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Hex Kittens - Episode One


A Fateforged Supernatural Thirst Trap

Directed by Adam Lance


Authors’ Notes


Friends, this is going to be a fun experiment. We’ve taken three brilliant, spicy minds, and woven them together to create a series of bite-sized stories featuring the same characters but told through their distinct lenses.

Think of it like watching episodes of your favorite TV show—just with a rotating roster of directors.

What about LitRPG stuff?

In short: there won’t be any.

We reserve the right to use crossover characters, with fun cameos, but this time we’re going progression-lite and not LitRPG. It makes this easier to collab over.

Do we need to have read the other books in the Fateforged/Dalton-verse?

Nope. Lore hounds will enjoy some fun Easter Eggs, that’s all. Read these independently if you want.

What about audio?

Expect monthly audio launches, with a potential for live Discord recordings. Because we’re ambitious like that.

How do I participate and listen in?

Join the Pivot Press Discord. Ask for the “H-Lit” role. Enjoy a community of men, women, and all-around awesome people. Link: https://discord.gg/GXn8csy2gg


Read Ahead and Support the Authors


All three authors will be hosting these books on their Patreons. Support as you wish. If you’re extra spicy, support all three. Why not? We each release unique books, chapters, art, and other fun stuff as well as this series!

Pre-Order book 2 now! https://amzn.to/3Oxf8Hc(Hint: we use them to help us figure out how long to make the series!)

Adam’s Patreon is: https://www.patreon.com/AdamLanceWrites

Dalton’s Patreon is: https://www.patreon.com/cw/michaeldalton

Neil’s Patreon is: https://www.patreon.com/cw/authorneilbimbeau


Prelude: Breath Play


Nick’s second life began with a troll who also happened to be a stripper.

Or maybe it was the other way around.

She could have been a stripper who had transformed into a troll. With her clawed hands wrapped around his throat, choking the life out of him, he didn’t have the breath to ask.

“Pity.” The creature’s thick, wet lips hovered next to his ear, the cloying scent of perfume no longer covering the rancid reek of her true nature. “You were so very handsome.”

Pressed against the stone wall of a dark alley, lifted six inches off the ground, he reached for something, anything that would buy him a few more seconds. His left hand clawed at the woman’s spindly, thin arm, but it might as well have been cordwood. The sequins on her low-cut dress tore, revealing pale flesh. That too tore as he tried to pry her free.

Beneath human skin was inhuman gray tissue.

His other hand smacked against the bag slung low over his chest. Paramedic’s tools clanged against the street. There went the stethoscope and the seatbelt shears.

Rattle. Rattle.

Was that his throat collapsing?

No. Not yet.

Fingers stretched to their limit, he felt something round. A pen. Thumb splashing against the button, he flailed it up, jammed it into the woman’s bright blue eye.

“Gah! You turd burglar.” She leaned back, stranglehold easing enough for him to take a breath. “Do you have any idea what I have to do to regenerate an entire human eye? Just for that, I’m going to…”

While she’d been talking, Nick went back for seconds. Years of experience told him where everything he’d needed should be. Most of his kit wasn’t suited for fending off monsters, but he wouldn’t say no to a scalpel.

Metal gleamed, reflecting off the dim LED lights of a distant bar. The sounds of men and women laughing and cursing over tonight’s big fight were loud, even here. No one would come. No one would hear. If he was intending on getting through this alive, it was up to him.

He jammed the blade into the woman’s cheek hard enough to break the blade off of the base.

“What the crap,” she protested, taking another step back. Dangling from clawed fingers, Nick brought a knee up into the woman’s oversized chest. Two enormous breasts, liver-spotted with age and bolted so high they nearly brushed her chin, undulated wildly as he pushed himself free.

He could have sworn a new voice rose from his attacker’s prodigious rack. It sounded like someone saying, “Who does this asshole think he is? A Warden? Tilde, kill him and let’s get back to it. You need to feed, and we’re bored already.”

