said, saluting with a dripping roller.

“We’re not actually painting the ceiling, right?” I asked, eyeing the high edge above the front window.

“Not today,” Nyx said. “You’d fall and break something.”

“Rude,” I said. “Accurate, but rude.”

We went back to work.

The rhythm came easier now. Muscle memory had managed to form in the time it took my shoulders to start aching. Up, down, step. Up, down, step.

The cream color was already transforming the room. The long wall opposite the windows, which had always looked dingy no matter how much I scrubbed it, now looked… intentional. The weird stain by the door was gone under a smooth rectangle of new paint. Every time my roller went over an old scuff, I felt a tiny, petty thrill.

“This is satisfying,” Mira said, leaning back to admire the section she’d just done. She had more paint on her than her wall. “I feel very… constructive.”

“You’re drippy,” Lila said mildly from her spot near the baseboards.

Mira glanced down at the splatters on her arms. “I am engaged in the process,” she corrected. “Art is messy.”

“This is not art,” Nyx said from the far corner. “This is maintenance.”

“Let her have her delusions,” Suki said. “She looks happy.”

“You look like a disaster,” I told her.

She grinned and did an extra-wide stroke that left a streak twice as thick as necessary. “A disaster with upper body strength.”

We worked our way around the room. The second coat covered the last shadows of the old walls, evening everything out. Lila’s tape lines kept the trim perfectly crisp. Every time I passed one, I felt a little outclassed by a strip of blue plastic.

I was halfway through the short wall by the bathroom door when it happened.

One second I was rolling. The next, something cool and wet landed on the back of my neck.

I jerked forward on instinct. “What the…”

Behind me, Suki made a suspicious little cough.

I wiped my neck with the back of my wrist and looked at my fingers. Cream.

Slowly, I turned.

Suki stood there, roller in hand, whistling off-key at a patch of ceiling she absolutely had not been painting a second ago. There was a very incriminating drip at the end of her roller and a matching smear of paint on her own cheek.

“Oops,” she said, not even trying for sincerity. “Gravity is a harsh mistress.”

Nyx didn’t look up from her wall. “Suki.”

“It slipped,” Suki said. “Connor’s head is too big. It got in the way.”

“My head is not that big,” I said. “Yours is just a terrible aim.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Excuse me, my aim is perfect.”

I flicked a tiny bit of paint from my roller in her direction.

It hit the front of her shirt, just above the logo of a band that probably wished it had died with more dignity.

She looked down at the dot, then up at me.

“It’s on,” she said.

Before I could decide whether that had been a tactical error, she stepped forward and dragged the very edge of her roller down my arm. Not a full stroke; Nyx would have killed her for wasting that much, but enough to leave a pale streak from bicep to elbow.

“Hey,” I said. “Violation. That’s a line violation.”

Nyx finally turned, probably because the air had changed in that way it did right before Suki escalated something.

“Do not,” she started.

Too late. Suki lunged.

She didn’t go for me, though. She went for Nyx.

A quick swipe, just a flick of her wrist, and she tagged Nyx’s jaw with the roller, leaving a diagonal stripe of paint from chin to just under one ear.

For a full second, the entire room froze.

Mira’s mouth dropped open. Lila’s brush hovered above the baseboard. I held my breath.

Nyx slowly lifted her free hand and touched her jaw. When her fingers came away smeared with paint, she looked at Suki, very calm.

“Suki,” she said. “You have made a mistake.”

Suki’s grin was huge and unrepentant. “Worth it.”

Nyx set her own roller down with a deliberate little thud in the tray and reached for a smaller brush.

“Oh no,” I said under my breath.

Suki darted backward, but Nyx didn’t go for her face. That would have been too obvious. She walked up like she was just inspecting Suki’s section of wall, then very casually ran the loaded brush down the length of Suki’s forearm.

The line was straight. Perfect. Three fingers wide.

Suki stared. “You did not just racing-stripe me.”

“You look fast now,” Nyx said.

Suki lunged again. Nyx sidestepped, quick and economical, but not fast enough to avoid a retaliatory smear across her shoulder.

That was it. Small as it was, the fight had started.

They didn’t go for full-on mayhem; this was Nyx and Suki, not two toddlers. But in between actual work, there were stolen moments, a dot of paint on the tip of Suki’s ear when Nyx “adjusted” her grip on the roller; a mysterious handprint on the back of Nyx’s shirt that absolutely hadn’t been there earlier.

“Stop moving,” Mira said at one point, half-laughing as she tried to paint near them. “You’re going to bump me and then I’ll have to retaliate and then Lila will cry.”

“I won’t cry,” Lila said from the floor, but her voice had the tight edge she got when the broom back upstairs wasn’t perfectly straight in its corner. “But if anyone gets paint on the trim, I will be… upset.”

That got through where my protests hadn’t.

Nyx glanced down at the perfect line Lila had just finished. “We’re done here,” she declared. “No more fighting near the edges.”

Suki, already winding up for another strike, lowered her roller with a put-upon sigh. “You’re no fun.”

“Fun doesn’t pay rent,” Nyx said.

“Fun got you that stripe on your jaw,” I pointed out.

She wiped it with the back of her hand, smearing it more. “We will not talk about that.”

Mira stepped in, standing on tiptoe with a rag and carefully wiping at Nyx’s face. “You look cute,” she said. “Very… artistic.”

Nyx scowled, which only made it worse. “Wipe properly,” she said. “Not a painting.”

I watched them for a second, the leader who’d arrived here all sharp lines and strategy, now standing in my half-painted bakery with a smudge of cream on her neck while another cat girl doted on her.

My chest did that embarrassing twisty thing again.

We powered through the rest of it.

By late afternoon, every wall had a clean coat of paint. The only bare spots were the ones we’d left around the ovens and the upstairs stairwell, where we’d decided we’d need a fresh surge of energy and possibly scaffolding.

We cleaned brushes and trays in the tiny kitchen sink, taking turns so we didn’t drown the drain. I scraped rollers over the ridges of the plastic trays, watching excess paint collect in the bottom so we could pour it back into the can.

“This part is less satisfying,” Mira said, rinsing out a brush with exaggerated care. “All the fun and none of the transformation.”

“It’s still transformation,” Lila said. “Just… backwards. But clean.”

“You and Nyx are obsessed with clean,” Suki said.

“Clean keeps us alive,” Nyx said, stacking the now-washed trays upside down to dry. “Humans don’t come back to dirty places.”

“They didn’t really come back to dirty places when it was just me, either,” I said. “So this feels like a win.”

We moved the tables back off the sheet-covered island of the room and roughly into place, leaving a bit of space so nothing bumped the still-tacky walls. Chairs went back down from their upside-down perch. The display case shuffled an inch closer to the wall, but not quite home yet.

When we finally stepped back into the middle and turned in a slow circle, it hit me.

Same floor. Same fixtures. Same battered register. But the room looked… brighter. More intentional. Less like a thrift store of old decisions and more like something that might actually have a future.

Mira did a slow spin, arms out. “It feels bigger,” she said.

“It’s the color,” I said. “Lighter makes it seem more open.”

“Whatever it is, I like it,” Suki said. “If customers don’t buy more now, they’re blind.”

Nyx crossed her arms, eyes scanning every surface like she was looking for reasons to be unimpressed and not finding many.

“It will do,” she said finally. Coming from her, that was practically a rave review.

I leaned my shoulder against the cool edge of the display case, suddenly very aware of how much my whole body ached. My arms felt like I’d done a week at the gym in one afternoon. My lower back had specific, technical complaints.

“We’re done,” I said. “At least with the walls. Ceiling’s a future-us problem.”

“Future-us hates present-you already,” Suki said.

“Future-us will be grateful when the human money keeps coming,” Nyx said.

That dovetailed a little too neatly with the thing I’d been turning over in my head while rolling paint.

“So… about the humans,” I said. “I’ve been thinking.”

“Dangerous,” Mira murmured.

“Quiet,” I said automatically. “We got slammed yesterday because word of mouth started to spread, right? People told their friends. We had that office woman practically threaten her co-workers if they didn’t show up.”

Suki snorted. “I liked her.”

“What if we help that along?” I said. “On purpose.”

Nyx’s attention sharpened. “Explain.”

“Some places do free sample days,” I said. “Little bites of stuff on trays. People walking by can try something without having to commit to buying a whole box right away. If they like it, they’re more likely to remember us. And come back. And tell people.”

Mira’s eyes lit. “Oh. I like this. Feeding people for fun and profit.”

“Free?” Nyx repeated, not sold yet. “We give away product we could sell?”

“Tiny bits,” I said. “Like, one donut cut into eight. Bread slices in cubes. We’d be open anyway. And it’s Monday office crowd. People’ll be dragging themselves back to work. Sugar bribe them.”

“We bribe them?” Suki said. “Excellent.”

Nyx looked toward the front window, like she could already see ghost-people passing by.

