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Chapter 1

The late afternoon sun slanted through the grimy front windows of Crust & Crumb, thick bars of light cutting across the haze of smoke hanging over the shop. It made everything look worse. Every streak on the glass, every crack in the display case, every lump of my latest disaster.

The smell of burnt sugar clung to the place like a curse. It curled up from the oven in ugly gray ribbons, mixing with the sour, stale funk of bread that had been sitting in the case way too long. Flour coated the counters in random drifts, like someone had tried to reenact a snowstorm and quit halfway through.

Right in the middle of it all sat the tray of scones I’d just pulled. Calling them scones was generous. They looked like relics dug out of a desert burial site, dry, misshapen chunks, some black around the edges, all of them hard enough to chip a tooth.

I stood behind the counter, bent over the tray like I was at a crime scene. My spatula scraped against the pan with a harsh little grind as I tried to pry one loose. It fought back, then finally crumbled into a mess of charred crumbs.

“Shit,” I muttered, voice rough from breathing smoke for the last hour. “Another batch for the trash. Uncle Dan’s probably cursing me from the grave.”

I dropped the spatula. It hit the counter and sent up a tired puff of flour that coated my hands, my already-ruined apron, and probably my soul. I dragged both palms down my face and felt grit and sweat smear across my stubble.

Six months. That’s how long it had been since I’d inherited this place from Uncle Dan, along with his mountain of debt and exactly zero of his talent. He’d left a battered notebook full of recipes behind, but the ink had faded so badly half of it looked like ancient runes. Every day I tried to decipher it, and every day the oven reminded me I had no clue what I was doing.

Today’s scoreboard is two loaves in the trash that could double as free-weights, and now a tray of scones that would probably be illegal in some states.

I straightened and surveyed the battlefield.

The walls had probably been cheerful once, a bright yellow that said “happy place with muffins.” Now the paint peeled in strips, showing tired gray plaster underneath. The floorboards complained every time I shifted my weight, sticky in a few spots where batter had spilled and I’d told myself I’d clean it “later.”

The display case was just sad. A few lopsided muffins slumped in a row, their tops greasy and uneven. A single croissant sat alone on a tray, bent and limp, like it wanted me to put it out of its misery.

The whole room felt heavy, like the air itself had given up.

I leaned my elbows on the counter and stared at the wreckage. My fingers tapped a restless rhythm on the cracked laminate. I did some quick math in my head, the kind that made my stomach drop every time.

Five hundred bucks. That was it. That was my entire life’s savings right now, and “savings” was a joke. Five hundred wasn’t going to cover flour, sugar, utilities, and the rent that was due in two weeks. And when that deadline hit, my landlord, greasy bastard, always stinking of cheap cigars and bad cologne, would toss me and all of Uncle Dan’s busted equipment into the street without blinking.

The thought knotted under my ribs.

“Should’ve sold this dump when I had the chance,” I muttered. “Let some franchise turn it into a sandwich shop and call it a day.”

A lump of dough had rolled off somewhere earlier. I saw it by my sneaker and, because I was apparently incapable of leaving anything alone, I nudged it with my toe. It stuck. Of course it did. Thick, gray, and clingy. Just like my problems.

“Fantastic,” I sighed.

I crouched down, peeled the dough off my shoe with two fingers, and flicked it at the overflowing trash can in the corner. Missed by a mile. It hit the wall with a wet little smack and slid down, leaving a trail.

“Perfect. Just fucking perfect.”

The bell over the front door shrieked like it was being murdered, and my spine shot straight. I twisted around, rag still in my hand.

Mrs. Hargrove barreled into the bakery like a storm cloud with orthopedic shoes.

She was pushing seventy, short and wiry, all sharp angles and sharper opinions. Her face looked like a prune that had been left on a dashboard, with deep lines, pursed mouth, little hawk eyes that missed nothing. Her gray hair was yanked into a bun so tight it probably hurt to blink. Today’s outfit was a green dress with lace at the collar, the kind of thing that made you wonder if she’d time-traveled from 1953.

In one gnarled fist, she held a grease-stained paper bag. Yesterday’s scones. The ones I’d sold her with a smile and a silent prayer.

Oh, fuck me sideways.

I forced my mouth into what I hoped passed for a smile. It felt like stretching dry rubber. I leaned back against the counter to look casual and immediately knocked over a tray of old biscuits. They clattered across the surface like gravel.

“Mrs. Hargrove,” I chirped, my voice going embarrassingly high. “What a treat.”

Please don’t ask for a refund. I have a pocket full of lint. That’s it.

She reached the counter and slammed the paper bag down so hard the empty pastry case rattled.

“These scones,” she rasped, every word dipped in disapproval, “are a bloody insult.”

She ripped the bag open and upended it. The scones rolled out in a pathetic little pile of dry, cratered lumps. One bounced and nearly rolled off the counter.

“I damn near broke my dentures, boy,” she snapped. “What’d you do, bake them in a furnace?”

My gut clenched. I peered at the scones like maybe they would look better in the light. They didn’t. They looked worse, if that was even possible.

"I, uh, wow," I stammered. “Yeah, those… those are not my best work.”

Understatement of the century.

“I’m really sorry, Mrs. Hargrove. How about I make you a fresh batch? On the house. My favorite customer deserves better.” I waved a hand toward the display case with a flourish I did not feel.

The case, of course, barely had anything in it. A lonely muffin sagged in the middle like it was ashamed to be seen.

She followed my gesture, squinting. Her gaze swept the smoke still seeping from the oven, the flour on the floor, the sad row of pastries.

“Fresh,” she repeated, incredulous. “From this circus?”

She barked out a laugh that cracked like dry wood. “I’d sooner lick the sidewalk.”

She leaned in closer, bracing her hands on the counter. I could see the tiny crumbs caught in the wrinkles around her mouth.

“Your uncle,” she said, and I braced myself, “could spin dough like a Casanova spins women, smooth, hot, irresistible." You?” She looked me up and down, unimpressed. “You’d burn water and blame the pot.”

I swallowed. That one actually hurt. Mostly because she wasn’t wrong.

She sniffed, her eyes narrowing. “No wonder you’re still single, Connor. Can’t knead dough or a woman right.”

Oof. Direct hit.

I forced a laugh that sounded about as natural as my scones. “It’s a learning curve,” I said, shrugging like it was no big deal. “I’ll get there.”

Or crash and burn spectacularly in the next two weeks. One of the two.

She straightened with a sharp little snort. “Good luck, kid. You’ll need it, or a miracle.”

Then she turned and marched out, the bell shrieking again as the door banged shut behind her. The sound echoed around the empty shop for a second, then died away, leaving silence and smoke.

I let out a breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding and let my forehead drop onto the counter with a dull thud.

“Perfect,” I mumbled into the wood. “Fantastic. Nailed it.”

Five hundred in the bank, rent breathing down my neck, and Mrs. Hargrove, my last regular, walking out with a bag full of insulted dentures.

Panic clawed up my chest, sharp and mean. I pressed my palms flat on the counter and stared at the register like it might magically spit out hundred-dollar bills if I looked pathetic enough.

Nothing happened. Obviously.

“I’m fucked,” I said to the empty bakery. “Totally, gloriously fucked.”

That was when the universe decided to weigh in.

A crash rattled through the building, loud enough to make the windows vibrate in their warped frames. Metal clanged on pavement, then something else, high, startled yelps that definitely didn’t sound like any raccoon I’d ever heard.

I jerked upright, heart slamming.

“What now?” I snapped at the ceiling. “A goddamn raccoon parade?”

I grabbed the rag I’d dropped, tossed it aside, and headed for the back, stepping over the tray of casualties on the floor. My sneakers stuck slightly to a spot of dried batter as I pushed through the swinging door and reached for the handle of the rear exit.

The back door groaned as I yanked it open.

The narrow alley behind Crust & Crumb looked like someone had taken my life and turned it into a visual metaphor. Two metal trash cans lay on their sides, their lids flung halfway across the concrete. Coffee filters, old napkins, moldy bread, a half-eaten tuna sandwich, everything had spilled out in a disgusting confetti of failure.

And in the middle of that mess were four girls.

For a second my brain didn’t process what I was seeing. It was like my eyes buffered.

Four women. Ears. Tails. Actual tails. Twitching.

The one closest to me pushed herself to her feet with fluid grace that did not match the dumpster backdrop. Her hair was glossy black and fell straight down her back, not a strand out of place even though she’d just crash-landed in my garbage. A tight black leather top hugged her chest, leaving a strip of toned midriff bare above equally unforgiving pants. A sleek black tail flicked behind her like it was annoyed with gravity.

She looked up and locked eyes with me.

Golden. Her eyes were golden, sharp, intense, like a predator sizing up its next snack.

My throat went dry.

“Hey, handsome,” she purred, voice smooth and low, like she’d been practicing it in a mirror. Her gaze slid over me, taking in my flour-streaked hair, my stained apron, the panic probably written all over my face. “Got any milk? We’re parched.”

She licked her lips slowly, like the word milk meant something very specific to her, and I felt my pulse drop straight south.

Holy shit.

Behind her, a second figure stirred. She unwound herself from a pile of broken-down cardboard and old newspapers, moving with the stiff caution of someone who’d just been tossed across dimensions.

Silver hair spilled over her shoulders, soft and straight, catching the light. Her ears, furry, triangular, a perfect match to her tail, twitched as she sat up, clutching at the edge of a skirt that looked like it had lost an argument with the trash can.

“N-Nyx,” she stammered, her voice higher, softer, with a little tremble that hit me right in the chest. Big blue eyes blinked at me, wide and disoriented. “Where are we?”

She curled her tail around herself, hugging her knees like they were life rafts.

So, Nyx. That was the black-haired one’s name.