Landing hard, Nick struggled to make sense of anything. The call should have been routine: a stripper having a heart attack in an alley. Dispatch had made it sound like she was already dead, and that the cops would be there any minute.

There were no cops. And the stripper hadn’t been dead.

He looked around, seeing no easy avenue of escape. The alley was a dead end, the wall behind him stretching higher than he could jump. She loomed between him and the now-closed door to the bar. Taller than she had any right to be, with arms insect-like and long, her body had stretched and morphed during their fight. Her makeup-smeared face, clownish beneath a cheap blonde wig, was a thing of horror.

And then there were her tits. Her enormous, wobbling tits.

Fumbling at his side, he opened his heavy medic’s bag. Emergency equipment peeked out. He’d come prepared to treat a specific condition. There was an oxygen tank, bottles of aspirin and nitroglycerine, an IV start kit, and…

“I’m going to eat your liver first,” she snarled, yanking the blade embedded in her cheek free and leering at him with her remaining eye. The other was bleeding milky goo, the interior yellow rather than blue. Raw, malevolent hate smoldered behind both as she smacked her lips. “Nice of you to come. Uber Eats doesn’t deliver to trolls.”

She laughed.

Her boobs laughed.

Nick, having finally found something that might be useful, barked his own desperate laugh. Then, with a flick to activate it, he surged to his feet and extended the paddles of the portable defibrillator.

In the slow-motion clarity of combat, he heard her boobs shriek. “No! Don’t let him! We don’t do electricity!”

Tilde brought an arm down to cover herself, shielding one tit and trying to push Nick’s haphazard assault away. A paddle smacked into her forearm. The other hit her second, unprotected breast. He pressed the handle controls, triggering the device.

Thwoom!

Her arm blackened, papery tissue flaking away as her fingers spasmed. The struck breast exploded in a shrieking, goo-filled mess as if he’d planted a mortar in her chest. Twitching, cloying discharge shot from the wound, covering his face and hands. Tilde flew backwards, half of her upper torso simply gone.

His head must have struck a wall, as the next thing he saw was the charred bits of troll on the ground, clawing her way toward him. With whatever flesh mask she’d worn blown to bits, the creature beneath was a true horror to behold: sunken cheeks and oversized teeth fit a face more gargoyle than human. A bit of her lips, still bright red, dangled from a strap of tissue that slid across the ground as she clawed her way to him. The explosion must have broken her back, as the creature’s lower body was twisted at an awkward angle, her feet immobile.

“Do…do you have any idea what you’ve done?” She panted, voice deep and bestial. “Silicone slimes aren’t cheap. After I kill you, I’ll have to sell this ass for months to get the pair back.”

Her other breast, still intact, wailed. “Antonio! You let him take Antonio from me. What kind of troll are you to let such a thing happen? I told you. Stay out of Atlanta. Did you listen? No, you didn’t. And now we’ve lost the better half of me. How will we give proper titjobs now, Tilde? Tell me. HOW DO YOU GIVE A TITTY JOB WITH ONE BOOB, TILDE? TELL ME!”

The wailing cry brought Nick back to himself. Shaking his head to clear the cobwebs, he backed a few steps away from the gruesome sight. Seeing that he was out of the most immediate danger, he let his worst instincts get the better of him: he talked.

“Look, lady, or troll, or whatever you are. I’d appreciate it a lot if you’d stop crawling around. You’re way too hurt for this.” He scoured the area, hoping that someone would have heard the explosion and come looking.

A bit of glowing blue light at the far end of the alley pulsed, briefly drawing his attention before Tilde spoke again. “You should let me kill you. Now that you’ve seen me, they won’t let you live.”

The threat, delivered so casually, finally did what the throat choking hadn’t. Nick got angry. “You know what? Screw that. And screw you.” Lacking other weapons, he quickly stepped closer and drove his boot into one clawed hand. Then he kicked her square in the face.

She caught his foot in her mouth. Teeth as sharp as knives cut through the top of his boot, slicing thin furrows into his foot before he yanked it away.