“It will increase demand,” she said slowly. “If we do it right. But it also means more work in the back. More volume. You saw yesterday, we were close to our limit.”

“We can handle it,” Mira said. “We just need to plan. Smaller portions, no fancy decorations. Simple things that travel well.”

“And you’d be at the register,” Lila added, looking at me. “Talking to them. Telling them what we have.”

I nodded. “I can do that. I mean, my ‘hey, buy stuff’ script could use work, but I can talk.”

Nyx was still thinking, but her tail had taken on a slow, thoughtful sway instead of a sharp, annoyed flick.

“When would we do this?” she asked.

“Monday,” Mira said immediately. “Tomorrow is… Sunday? Less office people. Monday, they’re all back.”

“We’d have to prep extra on Sunday,” Nyx said. “Bread tonight, doughs in the fridge, then early start Monday. No wasted experiments.”

“We don’t experiment that much,” Suki said.

“You tried to make cat-shaped donuts,” Nyx said.

“They would have sold,” Suki muttered.

“We can try shapes later,” Nyx said. “After we have a stable base.”

I could practically see the spreadsheet forming in her mind.

“So…” I said carefully. “Is that a yes?”

She looked around the room again, the fresh walls, the rearranged tables, the four women who were somehow both exhausted and still ready to take on more.

“Yes,” she said finally. “We do it Monday. Free samples. Limited items. You stay at the register and do not panic when the line gets long.”

“I reserve the right to panic quietly,” I said.

“You can panic later,” she said. “In bed.”

“Threat or promise?” Suki asked.

“Yes,” Nyx said, deadpan, and that was that.

My stomach chose that moment to remind me I hadn’t eaten since… something that felt like another lifetime.

It growled loud enough that everyone heard it. Four sets of ears perked.

“Speaking of bed,” Mira said, tilting her head. “And lines. And things that need filling.”

“Please don’t say ‘things that need filling’ while staring at me,” I said.

She smiled, slow and playful. “You’re the one thinking it.”

“I am thinking about dinner,” I lied.

“We’re thinking about dinner too,” Suki said, hopping up to sit on the covered counter. Her legs swung, bare toes just skimming the air. “Real food. And…”

“Milk,” Lila finished quietly, cheeks going faintly pink even as her tail curved in agreement.

The word landed low in my stomach as always.

Nyx didn’t bother with euphemisms. “We worked hard today,” she said. “We’ll work harder Monday. We need to keep our energy up. You know this.”

“I know,” I said. “And I’m not… objecting. Just pointing out there’s an order to things. Food first. Anchor later.”

“You’re cute when you pretend you’re in charge,” Suki said.

“I am in charge of at least my own blood sugar,” I said. “If I pass out in the middle, that’s not going to help anyone.”

Mira hopped down from her table and stretched, the hem of my gray shirt riding up enough to be deeply distracting. “He has a point,” she said. “If he’s wobbly, there’s less milk. Efficiency.”

Nyx considered that, then nodded. “Fine,” she said. “Dinner first. Then ritual.”

“Good,” I said, relief and anticipation tangling in my chest in a way I wasn’t going to think about too hard. “We’ll go upstairs, I’ll figure out something that isn’t just donuts, and.”

A sharp knock on the front door cut me off.

We all turned.

A guy in a delivery uniform stood on the other side of the glass, a medium-sized box in his arms. He glanced at the Closed sign, then at us standing there in various states of paint-splattered disarray, and lifted the box a few inches like a question.

“Did you order something?” Nyx asked me.

“Uh. Yeah,” I said. “I forgot it was coming today.”

I crossed the room, careful not to brush the walls, and unlocked the door just enough to pull it open.

“Connor Hayes?” the guy asked, reading off a label.

“That’s me,” I said.

He handed over the box and held out a little device. “Sign here.”

I scrawled something that might have been my name in another life and passed it back. He didn’t linger, just gave a quick nod, pivoted, and headed down the sidewalk toward the next address on his route.

“Efficient,” Mira said.

“Professional,” Suki added. “Unlike some humans.”

I shut the door and flipped the sign back to Closed. The girls converged immediately.

“What is it?” Lila asked, eyes on the box.

“Is it ingredients?” Nyx asked. “You didn’t tell me we were low on anything.”

“We’re not,” I said.

“New pans?” Mira guessed. “Ooh, do we get new shapes?”

“No shapes,” Nyx said automatically.

Suki leaned in close enough that her nose was almost touching the cardboard. “Does it explode?” she asked, sounding more hopeful than concerned.

“It absolutely does not explode,” I said. “It’s… something for upstairs.”

Four pairs of eyes shifted from the box to my face.

“For us?” Lila asked.

“For you,” I said. “Sort of. And for my sanity. And future heating bills.”

Mira’s eyes narrowed. “That sounds ominous.”

Nyx tipped her head. “You’re being vague.”

“That’s because it’s a surprise,” I said. “And if I open it now, you’ll all start whining and I won’t get any actual food into you before you decide the only thing on the menu is me.”

Suki’s grin was slow and unrepentant. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

“It is if we want you upright Monday,” Nyx said, very practical, betraying that she had in fact been doing math on my stamina.

I hugged the box to my chest like it was some kind of shield. “Upstairs,” I said. “Showers later, dinner first, then,” I lifted the box a little, “I’ll show you what this is.”

Mira folded her arms. “You’re making us wait.”

“Yes,” I said. “Delayed gratification is good for character.”

“We are not humans,” Suki said. “We don’t need character-building exercises.”

“You need clothes that aren’t my last clean t-shirt,” I muttered.

Nyx’s eyes narrowed just enough that I knew she’d caught that, even if she didn’t have the context yet.

“After dinner,” she repeated slowly. “You’ll show us after dinner.”

“Promise,” I said.

They traded looks between themselves, some silent cat-telepathy consultation I hadn’t been granted access to.

Finally, Mira sighed in an exaggerated arc. “Fine,” she said. “We will allow the surprise to gestate.”

"That's not how," I started, then gave up. “Let’s just go upstairs before I eat this box out of sheer desperation.”

“You wouldn’t,” Suki said.

“Watch me,” I said.

We turned off the lights, leaving the freshly painted walls to dry in the dim. The room looked somehow both new and familiar as we headed for the stairs, me with a mystery package in my arms, four painted, hungry cat girls at my back, and Monday already looming in my head with the shape of free samples and long lines.

One step at a time. Dinner. Ritual. Surprise.

For the first time since I’d inherited this place, the next few days didn’t feel like a countdown to disaster.

They felt like a plan.


Chapter 8

We didn’t even bother pretending we weren’t exhausted while we ate.

Upstairs, the apartment felt smaller than usual, five of us around the little table, shoulders and knees bumping. The smell of something vaguely tomato-based clung to the air, jarred sauce I’d doctored with whatever herbs I could find and poured over pasta. It wasn’t inspired, but it was hot and it was filling.

Mira twirled noodles with much more flair than the food deserved. “I like this,” she said. “Warm. Soft. Not bread.”

“Blasphemy,” Suki said around a mouthful. “Don’t insult the bread.”

“I said not bread,” Mira said. “Not worse than bread.”

Lila ate quietly, neatly, as always, silver hair falling forward until she tucked a strand behind her ear. Nyx didn’t waste motions; she ate like she did everything, efficient, focused, as if she were refueling and already planning the next thing in her head.

I mostly shoveled forkfuls in and tried not to pass out face-first into my plate.

“We did good,” I said finally, because the silence was starting to get too heavy. “Downstairs looks… different.”

Nyx nodded once. “It looks like we care,” she said. “Humans notice that.”

“Plus,” Suki added, waving her fork, “if we ever hate the colour, we can always paint over it and start a new fight.”

“You are not getting more paint near my ears,” Nyx said.

Mira glanced at the unopened box I’d set on the counter and then back at me. “So,” she said. “We eat. We rest. And then our mysterious anchor reveals his mysterious package?”

“After dinner,” I said. “And after we… do what we need to do.”

The table went a little quieter at that.

They all knew what I meant. I felt it settle over us, the unspoken thing that wasn’t really unspoken at all.

Lila’s gaze dropped to her plate. Suki’s tail flicked once, deliberate. Mira’s lips curved in a small, knowing smile. Nyx met my eyes for a second, then looked away, as if to give me a chance to back out even though we all knew I wasn’t going to.

We finished eating with more focus. Plates scraped clean. Forks clinked. The mundane mechanics of dinner felt almost surreal with what was sitting just beyond it.

I took the dishes to the sink on autopilot, ran some water over them. Nyx stood, chair scraping back.

“Leave it,” she said. “We’ll wash later.”

“Bossy,” I said.

“Efficient,” she corrected.

The others drifted toward the living room like there was an invisible current pulling them. By the time I dried my hands and followed, they were already there, waiting.

The couch suddenly looked very small.

Nyx stood in front of it, between me and them, like she was the gate I had to pass through. Her black hair fell around her face, ears pricked forward, eyes darker than usual.