Nyx shrugged one shoulder, completely unfazed by the fact that she’d apparently just teleported into an alley full of my bad decisions. Her tail, glossy, inky, swung lazily, then flicked out and brushed my shin.

A shiver shot up my leg.

“Beats me, Lila,” she said, not looking away from me. The way she said my not-yet-given designation, handsome, cutie, whatever she’d decided I was, felt like a hook sliding in. “But this cutie’s our lifeline.”

She took a step closer. Her hips rolled with the kind of confidence I’d only ever seen in late-night movies and people who didn’t have $500 and a failing bakery to their name.

Another girl exploded out of the trash pile like an angry comet. Her hair was a blazing shade of red-orange, messy and wild around her shoulders. A pair of small, sharp fangs flashed as she hissed and smacked at her shorts, which were extremely small, very tight, and now sprinkled with coffee grounds.

Her tail lashed behind her, all bristled indignation.

“Perfect,” she snapped. “Portal dumps us in a landfill.”

Her green eyes cut to the blonde still sprawled on the ground, and she jabbed a finger at her. “Thanks, Mira. Stellar landing, as usual.”

She crossed her arms under her chest, lifting and pressing her breasts against the thin fabric of her ripped tank top in a way that made it very hard not to stare. Her expression dared me to try.

The blonde, Mira apparently, just lay there for another beat, giggling like she’d found the whole thing mildly entertaining. Then she rolled to her knees and sprung up, hair tumbling everywhere, tail flicking behind her in a lazy S-shape.

“Oops,” she sang. “Stupid can jumped in front of me.”

She brushed at her tiny cropped top like she could dust off a whole trans-dimensional faceplant. The hem rode up, flashing a pierced navel and smooth, toned skin. Her shorts were not designed for structural integrity.

Then her eyes landed on me, and her grin turned positively wicked.

“But look,” she said, sauntering forward like the alley was a runway and not a health code violation. “We scored a hottie.”

She closed the distance faster than my brain could reboot. One second she was ten feet away; the next she was right in front of me, pressing the length of her body against my side, her chest brushing my arm. Her tail curled behind her like punctuation.

She leaned in, her mouth near my ear. “Bet you’ve got a big oven, huh?” she whispered, tone dripping with innuendo.

I was pretty sure my soul left my body for a second.

Cat girls. There were four actual cat girls in my alley. With ears. And tails. And a very confusing amount of eye contact.

My pants tightened in a way that was wildly inappropriate for someone standing in a pile of garbage.

“Uh,” I managed, my voice cracking like I was fifteen again, “you’re not… local, are you?”

Nyx’s tail, the black one, still wrapped lightly around my calf like it had decided to claim attached real estate, tightened just enough to remind me it was there.

“Nope,” she said easily. “Portal mishap.”

She said it like she was talking about missing a bus.

“We’re from a place where guys don’t exist,” she added, lips curling, “and we’re thirsty.”

Her gaze dropped, blatantly, to my crotch. She did not look thirsty for water.

Behind her, Lila made a small distressed noise. “But we can’t just…”

“Chill, Lila,” the redhead cut in. She smirked at me, baring a hint of fang. “He won’t bite. Yet. My name is Suki.”

She licked the tip of one claw absently, green eyes never leaving my face.

Mira snuggled a little closer, like she’d decided my personal space was a suggestion. Her chest pressed more firmly into my arm.

“Let’s taste his milk first,” she said, voice sing-song and filthy all at once.

My brain did a hard reboot.

“Milk?” I repeated. “Like… from a cow?”

Nyx’s laugh rolled out low and satisfied. She stepped right into my space, golden eyes fixed on me, lips inches from mine.

“Oh, sweetie,” she purred. “Not quite.”


Chapter 2

The bakery glowed weakly in the gathering dark, that lone bulb over the counter swinging on its chain like it was as tired as I was. It threw long, crooked shadows across the chipped laminate and the flour-smudged glass, stretching everything out until the place looked even more pathetic than usual.

The burnt dough smell still clung to the air, sour and heavy, like failure you could breathe in.

I stood behind the counter with a tray of sad, stale muffins clutched to my chest like a shield. My apron was a mess, my hands were a mess, my life was a mess. And across from me, lined up like the world’s sexiest firing squad, were the four cat girls I’d just dragged in from the alley.

Their ears twitched on top of their heads, alert and curious. Their tails moved in lazy arcs that didn’t match the sharpness in their eyes. Leather, scraps of fabric, bare skin, claws, fangs, all signs of Felorian mayhem in my disaster of a shop.

“Uh. Here.” I shoved the tray toward them before my brain could remind me these things could probably kill me with one swipe. “You said you were hungry. They’re… not fresh. At all. But they’re technically food.”

My voice cracked at the end like I’d hit puberty right there.

Nyx stepped up first. Of course she did.

Up close she was even worse for my nervous system. Sleek black hair poured over her shoulders, glossy tail swaying behind her with casual authority. Her top was basically painted on. Golden eyes slid from the tray to my face, then back, unimpressed.

She plucked one of the muffins between two claws and sank her teeth into it.

Her expression went from predatory to personally offended in half a second. She chewed, grimacing, then spat a dry chunk back into her palm.

“Too dense, human,” she declared, dropping what was left onto the counter. Crumbs spilled down between her breasts. She brushed them away slowly, fingers dragging over the curve of her leather top like she knew exactly where my eyes were.

My throat went tight.

“What’d you use?” she added. “Gravel?”

Behind her, the redhead, Suki, snatched another muffin. Her biceps flexed as she tore it in half like it had wronged her family. She lifted one piece to her nose, inhaled, and made a face.

“Smells like defeat,” she said, then bit into it anyway. Her jaw worked. Her tail flicked, hard enough to knock a tin of sugar off the shelf with a metallic clatter that made me flinch.

The silver-haired girl, Lila, edged forward like she was approaching a live grenade. She held her muffin delicately in both hands and took the tiniest nibble. Her ears flattened, and she visibly forced herself to swallow.

“It’s… edible,” she whispered.

Her tone suggested that was more charity than truth. Her fluffy tail curled in close around her bare thighs, like she was trying to disappear behind it.

Mira didn’t bother pretending to be cautious. She grabbed a muffin, tilted her head back, and shoved almost the whole thing into her mouth. Her cheeks puffed out as she chewed with loud, dramatic enthusiasm.

“Mmm,” she moaned, leaning over the counter toward me. “Crunchy.”

Crumbs sprayed. Her tail swung wide and smacked a rolling pin off the far end; it rattled across the floor and disappeared somewhere under a prep table.

“You’re a disaster, big guy,” she added around a mouthful.

I scrubbed a hand over the back of my neck, feeling the sweat there, the flour, the humiliation.

“Yeah,” I said. “Baking’s… a work in progress.”

Understatement of the century.

Nyx let her mangled muffin sit there, then prowled closer. Her hips rolled with each step like she was doing it on purpose, which, knowing her for a grand total of ten minutes, I was ninety-nine percent sure she was. Her tail swished once, and the velvety length brushed against my leg through my jeans.

Every nerve in my body noticed.

“Listen, Connor,” she said, leaning over the counter. Her claws tapped a slow, steady beat on the wood. Her cleavage was suddenly at eye level, straining against black leather. I tried very hard not to stare and failed immediately. “We’re not from your dull little world.”

“Yeah, I kinda guessed that,” I managed.

“We’re Felorians.” She smiled, slow and sharp. “From Feloria. Portal flung us through and dumped us in your trash. We’re cut off. Stuck.”

I blinked. My brain tried to file “Feloria” somewhere between “stress hallucination” and “unlicensed anime” and came up blank.

“A magical realm,” I said hollowly. “With cat girls.”

Suki rolled her eyes so hard I heard it in her voice. “No shit, Sherlock.”

She tossed the rest of her muffin back onto the tray like it offended her. “We’re already running low, by the way.”

“Running low on what?” I asked. “Trash muffins? I can help there.”

“Energy,” she snapped. “Duh.”

“A source,” Nyx said, and there was something in her tone that made the hairs on my arms stand up. She leaned closer, until her lips were practically against my ear. Warm breath brushed my skin. “Your milk,” she whispered.

Heat shot straight to my face and then lower, treacherously fast.

“I’ve got some in the fridge,” I blurted automatically. “Whole, skim.”

Mira’s laugh spilled out behind me like champagne.

A second later, she was at my side, sliding around the counter like she owned the place. Her tail grazed my hip; her body pressed into my arm, soft curves and not nearly enough fabric between us.

“Not that milk, silly,” she purred, tracing one claw lightly up my flour-streaked chest. “The creamy kind only you can give.”

Lila made a small squeak and half-hid behind her hair, cheeks going pink. “I-It’s true,” she murmured. “That’s… what we mean.”

Suki snorted. “She means your semen, dumbass. Keeps us purring.”

My jaw pretty much unhinged.

I staggered back a step, heel catching on a sack of flour. The bag shifted, tore, and a puff of white shot up around my ankles. I flailed, coughed, and barely kept the tray of muffins from crashing to the floor.

"My..." I tried again, voice squeaking like a teenager’s. “My what?”

Nyx straightened, studying me. The joking glint faded from her eyes; what replaced it was cooler, more assessing.

“Back home,” she said, her voice dropping into something low and almost musical, “the air is thick with power. It seeps into our skin, fills our bones. We purr without even trying.” Her tail slid forward, wrapping around my ankle this time, not by accident. The soft fur tightened just enough to remind me she had me. “Here? Nothing. It’s like someone cut off the oxygen.”

Lila hugged herself, nodding faintly. “We already feel… slower.”

“If we don’t find a substitute,” Nyx continued, golden gaze locked on mine, “we fade. First weak. Then gone.” Her claws flexed against the counter. “But there’s a workaround. Milk a male. Take his… essence. That gives us a charge.” Her mouth curled. “We call it a ritual. Tastes a lot better than air, too.”