“Hmmm, tastes like dead hero to me,” she said, long tongue lapping at thin lips.

Not for the first time, Nick wished he was allowed to carry protection on field calls. He took a step away, back brushing the wall, then leaped. Moving with deceptive, lightning speed, she drove her claws into his thigh as he cleared her upper torso and landed on top of her lower back.

No, not her lower back. Her ass.

That, at least, wasn’t talkative. It was, however, hard and flat, sending him back to the pavement.

With a grunt of pain to join the rage, Nick dodged another awkward swipe. Scrambling to his feet, he went back for his bag, grabbing the portable oxygen tank. Holding the thick steel with one hand, he turned and struck at the crawling creature.

She’d twisted, drawing her body around to face him. Doing so had done what the defibrillator explosion had not: her second boob was gone. A mound of gelatinous material, entirely clear and vaguely teardrop-shaped, wobbled on the ground nearby. It rolled to one side, away from the combat, as oily colors moved through the thing.

“This will make the fits even worse, Tilde. I’m telling you. First, you moved us to this hellhole. Second, you made a deal with that stupid demon. Seriously. Self-aware silicone slimes? Who does that? And now? Now, you’ve let some mortal kill Antonio. How can we continue like this? How can you expect perfection when you’re so very bad at everything!?”

“Shut up!” Tilde snarled as Nick lunged.

Stepping on her hand, he bent down, hammering the creature’s skull with the tank. Once. Twice. She grunted with each blow, flailing around, her free arm bending in impossible ways. Finally, a claw punctured the barrel.

Pressurized oxygen burst from the hole with explosive force. The metal cylinder ruptured, sending shrapnel into the monster’s face and upper body. It struck Nick in the chest, sending him stumbling, then falling.

Awful pain joined the cuts and his aching throat. Things went fuzzy, his vision pulsing in time with his heart.

Then, a stranger’s voice. Amused, feminine, and vaguely…French? “Ah. What have we here? A promising recruit, perhaps? Or maybe two. Tell me, little slime, do you wish to be destroyed, or should we consider you for a more enlightened purpose?”

The reply was a flat, “Miss Anastasia, if you had any idea what that troll has been making me do…” A deep sigh. “Sure. I’ll switch sides. As long as you promise no more titjobs.”

“I think we can arrange that.”


Chapter 1: Twi…What?


Three Years Later

“Nick, you’re going to get another speeding ticket if you keep this up.” Salma’s sounded reasonable today, vaguely Zen.

“Just making distance, Sal.”

“If the locals figured out it was you who blew up their water treatment plant, you’d already be arrested.”

Foot tapping the accelerator around a curve, Charger Hellcat Redeye’s V8 growling like thunder as he took it going eighty-five. “You took care of the video. I handled the shui gui. No problem.” He pronounced shui gui like a native, mouth forming words he hadn’t known three years earlier.

“Then why are we going so fast?”

High beams clawing through the darkness, Nick risked a glance away from the highway. Salma undulated next to him, the magical silicone slime rippling as she spoke. “A man likes to go fast. Slow is boring. Besides, we don’t have our next assignment yet. Let me live a little.”

She sniffed, dropping the topic as he sped past a sign marking the road’s speed limit: 55 MPH.

Leaning to the central console, he pushed aside an unopened pack of cigarettes to grab a piece of gum. Popping a fresh stick between his teeth, he observed, “You’re sounding awfully logical. New phase?”

One of the slime’s many quirks included a mercurial personality. That’s what happens when a demon shoves a ton of supernatural and mundane knowledge into a boob, apparently.

“New moon. New Salma.” Her cryptic reply fell short as a song cut through the hum of the engine.

‘All Star’ by Smash Mouth shouted from his phone, the volume maxed out as it cut straight to the chorus. “Hey now, you’re a…”

Fishing the old Nokia out of the central console one-handed, Nick jammed his thumb into the speaker button. “Anastasia, I literally just got off a job. Can’t I have a day to myself?”