“You’re sure you’re up for it?” she asked, her tone subdued. “After yesterday. After today.”

I swallowed. My heart was beating faster, but not in a bad way.

“I’m tired,” I said honestly. “But I’m here. And you said yourselves, you need this. I’m not going to tell you no.”

Her mouth softened at that, just a fraction. “Good,” she said. “Because we do.”

She stepped closer and reached for the hem of my shirt.

There was no rush in her movements this time. No frantic energy like the first nights. She slid the fabric up my torso, knuckles brushing skin, and I raised my arms to let her peel it off and drop it aside.

The look she gave me once I was bare from the waist up made every bit of tiredness in me shift into something else entirely.

Behind her, the others watched without pretending not to. Suki lounged against the arm of the couch, red hair tumbling around her shoulders, one knee drawn up. Mira sat cross-legged on the floor, hands resting lightly on her thighs. Lila was on the other end of the couch, back straight, fingers twisted in the hem of her borrowed t-shirt.

“Your turn,” I said, voice coming out rougher than I intended.

Nyx’s lips quirked. “As you wish, anchor.”

She reached behind herself, untying the knot of my old shirt she’d been wearing, then lifted it off in one smooth motion. The bra underneath followed, dropped with the same casual efficiency as if she were taking off an apron at the end of a shift.

I had seen her topless before. Several times, actually. It still hit me like a new impact every time.

The others followed her lead, though with their own rhythms. Suki peeled her paint-speckled shirt up and over with a flourish, tossing it aside without looking where it landed. Mira shimmied out of hers with an almost dancer’s roll of her shoulders. Lila hesitated, then gripped the hem of hers in both hands and pulled it off quickly, like ripping off a bandage.

For a moment, there was just… skin. Warm, pale, varied shades of it. Curves and lines and the faint evidence of the day, the smudge of cream paint under Mira’s collarbone, a tiny stripe near Suki’s ribs, a dot on Lila’s shoulder I’d somehow missed before.

My breath went shallow.

“We should get you comfortable,” Mira said. “You look like you might fall over.”

They stripped the rest of the way with the same mixture of ease and unselfconsciousness that was starting to feel almost normal around them. Shorts and sweatpants and underwear joined the growing pile of fabric near the wall.

“Sit,” Nyx said, nodding at the couch.

I obeyed, sinking down into the cushions. My legs felt oddly heavy and light at the same time.

They closed in around me, bare feet on the worn rug, soft skin and flicking tails and too many eyes on me at once.

Mira knelt first, between my knees, resting her hands lightly on my thighs. Suki joined her on one side, then Lila on the other, pale hair brushing my skin as she settled. Nyx stayed standing a moment longer, looking down at me from above, then lowered herself to kneel as well, directly in front of me.

Four of them, surrounding me, waiting.

Nyx reached for the button of my jeans. “We need you,” she said quietly. “Let us have you.”

My hands flexed uselessly on my own thighs. “I’m not exactly going to argue,” I managed.

They made short work of it. My jeans went, then what was under them, and suddenly I was the only one wearing nothing at all.

Cool air hit me, then warmer air as four bodies leaned in. The awareness of just how many hands and mouths were in reach of me made my pulse jump hard enough that I was pretty sure they all heard it.

“Just breathe,” Lila murmured, echoing what Nyx had said to me downstairs with the dough. “We’ll… start slow.”

They did.

Nyx’s hand closed around me first, firm and deliberate but not rough, setting an easy rhythm, warming me further. She watched my face more than anything else, adjusting pressure and pace based on every little twitch.

When I’d gone from tired to fully awake in a way that had nothing to do with coffee, she eased back and nodded at the others.

“Take your time,” she said. “We’re not in a rush.”

Lila moved in with a kind of careful reverence that made my chest tighten. Her fingers brushed, then wrapped, learning. The lightness of her touch was its own kind of torture.

Suki was the opposite, confident, playful, adding small extra motions just to see what reaction they got. Mira treated it like a prolonged tease, never lingering too long in one place, always pulling back just enough to leave me wanting more.

They traded places in an unspoken pattern, passing me between them, hands replacing hands, lips brushing over skin in brief, almost chaste touches that somehow felt anything but.

My breathing went from steady to shallow in increments. The room narrowed down to points of contact, where their fingers traced, where thighs pressed against mine, where a tail coiled for a heartbeat around my calf and then slipped away.

By the time Nyx brought her mouth into play, I was clinging to the back of the couch with both hands, knuckles white.

She didn’t push me all the way over the edge. None of them did. Every time I felt myself tipping, someone would ease off, back away, fingers sliding to my hips or my stomach instead, giving me a moment to hover in that maddening space between too much and not enough.

It would have been cruel if not for the way they watched me, checking, measuring, making sure it was pleasure and not pain.

“Anchor,” Suki said softly at one point, thumb sweeping an idle circle on my thigh. “You’re holding back.”

“Trying,” I got out. “There are… four of you.”

Nyx’s eyes sparked. “We are aware,” she said. “And we are not fragile. Trust us.”

Trust. That again.

I let myself lean into it.

Nyx was the one who changed the direction.

Without warning, she slid her hands up my chest and gave me a firm little push back. I went with it, leaning into the couch until I was more reclined than sitting.

“Up,” she said to the others. “Turn around.”

They obeyed, moving with an ease that made it clear this wasn’t the first time they’d done something like this, with or without me. They shifted on the rug, giving each other space, then went down on their knees, facing the couch.

Four backs, four curves of spine, four sets of shoulders, all lined up in front of me. Tails swayed slowly, almost in unison, an unconscious rhythm.

Nyx glanced back over her shoulder at me. “Your hands first,” she said. “Make sure none of us feels… neglected.”

I swallowed hard. “I can do that.”

I slid forward a little on the cushion, planting my feet more firmly on the floor, and reached out.

My hands found Nyx first, because of course they did. I smoothed them down the line of her back, over the narrowness of her waist, then lower, fingers tracing over muscle that had gone tense under the anticipation. She arched slightly into the contact, encouraging.

I moved to Suki next, letting my palms skim over the planes of her, learning her different shape and how she responded to even the smallest touch. Her laugh this time was breathless, not mocking.

Mira shivered when my fingers slid along her sides, her spine curving beautifully as she pressed her forehead briefly into her folded arms. Lila’s shoulders rose and fell in a quick breath when I reached her, her skin warmer under my palms than the rest of the room.

I took my time. This wasn’t just about what would come after; it was about making sure each of them knew I was paying attention, that none of them was an afterthought.

When I finally let my hands drift lower, when touches became more focused and personal, the room filled with a different kind of tension. Their breathing changed. Small sounds slipped out despite attempts to swallow them down.

Nyx’s because-I-said-so control frayed first.

She shifted back a little, pushing her hips subtly toward me, a clear invitation. When I met it, taking her into my hand in a more intimate way and working her gently, she let out a quiet, rough sound that shot straight through me.

“Connor,” she said, not a warning this time. More like acknowledgment.

I didn’t neglect the others. My hands moved between them as best they could, alternating, circling back, never staying away from any of them for long. It was clumsy and overwhelming and somehow exactly right.

By the time Nyx decided I’d done enough with fingers alone, all four of them were breathing hard, bodies tensed in that familiar waiting way.

“Enough,” she said, voice lower than before. “We’re ready.”

She shifted forward, bracing her hands on the rug, knees spread just enough for balance, spine a long, beautiful curve. The others mirrored her without comment, shoulders almost touching.

It hit me then, the trust in that. The way they all turned their backs to me, exposing themselves in a way that went beyond the physical.

I moved behind Nyx, hands settling on her hips, giving her a moment to feel me there.

“You sure?” I asked, because I had to.

“Yes,” she said, no hesitation. “Take your time, but don’t be gentle to the point of cowardice.”

I huffed out a breath that was half laugh, half something else, and did as she said.

We found a rhythm quickly. Slow at first, enough for both of us to adjust, then building as her body urged me on with every small movement, every involuntary sound. The others reacted too, even before it was their turn, Suki shifting restlessly, Mira biting her lip, Lila pressing her forehead to the cushion in front of her and breathing out little shivery breaths.

I moved along the line, drawn by a need I couldn’t name properly.

Nyx first, then Suki, then Mira, then Lila, one after the other, bodies opening to me with trust and something like hunger. I didn’t rush any of them, even though my own restraint frayed a little more with each transition.

By the time I reached Mira again, her shoulders were already trembling with how tightly she was wound. She looked back at me once, hair fallen into her eyes.

“Please,” she said simply.

I did my best to give her what she was asking for. The angle was different with her; the way she moved was different too, more responsive, less controlled than Nyx, more playful even in this.

The tension that had been building under my skin since the first touch finally crested.

I felt it happening, felt that unstoppable gathering at the base of my spine, the tightness in my chest, the way my body tried to surge forward on its own.

"I'm," I started, not even sure who I was warning.