Mira licked her lips. “Really does,” she murmured.

Blood pounded in my ears. My heart hammered, my brain ping-ponged between Absolutely Not and Oh God Yes so fast I felt dizzy.

“They’re serious,” a horrified little voice in my head said. “They’re dead serious. And you’re standing here with a tray of rock muffins and a hard-on.”

“This is insane,” I said out loud, grasping at sanity. “You can’t just walk into my bakery and...”

“We can,” Nyx cut in smoothly. “Question is whether you’re smart enough to let us.”

She pushed off the counter and turned toward the kitchen, clapping once. The sharp crack echoed in the quiet room.

“Girls,” she barked. “Let’s show our host what Felorian claws can do.”

Everything happened at once.

Suki was a red flash toward the dough station. She tore open a fresh bag of flour with one swipe; powder spilled into the bowl in a white waterfall. “Move,” she snapped at nobody in particular, already reaching for yeast, water, salt like she’d been working here for years instead of minutes.

She plunged her hands into the mixture and attacked it like the dough had spit on her shoes. Her muscles flexed as she kneaded, slamming the mass down, folding, turning, slamming again. Each motion was controlled, brutal, weirdly graceful.

She looked like a fight scene in a baking show.

Lila drifted to the mixer with an uncertain little frown that smoothed out the second she put her hands on the equipment. She grabbed butter, sugar, cream without needing to look where anything was. Her ears flicked in concentration as she switched the mixer on and monitored the swirling contents like she could see individual crystals dissolving.

I watched a streak of buttercream leap out and splatter across her thigh. She gasped softly, glanced around, then swiped it with one claw. Her tongue darted out to lick it off.

Her eyes fluttered shut for a beat. “So creamy,” she breathed.

I shifted my weight, jeans suddenly too tight.

Mira stole the piping bag out of Lila’s hand with a giggle and hopped onto the nearest clear space of counter. “Watch and learn,” she chirped.

She plucked a cupcake from the tray Suki slammed down, its dome perfectly risen and golden. Mira bent over it, ass in the air, tail swaying high. Pink frosting spiraled out of the bag in thick, obscene loops, forming a swirl that looked way more suggestive than any baked good had a right to be.

Then she dragged one finger through it, scooped up a generous blob, and slid it into her mouth with a slow, exaggerated suck. Her eyes half-closed. “Mmm,” she moaned. “Sweet and messy. My favorite.”

I was pretty sure if she did that three more times I was going to die on the spot.

Nyx didn’t touch a single ingredient herself. She prowled, watching, correcting with sharp little comments, flicks of her tail, taps of her claws.

“Suki, tighter fold. You’re beating the life out of it, not killing it.”

“Lila, more sugar. Less shaking.”

“Mira, don’t you dare waste that swirl.”

Her presence kept the turmoil knitted together. Somehow, in what felt like no time at all, a batch of cupcakes that looked like they belonged in some high-end patisserie materialized on the rack.

She snatched one up and turned back to me.

“Here,” she said.

The frosting was glossy and smooth, the cake light under my fingers when I took it. Nothing like the dense rocks I’d been torturing the oven with all day.

“Go on,” Nyx urged, stepping close. Her tail brushed my arm on its way down to curl around my thigh. “Taste it.”

I bit in.

Warm, soft crumb gave under my teeth. The frosting melted on my tongue in a perfect balance of sweet and tangy, with something I couldn’t even place that just made everything sing. My eyes closed on their own.

Oh. Oh, damn.

I swallowed, reluctant to let it go.

“Holy,” I stopped myself from moaning out loud. Barely. “Okay. That’s… incredible.”

When I opened my eyes, all four of them were watching me. Suki with smug satisfaction, Lila with nervous hope, Mira with pure mischief. Nyx with that cool, hungry calculation.

“Convinced?” she asked softly, claw tracing the corner of my mouth to wipe away a smear of frosting. She licked it off her fingertip without breaking eye contact.

“Yeah,” I croaked. My throat felt dry. “You’re hired.”

The words came out before I could remember I legally couldn’t afford anyone.

The air felt thicker all of a sudden, like the humidity had gone up five notches. Burnt residue from earlier mixed with the warm, sugary richness still drifting out of the kitchen and something else I really didn’t want to name with them all staring at me like that.

They moved closer without having to coordinate it, forming a loose circle that penned me in behind the counter.

Nyx stepped into the pocket of space in front of me. Her tail climbed my leg again, slower this time, deliberate, coiling up my calf and around the back of my knee. She smiled, lazy and lethal.

“Well, Connor,” she said. “Now you’ve had a taste of what we can do, let’s talk terms.”

Mira slid behind me like she was flowing around a rock in a stream. Her hands settled on my shoulders, claws dragging lightly through the fabric of my shirt, just enough to scrape my skin underneath.

“She means,” Mira murmured near my ear, “we can turn this dump into a goldmine.” Her breasts pressed into my back when she leaned in. “But we need our cut.”

My pulse jumped. “Your… cut,” I repeated.

Suki hopped up to sit on the opposite end of the counter, one leg swinging, a chunk of raw dough in her hand. She tore a piece off and popped it into her mouth like gum.

“You get a bakery that doesn’t make people gag,” she said, crumbs on her lips. “We get to not die. Win-win.”

Lila hovered by the oven door, twisting the piping bag in her fingers. Her tail had wrapped around her waist like a sash. “We’ll take care of you,” she said quietly. “We’re not… asking for charity.”

Nyx’s tail tightened around my leg, tugging just enough to bring my attention back to her. Her claws tapped my chest, one at a time, like little metronome ticks.

“Here’s the deal,” she said. “Tomorrow morning, we run things. We bake. We sell. We make your customers drool.” Her lips brushed my jaw as she leaned up, her voice dropping to a purr. “You see we’re worth it.”

Her fingers toyed with the knot of my apron string.

“Then,” she went on, “you decide if you’ve got the balls to keep up with us. To be our anchor. Our… milkman.”

Mira’s hands slipped lower, tugging the apron loose around my waist with an easy yank. “Spoiler,” she breathed against my neck, her purr buzzing right into my bones. “You do.”

I swallowed hard. “And if I say no?”

Suki snorted, kicking the rolling pin she’d knocked over earlier. It clunked against a cabinet and stopped, somehow not breaking anything.

“Then we find some other guy with a pulse and a dick,” she said bluntly. Her smirk flickered for just a second. “You, meanwhile, go back to serving these weaponized muffins and praying the landlord doesn’t evict your ass.”

Lila’s gaze met mine, blue eyes suddenly bright, almost wet. “Please,” she whispered. “We need you.”

The room felt small. Too hot. My heart hammered against my ribs, trying to punch its way out. On the one hand, four magical women who baked like this, offering to save my business. On the other hand, said women wanted regular access to my bodily fluids as rent.

Normal people did not have to weigh these options.

I looked at the cupcake in my hand, then around at the whirlwind they’d whipped into something that actually resembled a functioning bakery in under an hour.

They’re insane, I thought. And I am so, so screwed.

I exhaled slowly, forcing my voice not to crack. “Okay,” I said. “Tomorrow’s a trial. You help me pull this place out of the fire, I’ll… think about the rest.”

I made a vague little circling gesture at my crotch and wanted to die immediately.

“No promises,” I added quickly.

Nyx’s grin sharpened, all teeth and triumph. She released my leg and spun, clapping her hands again.

“Oh, you’ll do more than think,” she said. “Girls, this place is a disaster. Scrub it. Tomorrow, we bake like sin on a plate.”

Mira squealed, stretching up to plant a frosting-smeared kiss on my cheek. “You’re gonna love it, big boy,” she sang.

Suki tossed me a rag. I barely caught it. “Hope you’re a quick study,” she said with a wink.

Lila gave me a small, genuine smile, her tail finally uncurling from around her. “Thank you,” she murmured. “For giving us a chance.”

Then they scattered, tails flicking, claws flashing as they attacked my clutter with frightening efficiency.

I sank onto a cracked vinyl stool behind the counter and watched four otherworldly women clean my trainwreck of a bakery like it was just another Tuesday.

What the hell did I just agree to?

Nyx glanced back over her shoulder, caught me staring, and blew me a lazy kiss. Her tail swished in a way that was absolutely not accidental.

I was doomed.

And, God help me, maybe a tiny part of me was okay with that.


Chapter 3

The bang that woke me sounded like someone had thrown a toolbox down the stairs.

For a second I thought it was the landlord finally coming to repo the oven. My heart jumped into my throat and I flailed for my phone, smacking it off the nightstand instead. It clattered to the floor. Perfect.

Then the smell hit me.

Not the usual burnt-toast funeral I’d come to associate with my mornings, but something warm and alive, thick as a punch to the chest, yeast and sugar and… hope? It curled under the door and into my half-asleep brain until my stomach growled loud enough to answer.

I blinked the grit out of my eyes and rolled over. The sky outside the bedroom window was still pitch-black, the kind of pre-dawn that made you question your life choices. I squinted at the red digits on the alarm clock.

4:37 a.m.

I never willingly saw 4:37 a.m.

Another clang echoed up from below, metal on metal, followed by what sounded suspiciously like someone barking orders. A female someone. A Nyx-shaped someone.

Great. Either I was dreaming, or the cat girls had staged a coup.

I shoved the blankets off and swung my legs out of bed. The air bit at my bare skin, so I yanked on the first T-shirt I found and stumbled for the stairs in just my boxers, one hand on the creaky banister, the other rubbing sleep out of my eyes.

By the time I hit the bottom step, the smells were thicker. Yeast, sugar, butter, cinnamon, stacked on top of each other, layered and rich. It made the usual sour staleness of the place retreat, like someone had opened a window in my skull.