The woman’s smoky French retort was vaguely amused. “You’re assigned a sector. Get it clean enough to earn a holiday, and you take as much time as you want. It’s that simple. This was all in the contract.”

“It was thirty pages long, and I was hungover.”

“Not my problem. Anyway, we’ve got an odd one. Are you ready?”

He smacked his gum loudly, deliberately trying to annoy the priestess. Just because it hadn’t worked before didn’t mean it wouldn’t now. “Sure. As long as it pays well. Damn near drowned in the last one. Five grand was not worth swallowing half the pool.”

“This one is three…” She began, then laughed when he cursed, and went on, “per head. You’ve got a proper outbreak.”

Now there was something worth getting excited about. “What are we talking about? More sky goblins from the broken tower? The troll mafia peddling crisp again, maybe?” Not that he wanted to fight troll males. Those guys could be proper deadly.

“Worse. It looks like vampires. The sparkling kind.”

Salma perked up. Literally. The sensory nodule atop her ‘head’ hardened with interest. “Oh! Myera Sanguivora. I’ve read all about them.”

Hands tightening on the wheel, Nick shook his head, but the slime went on. “In the annals of the Librium Dessolatus, there are entire shelves devoted to vampires. Sparkly ones are almost always this subspecies…”

She went on, ranting about details with all the precision of a modern Wikipedia entry.

Letting it shower over him in a filthy, putrid rain, Nick blurted, “No. Not just no, but hell no. I hate vampires, and I especially don’t like that kind. Bring in someone else. Anyone. You know what? Screw it. Call in a Warden. Let them nuke the entire town. I’m not doing it.”

Ignoring his diatribe, Anastasia said, “Multiple people are missing. We’ve had seven leaks online. Our locals have been cleaning what they can, calling the rest AI. It’s been quite successful, of course. Still, we can’t risk an outbreak. We need you there. Now.”

With a sigh, Nick slumped. These discussions always ended one way. “Fine. Give me the details.”

“That’s the spirit. And I have good news. You’re not far. It’s…”

* * *

A cone of bright LED light shone across the abandoned classroom. Textbooks and toppled desks littered the floor, contrasting the crude graffiti spraying the walls. There was no sign of anyone, including squatters.

Free hand tight around the base of a titanium-reinforced wooden stake, Nick resumed his search.

“This high school closed eight years ago due to funding cuts,” Salma said from his shoulder. She perched there; liquid essence molded in place, a fungus made of syrup, and pulsed gently as she narrated. “Interestingly, the local college has a rather well-known football team. They travel, and host games regularly. It brings in millions. You’d think they would refurbish this place, wouldn’t you?”

“No politics,” he muttered, turning down a classroom-flanked hallway.

“Since when is education political? Humans are so strange.”

An intact mirror flashed his reflection. He didn’t take the time to inspect himself. That was the sort of crap that happened in bad romance novels. Besides, he knew what he’d see: a tall man, six foot three, with all the weathering that came from over thirty years of a hard-lived life. He’d donned his tactical trench coat, which included an armored interior, and heavy combat boots.

He still didn’t carry a gun, although that was less about restrictions and more about lack of time to get a new one. A werewolf had bitten through the muzzle of his favorite shotgun three missions ago.

Clatter. Clatter.

Footsteps, lightning fast, came from somewhere ahead. A young woman’s voice lifted in anger. “Get back here, you undead creep!”

“Nick, there’s a civilian in here,” Salma observed.

Leaning into a run, Nick’s reply was a snorted, “No crap. Disguise yourself.”

The slime pulsed, consuming a tiny bit of her mana. Eldritch runes, platinum and red, glowed within the gelatinous droplet as she melded into his coat. By the time Combat Merger had done its work, Nick was rounding a corner.

Where he found himself face-to-face with a sparkler.

The guy was blond, with bright blue eyes and an incubus’ mouth. Too-red lips folded into a frown as he came to a halt inches from Nick’s chest.

“Why are you dressed like that?” Nick asked reflexively.