“Let it go,” Mira said, voice breaking as she pushed back into me. “With me.”

We hit that edge together.

She cried out, body tightening around me, and I lost whatever shreds of control I’d been clinging to. The release tore through me, hard enough that I had to clamp my hands on her hips to keep from collapsing completely.

For a few seconds, there was nothing but that, her shuddering under me, my own body shaking with the force of it, the air in the room hot and thick even without me describing it.

When I finally managed to pull back, it was slow and careful. Mira slumped forward onto her forearms, breathing hard, a little dazed smile ghosting across her mouth.

“That,” she said eventually, “was very… effective.”

“Good,” I said hoarsely. “I… aim to please.”

The others weren’t done.

They shifted as a unit, rolling onto their backs, then their sides, then eventually ending up sprawled on the rug, legs bent, bodies still humming with unresolved energy. They reached for each other automatically, hands tangling in hair, fingers sliding along arms, lips brushing over shoulders.

Nyx looked up at me from where she lay, chest rising and falling, pupils still blown wide. “We’re not finished,” she said. “Not all of us.”

My body protested at the idea of more, but in that way that meant it wasn’t really complaining.

I dropped down to the floor with them, letting myself be pulled into their tangle. Hands found me, on my chest, my arms, my thighs, urging me closer.

The next part was less structured. There was no neat line, no taking turns in order. It was just… movement. Touch. The slide of mouths over mine, over each other’s. The press of fingers where they were needed most, sometimes mine, sometimes theirs, sometimes both.

They kissed each other a lot more this time. It was like once the tension from earlier had cracked, they’d given themselves permission to indulge. Nyx and Suki trading slow, almost languid kisses between gasps. Mira and Lila, shy and bolder by turns, learning each other’s rhythms.

I did my best to keep up, to be there wherever I was needed. A hand here, a mouth there, an encouraging word when someone hovered at the edge.

One by one, I felt them go.

Suki first, crashing over with a bright, unselfconscious sound and a string of words that might have been praise or profanity or both. Mira not long after, laughter dissolving into something softer and more broken as she fell apart under a combination of my hand and Nyx’s mouth on her throat.

Lila held on, as she always seemed to, biting her lip until I gently tugged it free with my thumb and told her she didn’t have to be quiet. She wasn’t, after that.

Nyx watched me as much as she participated, eyes tracking my exhaustion, my stubbornness, my insistence on giving them everything I could even when my muscles shook.

“You’re close again,” she said quietly at one point, one hand sliding down my stomach, knowing exactly what she was talking about without having to look.

“Yeah,” I admitted.

She tipped her head toward where Lila lay, cheeks flushed, chest still heaving a little. “Her,” she said. “Let her have this one.”

Lila’s eyes went wide. “Me?” she whispered, almost like she couldn’t quite believe it.

“If you want it,” I said. My voice sounded strange to my own ears, wrecked and fond and something else.

She swallowed, then nodded. “I… do,” she said. “I want… all of you. Even like this.”

That was apparently all my body needed to hear.

Nyx’s hand guided me, and the next moments blurred into a rush of sensation and focus. Lila knelt up in front of me, looking at me with a mixture of anticipation and something like awe. The others shifted around us, giving space but not really moving away, their presence a ring of warmth and approval.

The way I gave her that last bit of myself wasn’t dignified; it was raw and inevitable. I couldn’t have stopped it if I’d tried.

She took it with an openness that undid me more than anything else. Eyes closed, mouth parted, accepting. When it was done, when the pulses slowed and finally stopped, she stayed there for a beat longer, as if committing the feeling to memory.

Then, slowly, she smiled.

“Thank you,” she said softly.

Before self-consciousness could creep in, which it absolutely wanted to, Suki leaned in from one side, Mira from the other, Nyx from behind. They crowded around Lila, their mouths finding the traces of what I’d just given her, kissing them away, sharing them between them in small, intimate motions.

It was strangely gentle, for all of what it was. Not a scramble, not a competition. Just… sharing. Mira’s lips brushing the corner of Lila’s mouth. Suki’s tongue flicking playfully along her cheek before pressing a kiss there. Nyx’s fingers sweeping slowly over Lila’s face, then bringing them to her own lips.

When they were done, Lila’s skin was clean again, but the glow in her eyes hadn’t dimmed at all.

I sagged back onto the rug, limbs absolutely done with me.

Four bodies immediately rearranged themselves around mine, like magnets finding their natural pattern. Nyx tucked herself into my left side, head on my shoulder. Suki draped across my right, one leg thrown over my thigh. Mira curled against my chest, blonde hair spilling over me. Lila nestled low against my ribs, an arm banded across my waist, as if to make sure I wasn’t going anywhere.

“We’re a mess,” I said eventually, though I didn’t sound very concerned about it.

“We’re fed,” Suki corrected, voice drowsy.

“And painted,” Mira added, giggling weakly. “You have a stripe on your stomach.”

“I’ll survive,” I said.

Nyx’s fingers traced idle patterns over my chest, the touch light, almost absentminded. “You did well,” she murmured. “For a human with questionable stamina and worse baking skills.”

“I’ll pretend that’s a compliment,” I said.

“It is,” she said. “We feel… solid. Settled. That’s because of you.”

Lila made a soft, contented noise against my side. “I feel… full,” she said, then went very red at her own word choice. “Um. In a good way.”

“I know what you mean,” I said, squeezing her shoulder gently.

The box on the counter waited. Monday waited. Rent and recipes and sample trays waited.

Right now, though, on the worn rug of my tiny apartment, with four warm, heavy, very real bodies draped over me, the rest of it could.

“You can show us the surprise later,” Mira mumbled into my chest, as if she’d read my mind and decided for me. “After we can move our legs again.”


Chapter 9

I blinked up at the ceiling. The room was dimmer; the sky outside the windows had shifted toward evening. The box from earlier still sat on the kitchen counter, haloed in the faint light from the street.

Right. The “mysterious package.”

“I was supposed to show you something,” I muttered.

Mira stirred where she was draped half over my stomach. “Mmm. You can show us lots of things,” she mumbled, not opening her eyes.

“Present, not… that,” I said. “On the counter.”

At the magic word “present,” Suki’s ears twitched. She was facedown on the rug beside me, sprawled like she’d fallen from a great height and decided not to get up.

“Gift?” she said, voice muffled. “For us?”

“Yes,” I said. “For you. And for my heating bill.”

That got Nyx.

She pushed herself up on one elbow from where she’d been pressed into my left side. Her hair fell forward, shadowing her face, ears pricked. “Explain,” she said.

“Can’t explain without demonstrating,” I said. My arms felt like overcooked noodles, but I managed to wiggle out from under the pile with minimal collateral damage. There was some grumbling. Lila made a tiny protesting sound and latched onto my wrist for half a second before letting go.

I staggered to my feet, every muscle voicing its displeasure, and crossed to the kitchen. The box sat there, innocent and unassuming.

Behind me, the girls gathered at the edge of the living room like a small, suspicious audience, all still completely naked and looking like a very strange painting, a lot of skin, four tails, four very different expressions.

“Remember that thing I said about pajamas?” I asked, prying at the tape.

Nyx’s eyes narrowed. “Connor.”

“Don’t ‘Connor’ me until you’ve seen them,” I said.

The tape finally gave. I lifted the lid.

Four bundles of bright fabric looked up at me.

I pulled the first one out and let it unfold. Soft fleece, black, with a zipper up the front and little white crescent moons scattered over it. Attached hood with tiny pointed ears sewn on. Built-in feet.

A onesie.

Nyx stared at it like it might bite her. “What,” she said flatly, “is that.”

“Pajamas,” I said. “Full-body pajamas. Warm. Soft. Adorable.”

Mira padded closer, curiosity winning over dignity. “It has ears,” she said, reaching out to pinch one of the sewn-on points. “Why does it have ears?”

“Because you have ears,” I said. “Thematically appropriate.”

“We already have ears,” Suki said. “Real ones.”

“Yes,” I said. “These are… bonus ears.”

“You bought us skin-cages,” Suki announced.

“They’re clothes,” I said. “Very comfortable clothes.”

“They look… thick,” Lila said quietly from the back, peering around Suki’s shoulder. “Warm.”

“Exactly,” I said, seizing the opening. I reached in and pulled out the others one by one. “Look, I picked them out for each of you.”

I held up a pale silver-blue one sprinkled with tiny stars. Lila’s eyes widened a little.

“That’s yours,” I said. “Starry night. Very you.”

Next, bright orange-red with little stylized fish printed all over it, like cartoon koi. I gave Suki a look as I shook it out.

She put a hand to her chest. “You think of me and you think of… fish?”

“You’re the one who keeps raiding the tuna cans,” I said. “It felt on-brand.”

She considered that and then shrugged. “Fair.”

The last one was soft yellow with little cupcake outlines scattered over it. Mira’s whole face lit up.