I pushed through the swinging door into the kitchen and stopped dead.

Crust & Crumb looked like a warzone where the weapons were flour and fire and way too much sex appeal.

Every surface was dusted white. The ovens blazed. Bowls, trays, and utensils littered every inch of counter space, but instead of my usual disorder, there was… rhythm. Purpose.

Nyx stood at the center of it like a general.

Her black tail cracked through the air like a whip. “Faster, Suki! Lila, don’t skimp on the cream!” she snapped.

She leaned over a massive rectangle of dough on the center table, claws sunk deep as she rolled and folded it into tight spirals. Cinnamon and sugar streaked the surface in a perfect, even layer. Flour clung to her tank top, ghosting the swell of her breasts and the lines of her shoulders. Her biceps flexed every time she slammed the dough down, and a light sheen of sweat glossed her throat.

She clocked me in the doorway and smirked. “Sleep’s over, human,” she said. “We’re raising hell, and dough.”

Then she lifted her hand and slowly licked a smear of cinnamon from one claw, golden eyes never leaving mine. The little rumble of her purr rolled through the room and straight down my spine.

On her left, Suki was going to war with a mound of rye dough like it had insulted her family.

Her red hair was pulled back only by sheer willpower, wild around her flushed face. Muscles in her arms and shoulders jumped as she drove her fists into the dough, folding and turning and slamming it again, each hit landing with a wet, satisfying thwack.

“This crust’ll snap like a spine,” she grunted, tail thudding against the counter in time with her blows. Her shorts rode up as she leaned her weight in, exposing just enough freckled thigh to completely derail my train of thought.

She caught me staring and bared her fangs in a grin. “What? Wanna feel how hard I can hit?” she tossed over her shoulder.

Her purr had a rough edge to it, a buzz that matched the pounding dough. She went back to work, tossing me a wink that said she knew exactly what she was doing to my blood pressure.

At the mixer station, Lila hovered like a nervous little moon.

Her silver ears flicked with concentration as she tipped sugar into a bowl already cradling butter and cream cheese. The whisk spun, and frosting thickened under her careful watch. “A l-little more sugar,” she murmured, dipping a claw in and tasting it.

Her tongue flicked out, dainty and pink. A soft sound escaped her, part sigh, part purr. “Oh… it’s so good,” she whispered, blue eyes turning a little hazy.

A fat drip of icing slid off the whisk and landed on her apron, right across her chest. She squeaked, looking down at the white smear, then up at me.

“D-Don’t look at me like that,” she stammered, cheeks flaring pink as she fumbled for a towel. Her tail wrapped tight around her ankle, the fur puffed in embarrassment. The faint, shaky purr humming in her chest said she wasn’t entirely unhappy about the attention.

Mira, naturally, treated the whole thing like a stage.

She glided between stations with a piping bag in one hand and mischief in her green eyes, blonde hair falling loose down her back. “Time to make it dirty!” she sang, dropping a tray of cooled, innocent-looking buns in front of her.

She bent at the waist, tail swishing high enough to graze my arm as I edged in farther. Thick ropes of frosting poured out of the bag in decadent zigzags, turning the buns into something obscene. She drew a finger through a fresh line of cream, then lifted it to her lips.

“Mmm, sweet as sin,” she purred after sucking it clean, releasing with a wet little pop that made my knees weak. Flour dusted her thighs, soft against sun-kissed skin, and her cropped tee had ridden up just enough to flash the glint of a belly piercing with every move.

She glanced back over her shoulder at me, her gaze intent. “Want a taste, big guy?” she teased, that playful trill in her purr winding straight around my heart and lower.

The whole kitchen vibrated with it, heat and motion and sound. Dough groaned and stretched under Suki’s hands. The mixer whirred, steady under Lila’s anxious little adjustments. The ovens breathed out waves of heat every time Nyx slid in a tray. Frosting bags hissed as Mira squeezed out one suggestive flourish after another.

Under it all, their purrs tangled together: Nyx’s low and commanding, Suki’s rough, Lila’s tremulous, Mira’s coy, throbbing through the floorboards, through the counters, through me.

I stepped forward, almost tripping over a fifty-pound sack of flour some genius (me) had left dead center of the walkway. I caught myself on the edge of the prep table.

“Jesus Christ,” I croaked, throat dry. “You’ve turned this dump into… into magic.”

Nyx slid a tray of fat cinnamon rolls into the oven and slammed the door with a practiced hip. A blast of heat ruffled her hair. “Told you we’re worth it,” she said.

Her tail curled around my calf as she brushed past, the soft drag of fur against bare skin making my toes curl. “Now watch.”

Mira bounced closer and lifted a finger glistening with frosting to my mouth before I could protest. “Taste it,” she purred, breath warm at my ear.

I parted my lips, because apparently I’d handed over autonomy of my body sometime in the last twelve hours. The frosting hit my tongue, and my eyes closed involuntarily. Sweet, tangy, rich, balanced in a way my sad, gritty attempts had never even hinted at.

“Good boy,” she murmured.

From the bread station Suki laughed, a short, sharp bark. “Don’t get too cozy, Mira. He’s gotta prove he can keep up.”

Lila peeked around the mixer, giggling into the back of her hand. “He’s already red,” she said softly. “A-Adorable.”

They weren’t wrong. My face felt like it might burst into flames. But underneath the embarrassment, something wild and stupid unfurled in my chest.

The kitchen was a storm of dough and heat and purrs, and I was right in the middle of it, drenched.

And for the first time since inheriting this disaster, I wasn’t dreading the morning rush.

Turned out I should’ve been worried about surviving it.

The front bell started ringing before the sky even thought about turning light. At first in tentative little dings, then in a relentless jangle that never seemed to stop. Word traveled faster than I’d thought it could in a sleepy town that still used bulletin boards and gossip as social media.

I barely had time to flip the “OPEN” sign before the first wave hit.

People streamed in, commuters clutching travel mugs, retirees with their newspapers tucked under their arms, a trio of college kids in gym gear, a mom with a stroller. Most of them hadn’t set foot in here in weeks. Months.

Now their faces were pressed to the glass like kids at a pet store, eyes wide.

And no wonder.

The display case I’d barely managed to keep a few sad muffins in yesterday now groaned under the weight of actual, honest-to-God beautiful product. Golden brioche rolls gleamed, all soft curves and shiny tops. Suki’s rye loaves sat in rustic rows, crusts crackled just right. Mira’s cupcakes, crowned with Lila’s glossy swirls of frosting, flaunted peaks and spirals that were… provocative, to say the least.

I hunched behind the register, fingers fumbling with buttons as the line stacked up.

“Two cinnamon rolls, three of those cocoa things, and, oh hell, throw in a loaf of that rye,” someone barked.

“Six cupcakes, the ones with the little hearts, yeah, those. No, maybe eight.”

“Do you do bulk orders?”

The numbers on the register climbed: ten dollars, thirty, seventy, a hundred, and my brain buzzed trying to keep up. Bills piled in the drawer, crumpled and blessedly real. Coins clinked. The air in the front room got thick with body heat and sugar and the nervous adrenaline humming under my skin.

Then, like some kind of karmic test, Mrs. Hargrove muscled her way to the front.

She elbowed a hipster in flannel aside, cane thumping a warning rhythm. Her sharp eyes swept the case, then locked on the tray of cinnamon rolls Nyx had conjured out of thin air before dawn.

She grabbed one like she was taking a prisoner and before I could offer a bag, shoved a bite into her mouth.

Her entire face changed.

“Connor, you glorious bastard!” she declared, loud enough to silence half the room.

The roll disintegrated in her hand as she tore off another chunk, crumbs sticking to her lipstick. “This roll’s so good I’d let it take me to dinner first.”

Someone behind her snorted. I tried not to choke.

She chewed with gusto, eyes half-closed. “Tastes like sin and heaven fucked and had a baby,” she announced, spraying a few crumbs across the counter.

A couple of customers giggled. My ears probably went nuclear red.

Mrs. Hargrove slapped a wrinkled ten on the counter. “Keep making these, or I’ll haunt your ass,” she warned, then shuffled away, already attacking the rest of the roll.

Behind her, Mr. Jenkins from the auto shop waited, a rye loaf tucked under his arm like a newborn.

He sniffed it reverently. “Goddamn,” he muttered. “This crust’s so firm it’s giving me ideas.”

He realized what he’d said the second it left his mouth. A flush climbed under his oil-smudged beard. “Don’t tell my wife I said that,” he added quickly, shoving a twenty across the counter. “She’d kneecap me.”

“Your secret’s safe,” I said, trying not to laugh as he hustled out.

A trio of college guys had claimed the cupcake corner. One, tall with a backwards cap and a tank top that said “NO DAYS OFF,” held up a chocolate swirl Mira had clearly decorated while in a mood. The frosting rose in a very familiar shape.

“Bro,” he whispered to his friend, both of them snickering. “This is straight-up delicious.”

“Yeah, I’d eat this in private,” the other muttered, voice thick with barely suppressed laughter.

Then Mira glided by with a fresh tray, tail swaying high enough that the lacy edge of her underwear peeked under her skirt.

Patchy-beard actually swallowed audibly. “Fuck me,” he breathed. “She’s the cherry on top.”

I rang them up, trying very hard not to hear any of that.

By the time mid-morning rolled around, my cheeks hurt from grinning. The drawer of the register was so full of crumpled bills that the mechanism stuck sometimes. Every ding of the bell brought more people, more orders, more money.

Holy shit. We’re a hit.

We weren’t out of the woods. Not by a long shot. But as I stuffed another handful of notes into the back slot and mentally tallied what that meant for rent, utilities, ingredients, the tight knot that had been living under my ribs for months loosened a little.