“Huh?” As usual, Nick’s mid-combat banter proved to have an almost magical befuddling ability. The vampire looked down at his college letter jacket, t-shirt, and denim pants. “It’s what everyone over here wears. Hey. Wait. How do you speak…Glurk!”

With practiced timing, Nick adjusted his footing and drove a knee into the sparkler’s abdomen. Instead of striking stone, as he expected from Salma’s description of the thing, the impact was more like tough leather. He had no doubt the ‘vampire’ was supernatural, just from that contact, but it definitely didn’t feel like one.

No big deal. A job was a job.

He slammed the stake into the monster’s upper chest. Weeks of practice and practical applications gave him a mechanical advantage. Plus, it helped that he was also strong as hell.

Slurk!

The stake slid home as the pretty boy’s mouth worked, opened and closed once, then began to melt. Glittering skin darkened to gray-green as his features turned doughy.

“You’re not a vampire,” Nick said, shocked. “You’re a…”

Thud-thud-thud!

CRASH!


Chapter 2: Chosen One, Again?


A second creature rounded a corner at the far end of the hallway. Sprinting at supernatural speeds, the thing was spending more time looking back than ahead, clearly fleeing from something. By the time it realized Nick and its dead fellow were directly in its path, the distance between them had already closed to nothing.

Their collision was roughly equal to a slow-moving car crash. Lacking the reflexes of a Tablet Wielder, much less a magically amped-up monster, Nick barely managed to tuck his head and grab hold of the thing as they went rolling down the hall together.

His armored coat absorbed some of the punishment, and the creature's body cushioned a fair bit more. The rest of the impact was all him, bruising ribs and rattling teeth.

CRUNCH!

They slammed into a wall at the end of the corridor, the fleeing monster taking the brunt of it against the concrete.

The creature hissed and spat as it fought to regain its feet, claws scraping against the linoleum.

Through the blur of motion, Nick caught a solid glimpse of his new opponent. Dark hair cut short, pretty in a pale emo goth way that probably killed on dating apps. She was dressed in a cheerleader outfit, and the hem of her skirt was so damn short he caught a flash of bright pink panties as she brought her knee up toward his groin.

Unwilling to lose his balls to a monster in a school hallway, he twisted hard, taking the heavy blow on his outer thigh instead. It still hurt like hell, but at least he'd be walking away with his anatomy intact.

"Let that man go!" The woman's voice from earlier echoed down the corridor. She was projecting now; the normally high pitch of her voice dropped half an octave to add weight to the command.

Under other circumstances, Nick might have been impressed by the authoritative delivery. As it was, he was too busy fending off raking claws to appreciate the performance.

The cheerleader wasn't the fastest thing he'd fought in his career. She also lacked the martial skill of a properly trained fighter, telegraphing her strikes with obvious wind-ups. Neither of those facts made her any less deadly when those claws connected. Shifting from one defensive stance to another, he brought his forearms and elbows into the melee, accepting shallow slices across his left forearm as the price for protecting his face and throat.

She threw a wide haymaker that he saw coming from a mile away, and he adjusted his footing, stepping inside her guard to throw an elbow directly on top of her skull. The short creature grunted from the impact, then screamed as he used his momentum to shove her backwards and drive the stake through her chest in one smooth motion.

"They aren't vampires," the woman called out as she raced closer, her footsteps echoing in the empty hall.

"A stake through the heart worked just fine on the other one," he retorted, locking eyes with the blue-eyed creature as her body melted into the same green dough he'd seen before. Whatever these things were, they died the same way.

Panting from the exertion and the sting of fresh wounds, Nick straightened up and turned to face the newcomer properly for the first time.

She was blonde, stuck in that magical age range between nineteen and twenty-four where good genes and better makeup made the specific number impossible to guess. Her body was anything but girlish, however. Taut muscle was evident in the flash of her thighs and forearms as she moved, and the loose flap of her top revealed a stomach that was about a meal away from being a full-on four-pack.

Oh, and she was also wearing a cheerleader uniform. Hers was red and pink, which made for a nice contrast against the dead creature's blue and white ensemble currently dissolving on the floor.