“Oooh,” she said, taking it from me and holding it up to herself. “It’s like a walking advertisement.”

Nyx was still staring at the black one in my hands like it had personally insulted her. “I refuse,” she said. “I’m not sleeping in a sack.”

“It’s not a sack, it’s a onesie,” I said. “And you’re all wearing them.”

All four of them bristled with the same offended energy, ears flicking.

“We like sleeping naked,” Suki said. “You like us sleeping naked.”

“Yes,” I said automatically, then realized I’d stepped directly into the trap. “I mean. Obviously. I’m not blind. But it’s going to get cold. This building leaks heat like crazy. I can’t afford to keep the place tropical all night, and I am not waking up at three a.m. to find four half-frozen cat girls using me as an emergency blanket.”

“That’s efficient,” Mira said. “We’ve discussed this.”

“It’s not efficient when I can’t feel my toes,” I said. “Or my spine.”

Lila’s ears dipped. “We don’t want you to be uncomfortable,” she said.

Nyx shot her a look, then exhaled through her nose. “We can handle cold,” she said. “We’re not fragile.”

“I know you’re not fragile,” I said. “I’ve seen you throw hundred-pound flour bags like pillows. This is not about fragility. It’s about me being able to sleep at all in winter without worrying I’m committing some kind of neglect. I’m already a barely competent adult; let me have this one responsible decision.”

There was a beat of silence.

“You’re weaponizing guilt,” Suki accused.

“Yes,” I said. “Is it working?”

Mira stroked the cupcake-patterned fleece between her fingers. “It is very soft,” she admitted. “And… cute.”

Nyx made a face. “That’s the problem.”

“Look,” I said. “Try them. One night. If you hate them, we’ll renegotiate. You can sleep naked every other night and only wear them on the coldest ones. But at least give them a chance.”

Lila reached out tentatively and touched the sleeve of the starry one. “They do look… cozy,” she said. “And if it helps Connor not worry…”

Nyx glared at the garment like it had personally manipulated Lila. Then she noticed the back and blinked.

“What’s this?” she asked, flipping it around.

I’d forgotten about that part. Along the lower back of each onesie, right above where a human’s tailbone would be if humans had tails, there was a small reinforced slit, closed with overlapping flaps.

“Tail hole,” I said. “I, uh. Asked the lady at the shop about alteration options.”

“The lady at the shop?” Suki said, delighted. “You explained that your girlfriends had tails?”

“They thought it was a cosplay thing,” I said. “I did not correct them.”

Lila slid her fingers under the little overlap. “We can get our tails through,” she said, more to Nyx than to me. “Without drafts.”

Nyx hesitated. I could see the war on her face between practicality and pride.

“They’ll keep you warm,” I said quietly. “And you won’t have to wear anything under them. Just… soft. Around you. While we sleep.”

That last bit, apparently, was the lever.

“Fine,” she said at last. “One night. Trial.”

“Victory,” I said under my breath.

“Don’t celebrate yet,” Suki warned. “We reserve the right to revolt in the morning.”

“Noted,” I said. “But before we even think about putting these on…”

I let my gaze travel slowly over them.

Between the painting, the pasta, and the ritual, none of us had exactly prioritized hygiene. There were still faint streaks and smudges here and there from earlier, dried sweat, traces from my body on theirs, not exactly visible unless you knew what you were looking for, but I knew.

“You all need a bath,” I said.

Four simultaneous groans.

“No,” Suki said immediately. “Absolutely not. Illegal.”

Nyx crossed her arms over her chest. “We are clean enough.”

“You are not,” I said. “I am not explaining to the people at the laundromat why these brand-new pajamas smell like… us after the first night. We’re washing first.”

“We can groom ourselves,” Mira offered. “Like normal. No tub needed.”

“You have tongues, not power washers,” I said. “Tub. Warm water. Soap. End of discussion.”

Lila made a face. “Baths are… too much water.”

“You’ll survive,” I said. “I promise not to drown you.”

“You say that now,” Suki muttered. “This is how it starts. First baths, then you take our freedom, then you—”

“Suki,” Nyx cut in. “He’s right. We are… messy.” She glanced down at herself, then at the others. “We need to wash properly.”

Suki threw her head back in despair. “Et tu, Nyx?”

“We can make it fast,” Nyx said. “Efficient. All together.”

Mira perked up a little at that. “All together could be fun,” she said. “Like a tiny pool.”

“In a tiny room,” I said. “With a tub that barely fits one person. It’s going to be cramped.”

They all looked at me with identical expressions that said, Very slow, Connor.

“Right,” I said. “Cramped is… probably not a deal-breaker.”

I herded them toward the bathroom before anyone could suggest an alternative that involved licking and no water, because I really did not want to picture that right now.

My bathroom was small on a good day. Five adults in it turned it into a logistical puzzle. The tub was the old-fashioned kind with a higher side than strictly necessary and just enough space for one normal human to sit and reconsider their life choices.

I turned the taps, adjusting until the water ran warm. Steam fogged the mirror a little. I grabbed a couple of clean washcloths and the least offensive soap I owned and set them within reach.

Behind me, the girls clustered in the doorway, reluctant.

“I feel like you’re about to take us to the vet,” Suki said.

“I am not giving you shots,” I said. “Just soap. Get in.”

Nyx, because she was Nyx, went first. She stepped over the edge of the tub with minimal drama and lowered herself into the rising water, knees bending to accommodate the length of it. Her ears flattened for half a second when the water hit her skin, then eased.

“It’s not terrible,” she said cautiously.

Lila followed, gripping my forearm for balance as she climbed in. She made a little sound when the water closed around her thighs, eyes wide. “It’s… hot,” she said.

“Warm,” I corrected. “You’ll get used to it.”

Mira slipped in next, adjusting herself with a wriggle until she was pressed against Nyx on one side and Lila on the other. “We fit,” she said, sounding pleasantly surprised.

“Temporarily,” I said. “Suki, in.”

She sighed dramatically but obeyed, stepping over and wedging herself in the last available space. Four of them in the tub meant a lot of bare knees and shoulders and unavoidable contact. Water sloshed perilously close to the rim.

“We’re going to flood the floor,” I said. “Please don’t reenact any ocean battles.”

“We’ll be good,” Mira said, though her tail was already swishing under the surface, judging by the ripples.

I knelt beside the tub, jeans creaking, and grabbed a plastic cup from the sink. Carefully, I dipped it and poured water over Nyx’s hair, shielding her ears with my free hand.

She tensed, then forced herself to relax. “Careful,” she said. “Ears.”

“I know,” I said. “I remember.”

We’d had that conversation the first time I’d accidentally brushed one with a damp towel. There were rules. No water in the ears. No yanking. No surprise touches.

I worked methodically. Wet hair, a little soap, gentle fingers massaging it through, rinse. Nyx endured with as much dignity as someone being shampooed in a cramped bathroom could manage.

When I moved on to Mira, she tipped her head back willingly, closing her eyes. “This is kind of nice,” she said. “Like a spa.”

“You have no idea what a spa is,” Suki said.

“It’s in the word. Spa,” Mira said. “Bubbles. Relaxing. Fancy.”

“Okay, now you’re just making noises,” I said.

Suki was the worst about the water. Every time I poured, she flinched like it was personally offending her. “It’s in my soul,” she complained. “I can feel it.”

“It’s on your head,” I said. “Close enough.”

Lila tried to be brave about it, but she clutched the edge of the tub with white knuckles when I poured water down her hair. “Almost done?” she asked, voice small.

“Almost,” I said, softening my touch. “You’re doing great.”

Her shoulders eased a little at that.

Once their hair was clean, I moved to the rest. I didn’t linger anywhere. Shoulders, arms, backs, legs. Practical, efficient. They were adults; I wasn’t going to play coy about bodies I’d already been much more intimate with, but this wasn’t about that. This was about getting rid of the lingering stickiness and paint flecks and the evidence of earlier on their skin.

They made it both easier and harder by treating it like half-bath, half-game.

“Hey,” I said as a sudden splash hit my shirt.

Suki was trying to look innocent and failing. “The water jumped,” she said.

Another splash followed, from the opposite side. Mira grinned.

I glared. “Do not start a war in my bathroom.”

Nyx didn’t say anything, but the corner of her mouth twitched.

I should have known that was my only warning.

The next splash was bigger, four sets of hands going at once. Water hit my chest and face, soaking the front of my t-shirt.

“All right,” I sputtered, wiping my eyes. “That’s it.”

I reached into the tub and flicked water back at them with my fingers. It was a pathetic counterattack, but it made Lila squeak and Suki laugh.

“The anchor retaliates,” Mira said, delighted.

“We surrender,” Nyx said dryly. “The floor, however, may not recover.”

She wasn’t wrong. Water had made a break for freedom over the edge, pooling on the tile. I tossed a towel down with one hand and nudged it roughly with my foot, hoping it would soak up enough that we wouldn’t end up with downstairs leaks.