We’re not just surviving, I thought, dazed. We’re actually, legitimately killing it.

I was still riding that high when the kitchen door creaked open behind me.

Nyx stepped out first.

She moved slower than she had this morning, but the authority was still there, head high, tail snapping once behind her. Only now there was a faint wobble at the edges, a subtle lag in the flick of her ears. Her golden eyes were bright, but not with triumph.

Lila leaned against the doorframe, silver ears flattened, icing streaked across one cheek like war paint. Her breathing was shallow, and her hands tightened in the fabric of her apron.

Suki followed, knuckles white on the edge of a tray. Her claws scraped grooves into the metal as she set it down a little too heavily. Sweat darkened her tank top, and not in the fun way from earlier. Her tail hung low, swaying sluggishly.

Mira’s usually musical purr had thinned into a faint, uneven hum. She pressed her hand to the small of her back, movements losing their usual bounce.

Nyx’s gaze locked onto me, slicing past the customers like they weren’t even there.

“Connor,” she said, her tone low and urgent. “We’re dry.”

She cut a look at the others over her shoulder. “We need your milk, now.”

My throat tightened. Heat shot south so fast it was almost painful. All the flirting, the teasing, the half-jokes about rituals and milk and anchors, suddenly they weren’t theoretical anymore.

Oh, fuck. It’s time.

I glanced at the line of customers snaking almost to the door, then back at Nyx. She gave one sharp jerk of her chin toward the back, a silent order.

“Be right back,” I told the guy currently eyeing a third brioche like it was his last meal. “Two minutes.”

He waved me off, eyes glued to the pastries. Nobody seemed to notice as I slipped around the counter, wiped my palms on my apron, and followed four dangerously beautiful, dangerously drained cat girls into the stockroom.

The door locked shut behind us.

The noise of the bakery, the bell, the chatter, the rustle of paper bags, muffled to a dull hum. The air back here felt different. Closer. Hotter. Flour sacks towered along the walls, and the old metal shelves creaked as I backed up against them without meaning to.

Nyx didn’t give me much choice.

She was on me in two strides, bracing her hands on either side of my hips and pinning me against the cool canvas of the flour bags. Her black tail snapped once behind her, then wrapped slowly around my thigh.

“Time to deliver, baker boy,” she purred.

Her claws made quick work of the button on my jeans, popping it open with a little snap that sounded way too loud in the cramped space. The zipper followed, her knuckles brushing my already straining bulge.

“F-fuck, Nyx,” I muttered, breath catching.

She leaned in, her mouth ghosting over mine without quite touching. “Oh, kitten,” she murmured, golden eyes darkening. “I haven’t even started.”

Before I could decide whether to be terrified or turned on by that, and if I’m honest, it was a strong fifty-fifty, Suki’s low chuckle slid into the air like smoke.

“Move over,” she said, dropping to a crouch with a careless grace. Her fingers hooked into my waistband. “We’re all starving.”

Fabric rasped down my thighs, cool air hitting overheated skin. Behind me, Mira’s hands slipped under my shirt, claws dragging lightly up my stomach, up my ribs. Goosebumps erupted in their wake.

“You’re gonna be a mess by the time we’re done with you, Connor,” she breathed into my ear. “Hope you’re ready to beg.”

Any smart quip I might’ve had died on my tongue.

They didn’t rush me. That almost made it worse.

Instead of descending on me in an instant like my panicked brain had half-expected, they turned on each other first, like some kind of debauched pre-game ritual. Suki tugged Mira in by the waist; Mira went willingly, pressing their bodies together until there wasn’t an inch of space left. Tails twisted, hands slid under shirts, mouths met with a hungry, filthy intensity that made my head spin.

On the other side, Nyx grabbed Lila by the wrist and hauled her in. Lila’s eyes went wide, then fluttered shut as Nyx kissed her like she meant to swallow her whole. The timid, flustered girl who’d been apologizing to frosting twenty minutes ago melted under her, clutching at Nyx’s shoulders, purring loud enough for me to feel it through the floor.

Watching them unravel each other, hands in hair, teeth on lips, bodies arching and grinding, was like watching high-voltage lines snap and dance. Every instinct in me screamed that this was too much, too intense, too not-for-me… and at the same time, that it was exactly, specifically for me.

My heartbeat hammered in my ears. My palms dug into the rough canvas behind me to keep from reaching out, from grabbing either of them. All four of them.

Some part of me noticed the shift when their sounds changed.

Purrs fractured into breathless little cries. Teasing nips turned into open-mouthed gasps. Their movements got less precise, more frantic. It wasn’t a performance anymore, not really. It was them chasing their own edges, stoking their own fires higher and higher, but always circling back to me, glancing, grinning, making sure I watched.

By the time the first shudders rolled through Suki, she was braced against Mira, forehead pressed to her shoulder, curse words spilling out of her in a rough, helpless rush. Mira wasn’t far behind; Nyx tipped her over with wicked fingers and a low command that made my knees go weak, even though it wasn’t aimed at me.

Lila surprised me most. The desperate way she clung to Nyx, the raw little sounds she made when Nyx’s hand slid under her apron, were nothing like the shy, stammered apologies from earlier. For a moment she forgot to be gentle, nails sinking into Nyx’s back hard enough to draw a hiss and a growl that ended in a sharp, ragged release.

When the storm finally burned itself down, they lay there in a tangle of limbs and tails, breathing hard, skin flushed, ears twitching.

The room hummed with it. With them.

Then Nyx lifted her head and looked at me.

Her pupils were blown wide, gold darkened to molten amber. “Your turn, big guy,” she said, voice roughened. “Hope you’ve got stamina. We’re just getting started.”

My breath hitched. My heart felt like a trapped animal in my chest. “Jesus, Nyx, slow down,” I tried, but my body clearly hadn’t gotten the memo. I was already halfway gone.

She didn’t slow down. None of them did.

Mira slid in on my left, her tail looping around my thigh, firm and possessive. With one smooth motion, she tugged my apron off and let it fall.

“Relax, baby,” she murmured, dragging her claws up my torso again, slower this time, more deliberate. “We’re gonna take care of you. You just have to give us what we need.”

Suki knelt between my feet, eyes glancing up to meet mine with a wicked little smirk. “Guess we get to see if you taste as good as your bread,” she said.

Lila hovered behind me for half a second, then pressed her body to my back, arms sliding around my waist in a surprisingly tight hug. “You’re saving us,” she whispered into the nape of my neck, her purr a soft vibration against my spine. “This is… for us. But for you, too.”

And then there wasn’t much room for thinking.

There were hands everywhere, on my shoulders, my chest, my hips. Mouths on my throat, my collarbone, my jaw. Nyx’s claws wrapped around me with practiced confidence, guiding my rhythm, keeping me right on the edge between too much and not enough.

The world collapsed down to sensation and breath and the way their purrs wove around each other, around me, until I couldn’t tell where one ended and the next began.

I managed a strangled, “I’m,” and that was as far as I got.

The pressure that had been building snapped like a cable.

Heat tore through me in a blinding, dizzy rush. I cried out, fingers digging into burlap and skin and hair, body jerking helplessly as I finally, fully gave them what they’d dragged me back here for.

They took it.

I didn’t see who caught what, who claimed which part of me. I just knew they didn’t waste a second or a drop, hands and mouths and tongues working in greedy, grateful tandem. The vague, ridiculous thought floated through my head that if there was a world record for “most thoroughly milked human,” I was probably in the running.

When it was finally done, my legs felt like jelly. I sagged back against the sacks, chest heaving.

Four cat girls knelt or lounged in front of me, faces glowing, expressions lively. Whatever dullness had crept into them before was gone. Their purrs were stronger, fuller. Their ears stood tall again, tails lifting with lazy, satisfied flicks.

Lila reached up first, slipping her arms around my waist and pressing her cheek to my chest. “Thank you,” she breathed, voice barely more than a purr. “You saved us.”

Suki flopped back on her hands, still grinning, still somehow managing to look cocky and adorable at the same time. “You’re gonna ruin us,” she said. “And I’m not mad about it.”


Chapter 4

The afternoon sun slanted through the front windows and turned the glass cases into golden mirrors. Every tray inside them looked like it belonged in a commercial instead of my broke little bakery, croissants puffed up into perfect layers, cookies holding glossy puddles of melted chocolate in their centers, lemon tarts glowing under their pale yellow filling.

A low buzz of chatter filled the room as people pressed in close, palms on the glass, eyes bouncing between the pastries and the four cat girls weaving through the crowd like they owned the place.

Nyx absolutely did.

She stood at the center of the storm in a flour-dusted apron that clung to her the way my debt clung to my soul. The fabric strained over her chest when she leaned forward, black tail slicing the air with crisp authority.

“Move it, people!” she barked, voice cutting clean through the crowd noise. “Two croissants for the lady in red, Lila, now!”

Her golden eyes flicked up just in time to catch a middle-aged guy in a polo staring directly at her ass. She arched a brow, bared a hint of fang.

“Eyes up here, buddy,” she said, tapping her cheek. “Unless you’re buying the whole tray.”

He jolted and promptly ordered four extra pastries.

Lila glided to the display like she’d been doing this for years. Her silver hair caught the light in a way that made her look like she’d stepped out of some ethereal shampoo commercial, not my grease-streaked kitchen. Her claws were tucked away as she reached in, handling the croissants like they were glass.

“Here you go,” she murmured, passing the bag to the woman in red with both hands.

“Thanks, sweetheart,” the woman said, slipping a folded bill into the tip jar.

Lila’s ears twitched at the sound, a soft pink flush blooming across her cheeks as she ducked her head, tail curling close around her.

On the far side of the counter, Suki was committing assault and battery on a ball of sourdough.

Her apron was a lost cause, streaked with flour and something that looked like rye batter. She slammed the dough down on the board hard enough to make the guy in front of her jump.

“This sourdough’s gonna be so damn good, you’ll propose to it,” she growled, digging her fingers in and folding with precise, brutal efficiency.

The man laughed nervously. “Not really my type.”

“Don’t get jealous,” she shot back, sending him a sideways grin. “I’m taken by the oven.”

He laughed harder and added a baguette to his order.

Mira flitted between them like a blonde pinball, a piping bag in one hand and a wicked smile plastered on her face. Her tail flicked lazily behind her as she leaned over a tray of cooling cookies.

“Little heart… little star…” she sang, laying down perfect swirls of icing. Then her wrist twitched and she added a shape that made a young woman on the other side of the counter choke on her latte.

“Oops,” Mira said, biting back a grin. “Did I make that too naughty?”

She tapped a dollop of frosting off the tip of the design with her finger and brought it to her lips, tongue flicking out in a slow, deliberate lick. Her green eyes slid across the room to me.

“What do you think, boss?” she called. “Tasty enough?”

I clung to the register like it was a life raft.

They’re a damn force of nature.

Flour dusted my jeans, my apron was crooked from getting yanked on one too many times, and my fingers shook just a little as I punched in totals. I’d lost track of how many cash sales we’d done today. Enough that the drawer already groaned every time it sprang open.

Nyx’s tail brushed my thigh as she stalked past with a tray, the velvety drag of it against my pants sending a shiver up my spine.

“Keep up, Connor,” she murmured, low enough only I could hear. “Or I’ll make you knead something else tonight.”

Heat crawled up my neck. “Focus on the customers, Nyx.”

She flashed a grin over her shoulder. “Oh, I am.”

By the time the worst of the rush tapered off, my head buzzed with numbers and caffeine and entirely too many images of cat tails. We flipped the sign to “CLOSED” a half hour early just so we didn’t run out of product in the morning.

The quiet that rolled in afterward felt unreal.

I locked the front door, slid the deadbolt, and leaned my forehead briefly against the cool glass before heading upstairs.

The apartment above the bakery had never felt particularly full before. Just me, some hand-me-down furniture, and the constant threat of bills. Now it was jammed with four extra bodies, two tail flicks away from bedlam at all times.

It weirdly worked.

Old wood pressed up against cheap laminate in the kitchenette. The sagging couch I’d inherited from Uncle Dan had a new indentation from Mira practically claiming it. Fresh linens I’d panic-bought yesterday were already tangled on the mattress we’d dragged into the corner for extra sleeping space.

The place smelled like old floorboards and detergent and a faint, lingering hint of sugar that seemed permanently attached to the girls’ skin.

Mira sprawled sideways on the couch, legs draped over one armrest, head hanging off the other. A magazine she’d scavenged from somewhere flopped in her hands, pages rustling as she flicked through.

“Connor, what’s a ‘vibe check’?” she asked, flipping the magazine around so I could see some influencer’s caption.

I leaned against the kitchenette counter, trying not to stare at the strip of toned stomach her shirt left uncovered when she stretched.

“It’s, uh… like, checking how everyone’s feeling,” I said. “The mood.”

She grinned, stretching longer, her chest straining against thin cotton. “So what’s my vibe right now?”

Trouble. So much trouble.

“Uh… playful?” I offered.

Suki snorted from the floor. She lay on her back with a plate near her elbow, what used to be a lemon tart now reduced to crumbs she was licking lazily off her fingers.

“Playful?” she scoffed. “She’s a walking tease. Unlike your baking, Connor, those first muffins were a crime.”

I groaned, rubbing a hand over my face. “They weren’t that bad.”

“They were bricks,” Nyx said, pacing along the wall with restless energy. Her black tail flicked at each turn, hipbones shifting under her jeans. “We need a bigger oven downstairs. That rust bucket is pathetic.”

“We’re barely breaking even,” I said. “Give it time.”

The money we’d pulled in today was good. Better than anything I’d seen since taking over. But bigger ovens meant bigger bills, more debt. One miracle at a time.

Lila sat cross-legged on the thrift-store rug, back straight, silver tail curled tight around her knees like a shield. She folded paper napkins with quiet focus, fingers moving in small, careful motions as she turned them into little roses.

“Thank you, Connor,” she said suddenly, not looking up. Her voice was soft but firm. “For letting us stay.”

Something in my chest eased.

“You’re welcome, Lila.” I dug in a drawer and found another stack of mismatched napkins, passing them down to her. “You’re all… amazing.”

Her ears flattened against her hair, cheeks flushing. “Oh. I, I’m glad you think so.”

Mira rolled off the couch in one smooth motion and dropped to all fours, prowling across the rug with exaggerated stealth. Her tail swayed high, a blonde flag.

“Amazing, huh?” she purred, closing the distance to my feet. “How amazing?”

Her hands slid up my calves, palms warm through the denim.

My breath stuttered. “Mira.”

Nyx’s shadow fell over us before I could finish. She stood a step away, arms folded under her chest, mouth curled into a knowing smirk.

“She’s right,” Nyx said. “We’re running low on energy.”

She reached out and hooked a claw under my chin, tilting my face up to hers. The golden in her eyes had gone softer, but there was a faint dullness at the edges that hadn’t been there this morning.

“That ritual in the stockroom?” she went on. “A good start. But we baked hard today. We’re burning through it.” Her thumb brushed my jaw. “We need more.”

“Yeah, Connor.” Suki pushed herself upright, licking one last crumb off her thumb. “Time to milk the moment.”

Lila made a small squeak and covered her face with her hands, but her tail betrayed her, twitching in quick, curious little flicks.

My heart kicked into a sprint.

“Right,” I said, swallowing. “Uh. Soon?”

Nyx’s claws traced a light line along my jaw, sending a shiver down my spine. Her purr rumbled low, vibrating in my chest.

“Tonight,” she said.

It wasn’t a suggestion.

Night draped itself over the windows, turning the glass into dark mirrors. I cobbled together dinner from what we had—a plate of slightly stale croissants Suki had refused to sell, a pile of cookies that had come out more lopsided than Lila liked, a few tarts Mira had decorated with designs she decided were “too horny for public consumption.”

We crowded around the little table, knees bumping, tails weaving under and around the chairs in an accidental dance. The fridge hummed, the overhead light buzzed faintly, and the air between us crackled with something I tried very hard to label as “magic” and not “impending group sex.”

Mira nibbled delicately at a cookie, holding it between two claws like a prop.

“This feels… domestic,” she said, tail flicking against my shin under the table. “I like it.”

“Domestic?” Suki tore a croissant in half with her bare hands and stuffed a chunk into her mouth. “More like a den of trouble.”

Lila smiled around a small bite of tart, ears perking. “It’s warm,” she said quietly. “Safe.”

Nyx sat at the head of the table, back straight, golden gaze steady. Crumbs dotted her plate, untouched.

“Different from Feloria,” she said.

I glanced up. “Yeah? What’s it like there?”

Her tail stilled, just for a beat. “Harder,” she said. “Colder. No males. Ever. Just us. Baking, fighting, climbing over each other to get a little more of whatever power we can scrape together.”

I froze halfway to my mouth with a tart.

“No males?” I repeated. “None?”

She shook her head once. “Haven’t been for generations. They died out slow, one by one. Old stories say they were… potent. Everything changed after they were gone.”

Mira leaned into my side, shoulder pressed against mine. “Matriarchal,” she said, like she was quoting something. “All the power and rules and rituals, women. We grew up on tales about ‘milk’ from another world.” She nudged my arm with her elbow. “Your kind of milk.”

Heat flared in my face. “So I’m… what? A power source?”

“A hot power source,” Mira corrected, giggling.

“A clueless, hot power source,” Suki added, grinning around her last mouthful.

Lila’s hand crept across the table, hesitant, and found mine. Her fingers were small and warm, the pads of them a little rough from work.

“You’re more than that,” she said. “You’re… ours.”

The word hung there, heavier than it should’ve been.

My chest tightened. Desire hummed under my skin, but so did something else, a weird, fierce protectiveness that felt wildly out of place for a guy who could barely protect his own credit score.

“I don’t even know what that means yet,” I admitted. “Being your… anchor.”

Nyx leaned in, elbows on the table, all that focused intensity suddenly aimed right at me. The faint spice of her skin, the heat coming off her, crowded out the rest of the room.

“It means you’re vital,” she said. “Here, you’re exposed. That portal that spit us out?” Her lip curled. “It’s not dead. Just sleeping. It could wake up and drag us back. Or worse, someone could feel us on this side and come looking.”

“From Feloria?” I asked.

Suki’s jaw clenched. “There are plenty of bitches who’d love to chain four cats with fresh access to male juice,” she said. “Use us. Milk us. Throw us back when we’re dry.”

Mira’s tail drooped, tapping listlessly against my calf. “We want to stay,” she said, voice small for once. “With you.”

Lila’s grip tightened on my hand. Her blue eyes shone, unshed tears making them even bigger. “You anchor us,” she whispered. “Your milk ties us here. Your choice keeps us free.”

A coil of fear tightened low in my gut at the idea of something opening in my alley again, of hands reaching through for them. For me. But it was washed almost immediately by a hot, reckless wave of defiance.

“No one’s taking you,” I said, the words coming out rougher than I meant them to. “I swear it.”

Nyx watched me for a long second, then smiled, a slow, feral curve of lips that made my pulse jump.

“Good,” she said.

The last crumbs disappeared. Plates scraped empty. The hum of their purrs under the surface of the quiet got louder, a shared rhythm that settled into my bones.

Then Nyx stood.

Her chair scraped back. Her claws flexed once, catching the light.

“Ritual time,” she said.