“Okay,” I said after another minute of rinsing and lighthearted mutiny. “You’re officially clean. No more excuses.”

I stood and grabbed dry towels from the shelf. The four of them stood up in the tub, water streaming off skin, and for a second I almost forgot how to function.

Focus. Responsible adult moment. Pajamas. Heat bill.

I wrapped a towel around Nyx’s shoulders first, rubbing her hair gently. She made a small, involuntary sound that might have been a purr and immediately tried to smother it with a cough.

“Don’t,” I said. “It’s cute.”

She glared at me, but didn’t move away.

Mira leaned into the towel with obvious enjoyment, eyes fluttering shut as I scrubbed lightly at her scalp. Suki pretended to complain and then tilted her head to give me better access every time I moved the towel.

Lila just stood there and let me fuss over her, face soft, tail flicking slowly through the slit in the towel.

Once they were mostly dry, I stepped back. “Out. Carefully,” I said. “One at a time.”

They climbed out, dripping less now, and padded back into the main room, clutching towels around themselves like makeshift robes. The apartment felt smaller than ever with four damp, clean, half-covered women in it.

“Onesies,” Suki said, resigned. “Bring forth our fuzzy prisons.”

“They’re not prisons,” I said. “They’re… cozy armor.”

“Against what, drafts?” Mira asked.

“Yes,” I said. “Exactly. Drafts and my conscience.”

We did a quick assembly line. I handed Nyx the black one first.

She stepped into it like it was a grenade she’d decided to defuse. One leg, then the other, pulling it up over her hips, then sliding her arms into the sleeves. The fleece hugged her in a way I was absolutely not letting myself comment on. She pulled the zipper up halfway and then hesitated.

“Tail,” she said.

“Here,” I said, kneeling to guide the fabric over her lower back. She found the slit by feel and tugged her tail through the overlapping flaps. The little opening flexed and then settled snugly around the base, no exposed skin.

“Oh,” she said, almost surprised. “That… works.”

“I told you I thought it through,” I said.

She rolled her shoulders experimentally, then lifted her arms over her head and twisted. The onesie moved with her, no obvious pulling.

“It is… soft,” she admitted begrudgingly.

“One for the record books,” Suki said. “Nyx approves of clothes.”

“Temporary approval,” Nyx corrected, but her ears had eased.

Suki tugged on her orange fish-patterned one with more gusto. She zipped it up in one pull, then looked down at herself and snorted.

“I look ridiculous,” she said.

“You look like you were caught in an aquarium heist,” I said.

She struck a pose, hands on hips. “Fear me, I am the terror of the sea.”

Mira pulled her cupcake onesie on and actually did a little spin once she’d zipped it. The hood flopped forward over her forehead, cupcake-lined ears bouncing.

“Okay,” she said. “I love this. I am a walking menu.”

“You were already a walking menu,” Suki said.

Lila stepped into hers last, careful not to trip over the built-in feet. The pale blue and tiny stars suited her in a way that made my chest ache.

“It’s so warm,” she said, smoothing her hands down the front. “Like being wrapped in a blanket.”

“That’s the idea,” I said.

She flexed her fingers in the sleeves, then wriggled her toes inside the attached feet. Her tail found its way out through the slit with a little wiggle.

They all looked at me at once, four different versions of snuggly, ridiculous, and unreasonably cute.

“You’re not getting one?” Mira asked.

“I have sweatpants,” I said. “And a t-shirt. And a massive heating bill.”

Nyx narrowed her eyes. “You are not exempt from warmth.”

“I’ll be fine,” I said. “I still have four living space heaters trying to smother me every night. Put the hoods up.”

They did, somewhat reluctantly. Four fake ears now sat above four real ones, slightly misaligned. It should have looked stupid. It did, kind of. It also made something warm curl under my ribs.

“Okay,” I said. “Scale of one to ten, how much do you hate them now that you’re actually in them?”

Nyx considered. “Seven,” she said. “Possibly six.”

“Three,” Mira said. “They’re too cozy to hate properly.”

“I reserve judgment until I test the cuddle factor,” Suki said.

“Zero,” Lila said quietly, then flushed when they all looked at her. “I mean, I like it.”

Nyx sighed, long-suffering. “Of course you do,” she said. “Fine. Bed. Before he finds another responsible thing to force on us.”

We migrated to the bedroom, a slightly more orderly shuffle than our usual collapse. The bed was still a mess from earlier, sheets half-off, pillows scattered. I tugged things vaguely back into place while they climbed in.

Nyx flopped down first, then immediately rolled onto her side so she could face the center. Suki threw herself next to her with all the subtlety of a falling tree. Mira took the other side, sprawling in her usual dramatic fashion despite the new layer of fleece. Lila slid into the remaining space gently, arranging herself like she didn’t want to disturb anyone.

I squeezed into the gap they left in the middle, which was… not much of a gap. Immediately, four soft, fleece-covered bodies closed in around me from all sides.

“Okay,” Suki said, pressing her hooded head against my shoulder. “I’ll admit it. This is… nice.”

“It’s like cuddling a pile of stuffed animals,” I said. “Aggressively affectionate stuffed animals.”

Mira nuzzled into my other side. “We’re your plushies now,” she said, voice muffled. “Limited edition.”

Nyx rested her head on my chest, black hood slightly askew so one fake ear drooped. “Don’t get used to it,” she said. “We still reserve the right to sleep naked.”

“I would never take that right away,” I said. “I’m just… adding options.”

Lila curled against my ribs, hands tucked under her chin, eyes already half-closed. “It’s very warm,” she murmured. “And soft.”

Her tail flicked lazily against my hip, the fabric of the onesie sliding smoothly where fur met fleece.

There was a faint, low vibration where she touched me. It took me a second to place it.

“Are you purring?” I asked.

She blinked, startled. “Maybe,” she said. “It’s… hard not to. Everything feels… safe.”

Mira’s chest buzzed against my side a second later. “It’s contagious,” she said. “Like yawning.”

Suki’s rumble joined in, then, finally, Nyx’s, low and steady where her cheek rested over my heart.

The sound was soft, almost below hearing, more something I felt than heard, a thrumming under my skin, in my bones. Four overlapping notes, slightly out of sync, blending into a weird, soothing chord.

My arms found their way around them on autopilot, one hand resting between Nyx’s shoulder blades, the other across Mira’s back. My legs were trapped under a tangle of fleece and faux-ears and tails.

I’d thought the onesies would make them feel less like themselves somehow, like I’d be trading the wild edge of them for something more… domesticated.

Lying there, though, with four purring, warm, ridiculous cat girls in themed pajamas wrapped around me, I realized it hadn’t changed anything essential.

They were still them. Still otherworldly and blunt and teasing and occasionally terrifyingly competent. We’d just added another layer between them and the drafty windows.

“Okay,” Nyx said eventually, voice already thick with sleep. “You were right about one thing.”

“Just one?” I asked.

“This is… cozy,” she admitted. “Don’t gloat.”

“I would never,” I said, gloating internally at about a nine out of ten.

Mira yawned, wide and unselfconscious, fake ears flopping. “Mondays will be easier if we sleep like this,” she mumbled. “Warm and full and anchored.”

“Mm,” Lila agreed, the sound almost lost under her purring. “Anchored.”

The word settled over me like another blanket.

I stared up at the ceiling, feeling their weight, their warmth, their stupid little sewn-on ears pressing into my ribs and arms and neck. The world outside the thin walls of the apartment felt far away, rent and landlords and sample days and debt and whatever fresh panic Monday would bring.

In here, there was just this—four magical cat girls in pajamas, purring themselves to sleep around the guy who’d somehow become the thing that kept them here.

My eyes drifted closed.

If this was what responsible adulthood looked like, ordering onesies, enforcing baths, and letting myself be used as a glorified body pillow by women from another world, I could live with it.

More than live with it.

I wrapped my arms a little tighter around them, felt four purrs vibrate against me in answer, and let the warmth pull me under.


Chapter 10

Monday hit fast.

One second we were a ridiculous heap of fleece and tails and fake ears, the next Nyx was shaking my shoulder in the gray pre-dawn light.

“Up,” she said. “We don’t have time to be human about this.”

“I am human,” I mumbled into my pillow. “Being human is kind of my thing.”

“Today you’re an anchor and a cashier,” she said. “Human comes after.”

The others were already moving in a slow, sleepy sprawl. Zippers whispered, hoods pushed back. Watching four cat girls climb out of bed in matching onesies would never not be surreal.

“Do we have to take these off?” Mira grumbled, tugging at the fleece. “It’s so warm.”

“You spill glaze on that and I’m not doing the laundry,” I said.

She made a face, but started peeling hers off.

We dressed in our usual half-bakery, half-mayhem gear. Nyx in an apron over black. Suki in shorts and an attitude. Mira in one of my shirts and another apron. Lila in the onesie for about five extra minutes before reluctantly changing into my biggest t-shirt again.