The table cleared in a blur of motion. Plates stacked by the sink, crumbs brushed into a pile, chairs nudged out of the way. It was like watching them in the kitchen again, only now the focus wasn’t dough or batter.

It was me.

Nyx’s hand wrapped around my wrist, firm but not painful, and she tugged me toward the couch.

“Sit,” she ordered.

I sat.

The cushions dipped under my weight, springs creaking in the familiar way they always had. Everything else was new.

Nyx swung a leg over and settled into my lap, thighs clamping around my hips with enough pressure that I felt caged. Her palms landed on my shoulders for balance.

Then, without ceremony, she stripped her shirt off.

Her bra followed in a flick of claws.

Full, firm warmth pressed against my chest as she leaned in, skin to skin, her purr starting low and deep. It rolled through both of us, a physical thing.

“Comfortable?” she murmured against my mouth.

“Define comfortable,” I managed.

Mira slipped behind the couch and then behind me, sliding into the slim space between my back and the cushions like she’d been designed to fit there. Her hands slid under my shirt, nails raking gentle, teasing lines down my spine.

“Relax, handsome,” she whispered into my ear, breath hot. Her teeth nipped my earlobe, soothed the sting with a slow swipe of tongue. Her breasts pressed into my back, soft and insistent. “Just let us feed.”

Suki dropped to her knees between my spread legs, red hair spilling over my thighs as she worked at the buttons of my jeans with practiced speed.

“Been dying to taste you again,” she muttered, half to herself, half to me.

Cool air hit my skin as she tugged denim out of the way. My pulse thudded so hard I could feel it in my fingertips.

On my right, Lila hesitated on the edge of the couch cushion, silver tail shaking in tiny tremors. She looked from Nyx’s bare chest to my face, cheeks flaming.

"I, I want to help," she said at last, her voice so soft it was almost inaudible.

She took my hand in both of hers and guided it up, laying it gently over her breast through the thin cotton of her shirt. The curve fit my palm like it had been waiting there.

She squeezed my fingers down, then gasped at her own boldness, the sound turning into a whimper as I responded automatically, thumb brushing across the firm peak.

Nyx rolled her hips against me, slow and deliberate, the thin barrier of her panties doing absolutely nothing to hide the heat of her.

“Give us your energy,” she rasped into my mouth, kissing me hard enough to knock the air out of my lungs. Her tongue tangled with mine, demanding, taking.

Mira’s fingers found my nipples under my shirt, pinching lightly, sending sparks of sensation arcing down to where Suki’s hands were already stroking over me in ways that made coherent thought a lost cause.

The world narrowed to touch and breath and heat. Their purrs wound around me, Nyx’s in my chest, Mira’s at my back, Suki’s between my thighs, Lila’s where her forehead pressed to my shoulder.

Pressure built, bright and relentless. Every shift of Nyx’s hips, every scrape of Mira’s nails, every shaky little sound Lila made, every focused stroke from Suki ratcheted it higher.

“Come for us, Connor,” Mira whispered, lips at my ear. “We need you.”

When it finally hit, it was like a fuse burning down to nothing in an instant. My whole body seized, then let go, a hoarse groan ripping out of me as I shattered.

They drank it in, energy, heat, whatever you wanted to call it. I felt it leave me in a flood that was more than just physical, felt it pour into them through every point of contact.

Nyx cried out, nails digging into my shoulders as she ground down hard, her own release crashing over her in a sharp, shuddering wave. Mira’s breath hitched behind me, her purr spiking into something close to a gasp. Lila clutched at my shirt and trembled, a stuttering moan slipping free as that shared surge rolled through her too.

Suki let her forehead drop against my thigh, shoulders shaking, her own low curse dissolving into a satisfied hum as the aftershocks rippled out.

For a while, the only sounds were breathing and purring and the faint creak of old springs under too much weight.

Eventually, Nyx slumped forward, cheek resting on my shoulder. Her skin felt hotter now, not in an overheated way but in a full, vibrant way. The dullness I’d seen earlier in her eyes was gone when she


Chapter 5

The place buzzed like a beehive on a sugar high.

Morning sun slashed through the front windows in bright, clean stripes, cutting across the counters and making every smear of frosting and dusting of flour look intentional instead of lazy. The air was thick and heavy with yeast and caramelizing sugar and butter melting into everything, the kind of atmosphere you could practically chew.

Crust & Crumb didn’t look like a failing bakery anymore. It looked like we knew what the hell we were doing.

The display case, which had spent months half-empty and depressing, was crammed. Nyx’s ridiculous three-tier cakes towered in the back, glossy ganache clinging to their sides like it was trying to crawl off. Suki’s loaves were stacked in rough, rustic rows: sourdough, rye, something with seeds that looked violently hearty. Lila’s cookies lined up in precise little grids, perfectly round, chips shining. Mira’s tarts winked from the corners with flaky crusts and bright fillings that somehow managed to look flirty.

I stood at the register in my usual spot, but the whole vibe had shifted. My apron was still a wreck, my hair still refused to behave, but for once my hands shook because I was counting too much money, not because I was about to cry into the dough.

“Ten eighty-five,” I said, punching the buttons.

The drawer groaned open, already stuffed. I made change, handed over a bag of pastries, and slid another ten into the growing stack of bills I’d pulled aside.

Fifty. A hundred. Two-fifty.

I did the math in my head, double-checked it, then triple-checked because no way.

Three hundred.

Three hundred bucks. In one morning.

My fingers actually trembled as I peeled off a chunk of the wad and stuffed it into the battered envelope I’d labeled “Utilities” in a fit of optimism months ago. I scrawled the amount in the corner, sealed it with a slap that felt like punching a bully in the face, and had to fight the urge to kiss it.

“Fuck yeah,” I muttered under my breath.

I ducked into the back for half a second, yanked my phone out of my pocket, and snapped a quick shot of the stamped bill and the cash tucked neatly inside. Proof. Physical, undeniable proof that I wasn’t drowning quite as fast anymore.

The knot that had taken up permanent residence under my ribs loosened a fraction. Not gone. But looser.

I leaned my shoulders back against a stack of flour sacks and let myself breathe.

Through the open doorway, I could see the kitchen in full swing. Nyx prowled there like a queen who’d finally been given a kingdom worthy of her talents. Her black tail swayed as she hefted a triple-layer chocolate monster onto a stand, claws leaving the faintest lines in the flawless ganache.

She glanced up, caught me watching, and smirked.

“Told you we’d turn this dump around,” she called, voice a husky purr that somehow carried over the low murmur of customers and clink of trays. She dragged her thumb through a drip of chocolate and lifted it to her mouth.

Her tongue curled around it slow and deliberate, eyes never leaving mine. She sucked the smear clean, lips shining for a second.

“You’re welcome, stud.”

Heat hit the back of my neck like someone had opened the oven door. My jeans tightened in a way that was both deeply familiar and wildly inconvenient while handling food.

“Yeah, yeah,” I called back. “You want a medal or something?”

“Cash works,” she said, turning away with a flick of her tail that absolutely knew I was staring.

Suki barreled out of the oven corner with a tray of rye loaves, slamming it onto the cooling rack with enough force to make a couple of people in line jump. Her red hair stuck to her temples in sweaty strands, her tank top clung to every line and curve of her torso, and flour streaked her freckled arms like war paint.

“Three hundred bucks?” she barked, grabbing a loaf and cracking it open with her bare hands. The crust snapped under her claws, steam puffing out. “Shit, we’re legends.”

She tore off a chunk and tossed it in my direction. I caught it more by dumb luck than skill.

“Eat up, loser. You’re still hopeless without us.”

Her tail flicked as she sauntered past, the thick, warm brush of it catching my hip. The rough little hum of her purr rattled low and smug.

I bit into the bread. Perfect chew, deep flavor, none of the dense, gummy disaster I used to turn out. I should’ve been insulted. Mostly I just wanted another bite.

Near the front, Lila hovered by the cookie rack, all careful concentration. Her silver ears twitched with every tiny adjustment as she straightened rows, making sure each perfect little round sat exactly where it should. Chocolate chips glistened in neat, even patterns.

“It’s so much,” she murmured, more to herself than anyone else.

She handed a small bag to a teenage girl with chipped black nail polish and a nose ring, their fingers brushing for a second. Lila smiled shyly, blue eyes darting away fast.

When she looked up and caught me watching, her blush deepened. Her tail curled around her thigh, hugging it.

“We did it together,” she said, soft but sure.

Something stupidly warm punched through my chest. “Yeah,” I said. “We did.”

Her apron was a mess of frosting smears, little streaks of white and pink crossing her chest and hip. My brain helpfully imagined following one of those lines with my tongue. I swallowed that thought, hard, and pretended my face wasn’t trying to spontaneously combust.

Mira floated through the crowd like she’d been born in it, blonde tail flicking in playful little hooks. She had a tray of lemon tarts balanced on one palm, each one crowned with a puckered swirl she’d christened “kissable.”

“Try these, cuties!” she chirped, voice bright enough to make a couple of hungover guys at the back wince and then grin anyway.

She zeroed in on a dude in a baseball cap who was clearly trying and failing not to stare at her legs. She held a tart up toward his mouth, then at the last second swiveled and brought it to mine instead, popping up on her toes to reach.

“Open wide, boss,” she teased.

I did, because I apparently had no self-respect left. The crust crumbled perfectly, the filling hit my tongue, sharp and sweet and rich all at once.

“Good, right?” she murmured, stepping in so close her chest brushed mine. Her purr buzzed low, just for me. “Almost as good as you taste.”

I inhaled tart and nearly choked.

“Mira,” I wheezed, pounding my chest. “You’re gonna kill me.”

She just winked, tail flicking smugly as she pirouetted away to charm someone else.