Downstairs, the bakery was still. Fresh paint on the walls, chairs where we’d left them, counters wiped. For once it felt like we were starting on the right foot.

Nyx immediately started issuing orders.

“Connor, coffee on. Then prep the front: signs, napkins, sample plates by the window. Mira, Suki, doughnuts first. We need plenty of basic glazed. Lila, you’re with me on bread shaping. We bake more than usual, but not so much we drown in leftovers. Efficient.”

“Yes, captain,” Suki said, saluting with a bag of flour.

I got the register ready, lined up a stack of little paper sample cups and picks near the front, then went back to help haul trays. It was like getting a machine up to speed—a lot of coughing and clanking at first, then a steady hum.

By eight-thirty, the place smelled like ambition and sugar. I tried not to think those exact words because it was cheesy as hell, but it was true.

We opened right on nine.

At first, it was just the usual faces, Mrs. Hargrove with her critical stare, the delivery guy who always forgot his change, the woman from the insurance office down the block. They noticed the sample trays on the counter, little bites of donuts and slices of still-warm bread, and their expressions shifted.

“Free?” someone asked.

“Today,” I said. “New recipes. We want opinions.”

They took the bait. Tried a piece. Came back with money.

Then the office crowd hit.

Word really had gotten around. People I’d never seen before came in talking about “that donut place” and “the samples,” dragging coworkers with them.

“It’s like Costco, but good,” one guy said, stuffing a piece of glazed into his mouth.

“I’m… flattered?” I said, ringing him up for a full dozen.

Nyx stayed mostly in the back, orchestrating. I caught glimpses of her through the pass window, moving like a general, adjusting oven times, checking dough, redirecting whoever looked most likely to collapse.

Mira was a blur between fryer and glaze, charm on autopilot. “Try this one,” she told anyone within arm’s reach, holding out a sample napkin. “It’s our classic glazed. Perfect with your third coffee.”

Suki turned out to be lethal with the sample tray. She prowled near the door, offering bites to people who were clearly on the fence about coming in.

“First one’s free,” she told a pair of hesitant college kids. “After that, you’re on your own.”

They laughed, grabbed samples, and two minutes later were at my register buying six donuts “for the road.”

Lila ran triage between front and back, refilling sample trays, wiping the counter constantly, making sure the little signs didn’t migrate out of alignment. I saw her slip quiet suggestions to people, too.

“If you like the glaze, the cinnamon twists are similar,” she’d say. “And they keep well until afternoon.”

She wasn’t loud, but people listened.

The line grew.

By ten, we had a small crowd. By eleven, we had a proper one. It snaked from the register to the back wall, a gentle jumble of office lanyards, construction boots, and yoga pants.

I stayed planted at the till, fingers starting to move on their own. Glance at the case, remember the code Nyx had drilled into me for each item, hit the right sequence, bag, smile, repeat.

It took me a while to realize something was… off.

At first it was small stuff. Mira’s movements got a fraction less snappy. Suki missed a beat and had to re-fry a batch she’d pulled too early. Lila bumped her hip on the corner of a table she usually ghosted around.

Nyx, even through the pass window, looked… thinner. Not physically, I wasn’t watching her waistline, but there was a drag to the way she stepped, like each walk across the kitchen took a little more effort than it had an hour ago.

The line wasn’t slowing. The trays were going out faster than we could refill them. The little buzz of magic that always seemed to cling to the girls when they were really in their element had dulled to a faint hum.

Right. Anchor duties.

The first one to crack was Suki.

She slid up to the register under pretense of grabbing more sample napkins. Up close, the shadows under her eyes were darker, her tail sluggish.

“Hey, anchor,” she said, low enough that the woman in front of me wouldn’t hear. “Got a minute to… check inventory?”

It took my brain half a second to translate. “Storage room?” I asked. “Now?”

“Yes,” she said. “Or I start fading and drop a tray. Your choice.”

I glanced at the line. At Nyx in the back. At my own hands, slightly shaky from adrenaline.

“If I step away, things are going to jam up,” I said.

“Then jam,” she said. “Pick up later.”

Lila materialized at my elbow like she’d read the situation. “I can ring for a bit,” she said softly. “You showed me the basics. I’ll just do cash, no cards.”

I hesitated exactly one more second. Then I nodded.

“Okay,” I said. “Cash only for now. I’ll be right back.”

Lila slipped behind the register, shoulders squaring like she was stepping into something scarier than an oven full of bread. Suki hooked her fingers in my apron and tugged.

The storage room was barely bigger than a closet, with shelves of extra flour, sugar, and now a couple of paint cans we hadn’t used. I pulled the door mostly shut behind us.

Suki pressed her back to it and exhaled, long and shaky. “I hate that feeling,” she said.

“Fading?” I asked.

She nodded. “Like I’m two steps out of my own skin. It gets worse when there are a lot of humans. All their… noise pushes.”

I didn’t need a full lecture. I could see it. Her pupils were too big. Her fingers, which were usually all quick flicks and confident grabs, trembled when she reached for my apron tie.

“Quick,” she said. “Just… enough.”

I didn’t say “are you sure” or any of the other dumb, obvious questions. We didn’t have time for them, and we’d crossed those lines a long time ago.

The ritual, when it was just one of them and time was short, was less sprawling, more focused. No teasing, no drawn-out play. Just closeness, contact, surrender, and the steady sense of energy flowing in one direction.

She grabbed what she needed. I gave what I could.

When it was over, she rested her forehead against my chest for exactly one second, breathing hard.

“Better,” she said. “So much better. You okay?”

“Yeah,” I said, still catching up. “Go. Before Nyx comes back here and drags us both out by the ears.”

She grinned, color already back in her cheeks. “You love it when she’s bossy.”

“Out,” I said, swatting her lightly on the hip.

She slipped out, rolling her shoulders like a cat shaking off rain. I used a paper towel to make myself presentable and followed.

Lila had three customers waiting, but she handled it, counting change carefully, handwriting totals on a scrap pad I kept by the register. When she saw me, relief flickered across her face.

“Cards?” she asked.

“I’ve got it,” I said, dropping back behind the counter.

The line swallowed me again.

Time blurred. More people. More samples. More little noises of surprise when someone bit into something and realized this was not the same old strip-mall sugar.

An office assistant bought three dozen assorted and muttered something about “brownie points.” A construction foreman ordered enough bread to feed a crew and asked if we’d consider a regular standing order. A teenager in a hoodie tried a free donut bite, went wide-eyed, and immediately Venmo’d me for a full dozen because he’d “forgotten his wallet.”

Somewhere in there, Mira snagged me.

She waited until there was a natural lull, that half-breath when one group left and the door hadn’t opened yet for the next. She appeared at my side with an empty tray, cheeks too pale, eyes too bright.

“Connor,” she murmured. “Storage. Please.”

I looked at Nyx. She was elbow-deep in dough, but her ears angled toward us. When our eyes met, she gave the smallest nod.

“Lila, you got this?” I asked.

She nodded once, firm. “Go.”

The second time in the back was different, because Mira was different.

With Suki it had been urgency and a thin layer of bravado. With Mira, it was like she’d used up all her performance out front and left only the raw need behind.

She didn’t even bother with jokes. Just stepped into me, hands curling in my shirt, head dropping briefly to my shoulder.

“Too many people,” she said. “Too much… everything. My edges are going fuzzy.”

“I’ve got you,” I said, because what else was there.

We didn’t have the luxury of slow, but I tried to give her a little more gentleness anyway. A slower start. A few extra heartbeats of kissing, of hands smoothing over her back, of reminding her she was here, she was held, she wasn’t going to get pulled through an invisible hole in the wall.

She still took what she needed in the end. My “milk,” as they insist on calling it, energy she siphoned with an intensity that left me braced against the shelving, eyes squeezed shut.

When she drew back, licking her lips, there was color in her face again. Her pupils had shrunk to something closer to normal.

“Better?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said. “You taste like… success.”

“That is the weirdest compliment I’ve ever gotten,” I said.

She laughed, that bright little sound that made people buy three extra donuts, and touched my cheek. “You’re doing so well,” she said. “With them. With us. With this.”

Then she was gone, back out into the noise, the door swinging shut behind her.

It went on like that.

Nyx waited the longest, of course.

She would have run herself into the ground before admitting she needed a top-up if not for the fact that leadership meant staying functional.

It was early afternoon when she finally appeared at the register.

“We’re low on flour,” she said, loud enough for the nearest customers to hear. “Go check the back. Make sure we have enough for one more batch.”

It was almost a parody of an excuse. We both knew exactly how much flour we had.

“Yes, boss,” I said, playing along.

In the storage room, with the door mostly closed and the hum of the front muffled, she let herself sag for the first time all day.

Her shoulders dropped, just a little. Her eyes, which had been sharp and assessing every time I’d looked toward the kitchen, now showed the strain I’d sensed under everything else.

“I hate this part,” she admitted.

“The part where you need help?” I asked.

“The part where I have to leave them out there without me,” she said. “Even for five minutes.”

“They’re handling it,” I said. “You trained them. Barely even any disorder.”

That got the ghost of a smile. “Barely even any,” she repeated. “High praise.”

She stepped in close, then closer, until we were pressed together from chest to thigh. Her hands slid up my sides, over my shoulders, thumbs brushing my throat.

“You holding up?” she asked.

“I’ve been better,” I said. “I’ve been worse.”

She searched my face for a second, then nodded, apparently satisfied.

“Fast,” she said. “Deep. No games.”

My throat went dry. “Yes, captain.”

She kissed me like a command and a reward at the same time.

Nyx never did anything halfway. The ritual with her was intense in a different way from the others, less outward noise, more sheer, focused force. Where Suki teased and Mira played and Lila unfolded slowly, Nyx simply… took. Not without care. Not without awareness. But with an efficiency that stripped everything down to its core.

By the time she pulled back, my legs were trembling. She was breathing harder, a faint tremor in her hands easing away.

“We need to train your stamina,” she said, almost absently, brushing her thumb over my jaw.

“You keep saying that,” I said. “I’m starting to think you enjoy having a project.”

She smirked, the boss mask firmly back in place. “You’re not wrong.”

Then she was gone too, leaving me alone with a bag of flour that did not need checking.

The last one, oddly, was Lila.

She held out longer than I expected. It was late afternoon, the worst of the rush finally thinning, when I noticed her moving like she was wading through something thicker than air.

She miscounted change once. Missed a crumb on a table. Her tail drooped low, flicking only when she caught herself and forced it up.

When our eyes met, there was apology in hers before she even spoke.

“I’m sorry,” she said quietly. “I didn’t want to… take more. But everything feels… far away.”

“Never apologize for that,” I said immediately. “Come on.”

Lila’s rituals were always different.

With her, even under time pressure, everything felt a little slower. Not in a dragging way. In a deliberate, I-want-to-remember-this way.

She didn’t rush me. She didn’t let me rush her. She touched my face first, fingertips tracing the line of my jaw, the bridge of my nose, like she was confirming I was really there.

“Lila,” I said, half warning, half question.

“I know,” she said. “Fast. I can be fast. I just… want this to be clear.”

She took what she needed with the same quiet intensity she brought to trimming parchment and lining up chairs. There was nothing showy about it, nothing messy. Just that same small, steady hunger and the way her whole expression softened afterward.

“I feel… anchored again,” she murmured, pressing her palm briefly to her own chest like she could feel the difference from the inside out.

“That’s the goal,” I said, wiping my brow with the back of my hand. “Anchors and… flour.”

She laughed softly and kissed my cheek before we slipped back out.

The last hour of the day was a blur.

The line finally shrank to something manageable. A couple of stragglers came in, grabbed whatever was left in the case, and left with promises to “come earlier next time.”

When the bell over the door stopped ringing and the street outside shifted from busy to just… evening, I almost didn’t trust it.

“Closed,” Nyx said, appearing beside me like I’d summoned her. “We’re done.”

I flipped the sign with a weird sense of ceremony and locked the door.

Inside, the bakery went quiet in a way that made my ears ring. My body took that as its cue to introduce me to new and interesting varieties of fatigue.

I leaned both hands on the counter and exhaled. “I think my feet are suing for divorce.”

“Your feet don’t get to leave,” Suki said, slumping onto a chair near the wall. “We need them.”

Mira slid down with her back to the front window, legs stretched out, head tipping back. “That was… a lot of humans,” she said. “I think I talked my voice out.”

Lila sat on an upturned crate near the register, shoulders sagging but gaze alert. “They liked the samples,” she said. “So many people came back to buy after they tried them.”

Nyx wiped her hands on a dish towel and nodded toward the register drawer. “Count.”

I popped it open. The sight of the cash made my brain stutter.

We’d had good days before. Yesterday had been good. This was… more.

I did quick stacks: twenties, tens, fives, ones, my fingers clumsy but functional. I added up rough totals in my head, then did it again to make sure I wasn’t hallucinating.

“Okay,” I said. “So, rent is covered. Utilities too. Flour and sugar for the next order. And we still have enough left over to…”

I looked up at the faded sign visible through the window, letters of Crust & Crumb chipped and uneven.

"Buy a new sign," I finished.

Mira’s head snapped up. “A new sign?”

“It’s about time,” Nyx said. “That thing looks like it’s been through three storms and a minor war.”

“It has character,” Suki said.

“It has rot,” Nyx said.

I couldn’t stop staring at the mental math. For months, every stack of bills had felt like a countdown to failure. Today, for the first time, it felt like leverage.

“We could get something… brighter,” Lila said tentatively. “So people see us from farther away.”

“With a cat on it,” Suki said.

“No cats,” Nyx said automatically. “We keep that part of us quiet.”

“Stylized,” Mira offered. “Like… a swirl that kind of looks like a tail if you know what you’re looking at.”

Nyx thought about it. “Maybe,” she allowed.

“We could put all our names on it,” Suki said. “Connor, Nyx, Lila, Suki, Mira. Crust & Crumb & Confusion.”

“That is too long for a sign,” I said. “And the landlord will have a heart attack if I start adding ampersands he didn’t approve.”

Nyx’s expression tightened briefly at the mention of him, then eased. “He can deal with a new sign if you’re paying him on time,” she said. “Money makes humans flexible.”

I looked at the drawer again. “On time” wasn’t even the right phrase. I could pay early. I could pay and still have something left.

“What do you want it to look like?” Lila asked me, surprising me.

“The sign?” I asked. “I don’t know. I’ve been staring at the old one so long it’s hard to picture anything else.”

“Something that feels like… us,” Mira said. “Not like your uncle’s ghost.”

“Hey,” I said automatically, then stopped. She wasn’t wrong.

Uncle Dan’s sign was fine. Traditional. Black letters on fake woodgrain. It had served the neighborhood for years. But it didn’t say anything about the strange little world inside now. About the women from another realm behind the counter and the guy at the register trying very hard not to mess it up.

“Simple,” Nyx said. “Clean. Our name. Maybe a small symbol. No clutter.”

“Bread and a donut,” Lila suggested.

“Bread and a donut and a cat tail,” Suki amended.

“You are obsessed,” Nyx said.

“We can figure it out,” I said, feeling weirdly giddy. “We can actually… hire someone. A sign painter. Not just slap vinyl letters up and call it a day.”

Mira pushed herself up and came to lean against the counter beside me. “Look at you,” she said, bumping my shoulder with hers. “Talking about hiring people and paying bills and buying signs. So responsible.”

“I contain multitudes,” I said. “Some of them even know how to bake now.”

“You’re getting better,” Nyx said. It wasn’t flowery, but coming from her it felt like getting a gold star.

We drifted into the same loose cluster we always seemed to end up in when the day was done, behind the counter, half in the kitchen doorway, half in the shop, all of us facing each other instead of the world.

My body was wrecked. My brain felt like someone had wrung it out and hung it up to dry. I knew I’d ache tomorrow in places I didn’t remember having.

But under all of that, there was this deep, steady satisfaction.

We’d pulled it off.

We’d handled a rush that would have crushed me alone. We’d kept the samples going, the trays full, the customers fed. We’d juggled money and ritual and ovens and line management.

And at the end of it, I wasn’t standing in an empty shop wondering how much more I could squeeze out of my credit card. I was surrounded by four women who had, in every meaningful way, saved my life and my business.

My women, a reckless part of me thought. Not in any legal sense. Not owned. But ours. Each other’s.

Nyx caught my eye. Something in my face must have given away the shape of that thought, because her expression softened, the edges of command easing.

“What?” she asked.

“Nothing,” I said. “Just… glad you crashed through my alley.”

Mira smiled, quick and bright. “We fell very gracefully, thank you.”

“You were a mess,” I said. “All four of you.”

“And you were failing at muffins,” Suki said. “We’ve all come a long way.”

Lila stepped a little closer, her hand brushing my sleeve. “We’re not going back,” she said quietly. “Not if we can help it.”

“You won’t,” I said. “Not as long as I’m here.”

Nyx’s tail gave a slow, satisfied flick. “Then we keep doing this,” she said. “We bake. We feed. We earn. We… anchor.”

“Together,” Mira said, looping her arm through mine.

I looked around at them, at Nyx with paint still faintly visible near her hairline, at Suki with flour on her cheek, at Mira with a smear of glaze on her forearm, at Lila with the little notepad still poking out of her apron pocket.

At the freshly painted walls. At the old sign outside that was already a dead man walking.

At the open drawer full of possibility.

“Yeah,” I said. “Together.”


Afterword

Thanks for reading! I hope you enjoyed.

If you enjoyed this book, I would be incredibly grateful for a review, as it genuinely helps. It also helps me know whether I should continue with the series. Recommending this book to others is a great way to help as well.
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