The bell over the door chimed again and again. Coins clinked. Bills changed hands. Compliments and half-dirty jokes and genuine amazement floated across the counter, and for once none of it made me want to crawl into the fridge and hide.

When the line finally died down enough that Nyx deemed it safe, I grabbed the stuffed utilities envelope, ducked out the back, and jogged to the corner mailbox. The metal was warm under my palm as I flipped the lid and dropped the envelope through.

It hit the bottom with a dull, satisfying thud.

There it goes, I thought. Actual, paid bill. On time.

A wild, stupid laugh bubbled up in my throat and escaped before I could stop it.

We’re alive. We’re fucking thriving.

On the walk back, I slowed at the corner and looked through the front window. Sunlight washed over the glass, turning the inside into a glowing little box.

Nyx’s tail cut a dark curve behind the counter. Suki’s red head bobbed over a tray. Lila’s silver hair glinted as she leaned in to hand a kid a cookie. Mira’s blonde swirl arced behind her as she tossed her head back at something someone said.

My crew. My turmoil. My heat.

They were mine.

And, somehow, I’d become theirs.

The warmth from that day clung to the walls and counters and my bones all the way into the next morning.

The scent of cinnamon and sugar still hung in the air like a memory as sunlight slid back through the front windows, falling across flour-dusted surfaces. The bakery felt… full. Not in a “too many unpaid invoices” way. In a good way.

I sat in a rickety wooden chair near the back, joints creaking in sympathy with my own. Every muscle in my body buzzed with that weird mix of exhaustion and adrenaline you only get after somehow not screwing up something huge.

Three hundred bucks. Utilities paid. Ingredients covered. Rent still looming like a horror boss, sure, but less invincible than it had yesterday.

I slumped, letting my shoulders sag, and watched my very own agents of disorder mill around.

They’d commandeered one of the prep tables and dragged it into a makeshift island. On it sat a cake that looked like it had lost a bar fight.

It was lopsided, one side clearly thicker than the other, frosting smeared unevenly and dripping where it shouldn’t. The edges were rough, and someone had stabbed a knife straight down the middle like they’d grown impatient.

Suki’s masterpiece.

She lounged beside it, one hip on the table, one foot on a chair, red hair a halo of disarray.

“Stop staring like it’s about to explode,” she said. “It tastes good.”

“It looks like a crime scene,” I said.

She stuck a claw into the frosting, scooped up a glob, and licked it off, eyes closing briefly. “Still better than your first batch of muffins.”

“Low blow,” I said. “Also accurate.”

Mira sat cross-legged on the opposite end of the table, tail flicking in lazy arcs. She held a fork like a wand, twirling it between her fingers.

“Celebration cake,” she announced. “Made by our very own feral kneader.”

“Shut it, blondie.” Suki nudged the plate toward me with the tip of her tail. “Eat.”

I took a bite, mostly to avoid offending the woman who could end my life with a well-aimed loaf.

The cake was… actually great. Moist, rich, just enough sweetness. The frosting was a little wonky texture-wise, but it tasted like sugar and butter and effort.

“Okay, fine,” I said around a mouthful. “Delicious.”

Lila hovered by the oven, even though it wasn’t on. Her hands worried at the end of her fluffy tail, twisting and smoothing the fur like she could rub anxiety out of it. Her silver ears flicked with every small sound.

Nyx leaned against another chair backward, straddling the seat so the back pressed against her stomach. Her leather-clad thighs hugged the wood, claws tapping an uneven rhythm on the top.

“Connor,” she said.

Just my name, but the tone sliced through the light chatter like one of her knives.

Her tail snapped up straight behind her, then dropped into a slow, deliberate sway. The room’s energy shifted, Mira’s fork stilled, Suki’s smirk faded a notch, Lila’s fingers froze on her tail.

I set my plate down carefully. “That your serious voice?”

She leaned forward, forearms braced across the back of the chair, golden eyes blazing.

“This isn’t over,” she said. “The portal that spat us out here? It’s sleeping, not dead. It could yawn open any damn time and suck us back to Feloria.”

Her tail lashed once, the tip smacking a spoon off the table. It hit the floor with a sharp clatter and spun in place.

My stomach dropped. The leftover cake turned to paste in my mouth.

“Back,” I said slowly. “As in… gone. For good.”

My voice cracked on the last word. Humiliating.

“Yup,” Suki said.

She flopped backward onto the table, one leg still dangling, staring up at the ceiling like it offended her. Her tank top rode up, exposing a strip of muscle at her side.

“Back to being pawns in a shitshow,” she went on. “No ovens, no you, no fun.” Her tail flicked lazily, batting a stray napkin off the edge and into my lap. “Unless you man up and keep us here.”

I stared at the napkin resting on my thigh. It had a crude little doodle of a cat face on it, Mira’s work, probably. My fingers crumpled it without thinking.

Lila edged closer from the oven, bare feet whisper-soft on the tiles. Her small hands twisted in her tail again, silver fur getting more and more rumpled.

“It’s awful there,” she whispered, eyes dropping to the floor. “Boring, unlike this world. Everything the same. No one… cares.” Her voice shook on the last word.

She reached out, hesitant, and her fingers brushed my forearm. Warm. Trembling.

“You’re… you’re our sun, Connor,” she said. “Please don’t let us go.”

That stupid, protective thing in my chest roared.

Before I could say anything, Mira slid in behind my chair. I felt her before I saw her, soft press of her chest against my back, the warm weight of her head near my shoulder, the smooth coil of her tail wrapping around my thigh like a lazy snake.

Her hands slipped under the hem of my shirt, nails raking lightly over my stomach, tracing the lines there. Sparks jumped under my skin.

“We need an anchor,” she purred against my ear, breath hot. “Your energy, your milk, it’s our lifeline.”

Her fingers dipped lower, tugging at my belt in a playful jerk that made my hips jolt. She chuckled, low and wicked.

“Give it to us,” she murmured, “and we’re yours forever.”

Nyx’s claws clicked on the chair back in a steady, relentless rhythm.

“In Feloria,” she said, eyes never leaving mine, “a male’s essence binds us.”

She rolled the phrase like it was half spell, half dirty joke.

“Your milk’s not just a snack, Connor, it’s power,” she went on. “Back home, one man’s milk could root an entire clutch of us to a territory. Here?” Her mouth curved. “You’re the only male we’ve got. The only one this side of any portal.”

She leaned closer, and the neckline of her shirt strained as she did, fabric pulled tight over the curves beneath.

“Fuck us deep enough,” she said, voice dropping to a sultry rasp, “and we’re rooted here. No portal’s taking us back.”

My mouth went desert-dry. My brain flashed through about fifteen images in rapid fire, and none of them were helpful if I wanted to keep blood anywhere above my waist.

Mira’s hand slid past my waistband and squeezed, stroking me through my boxers with a familiarity that made my eyes roll back for a split second.

“So,” I croaked, trying for a joke and landing somewhere in the vicinity of strangled, “more… rituals?”

I swallowed hard. “You’re saying I screw you into staying?”

Suki hopped off the table with a thump and sauntered over, hips rolling slow and deliberate. She stopped in front of me, close enough that I had to tilt my head back to meet her eyes.

“Exactly, stud,” she said, cupping my jaw in one calloused hand. Her thumb brushed my lower lip, tail flicking against my cheek in a teasing swipe. “Pound us ‘til we’re purring permanent residents.”

She tilted my face this way and that like she was appraising a piece of equipment. “Think you can handle four horny cat girls?”

Lila’s blush crept all the way to the tips of her ears. She stepped in beside Suki and took my wrist, her tail wrapping gently around it like a cuff.

“It’s love, too,” she blurted, then flushed even harder. “Not just… milk. We need you.”

She said it like a confession.

Mira nipped my neck lightly, teeth grazing skin, then soothed the spot with her tongue. Her purr vibrated through my spine.

“Say yes, big guy,” she whispered. “Tie us here. To you.”

Nyx watched it all with sharp, hungry eyes. Her smile was slow and dangerous, all teeth and heat.

“Choose us, Connor,” she said. “Or lose us.”

Silence dropped.

The old me, the one who’d inherited this mess and immediately considered selling, the one who’d flinched every time the landlord’s car slowed outside, would’ve stalled. Waffled. Tried to find an escape hatch.

But that guy hadn’t had four women drop out of a portal into his alley and drag his sorry ass, and his bakery, back from the edge. He hadn’t watched them pour themselves into his ovens, his space, his bed. He hadn’t woken up to purrs instead of dread.

I thought about the dead, gray way Nyx had said “Feloria.” The twist of Suki’s mouth when she talked about being pawns. Lila’s shaking hands. Mira’s tail coiling around me like she was afraid I’d slip away between blinks.

I thought about the envelope hitting the bottom of the mailbox. The cash drawer stuffed full. Mrs. Hargrove moaning over a cinnamon roll like it was a religious experience.

And I thought about standing in that alley, first seeing four pairs of ears and tails and eyes, and how for the first time in months my life hadn’t felt like one long losing streak.

My heart hammered like it wanted in on the decision.

“I’m not losing shit,” I said, voice rougher than I intended. I lifted my free hand and curled it around Nyx’s wrist, squeezing just enough to feel her pulse jump under my thumb. “You’re not going anywhere.”

I looked at each of them in turn. Nyx’s blazing gold, Suki’s sharp green, Lila’s watery blue, Mira’s wicked jade.

“You’re mine,” I said.

The words came out fierce, sure. Not like I was claiming property. Like I was drawing a line in the sand around all of us.

Nyx’s pupils blew wide. Her smirk softened into something pleased and just a little surprised.

“Good answer,” she murmured.

Suki’s grin came back full force. “Knew you weren’t a total coward.”

Lila made a tiny sound that was half sob, half laugh, and launched herself at me, arms wrapping around my neck.

For better or for worse, we were stuck 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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