"What’s with the outfits?" Nick asked, waving first at the steaming corpse and then at the blonde standing before him. At least this new girl's wardrobe wasn't quite so revealing. Her skirt actually reached halfway down her thighs, which was practically modest compared to the other one.

Coming to a halt a few feet away, the blonde swept her gaze around the corridor before settling it back on him. Her narrowed eyes and ready posture told him plenty about who he was dealing with. This was a trained fighter standing in front of him, not some innocent schoolgirl who'd wandered into the wrong building.

"Listen," she said, her voice clipped and urgent, "I don't have time to explain any of this. Whoever you are, whatever you think you're doing here, you need to leave right now."

"Uh, no."

She frowned and looked up at him, clearly not used to being refused. For all her physical presence and obvious capability, she was only five-four at best, forcing her to crane her neck to meet his eyes. "I know none of this makes any sense, but you have to trust me. I'm the Chosen One. I've been training for years to fight these things. If you don't leave right now, I can't promise your safety."

Nick snorted at the familiar title. "Ah, fuck me. Another Chosen One. How many is that this month?"

"Three," Salma said from within his clothes, her voice muffled but amused.

The blonde frowned in obvious confusion at the disembodied response, but Nick was already lifting his stake and pressing forward with the conversation. "You just watched me kill two of these things and you're still assuming I'm a civilian? Come off it, Buffy. Tell me your name and what you know. We can do this together."

"Uh, excuse me?" She stepped back once and held her hand up in the universal sign for ‘stop talking and let me process this’. He noticed her nails had been professionally done, with frosted tips that featured tiny designs he couldn't quite make out in the dim light. "For one, I'm the Chosen One. For another, I work alone. Monsters chew through humans like tissue paper. I'm not about to be responsible for more deaths, no matter how proficient you are with your wood."

Salma snickered from inside his coat.

Someone else, presumably a lurking creature deeper in the building, also snickered.

Then came the spell.

Magic pulsed from down one of the branching hallways, the energy as dense and cloying as raw honey in the air. An instant later, a swarm of meter-tall insects came boiling into view around the corner, their chitinous bodies gleaming under the emergency lighting.

With a heavy sigh of resignation, Nick slid the stake into a loop on the interior of his trench coat and reached for his backup weapons. Gloves with metal-laced knuckles replaced the wooden implement as he muttered, "Snarchers. Why is it always snarchers?"

"Say what?" the girl asked, but she was already too late with the question.

The snarchers were upon them.


Chapter 3: Gratuitous Panty Shots


Snarchers moved like cockroaches on steroids. Their segmented bodies, each about the size of a border collie, scuttled across walls and ceiling with equal ease. Mandibles clicked in a rapid staccato that echoed through the abandoned hallway, the sound somewhere between a Geiger counter and a death rattle.

Nick had fought them many times before. It was never fun.

"Stay behind me," he said, settling into a boxer's stance. "They're blind. Sound and magic. Don't talk, don't run, and for the love of God, don't scream."

The blonde opened her mouth to argue.

Too late.

The first snarcher launched itself from the ceiling, and Nick met it with a rising elbow that cracked through its thorax. The thing burst like a shaken soda can, spraying fizzing ichor across his coat as it died with a wet hiss.

Veil magic, the ambient stuff that protected the mortal realm, kicked in. The remains immediately began to liquefy and evaporate. Soon enough, there’d be no evidence the monster had ever existed.

But Nick had no time to analyze the situation.

Two more came from the left. He pivoted, driving a heel into one and catching the other with a backfist that sent it spinning into the lockers. Both popped, adding to the growing puddle of carbonated monster juice on the linoleum.

Hssssssss. Fizzzzzz.

The sounds of their deaths only drew more. A dozen shapes skittered into view at the far end of the hall, their blind heads swiveling toward the noise.

Panting, fatigued from the fight with the water monster earlier that night, he was already winded. That wasn’t good. The last thing he wanted to do was draw on his mana. In his peripheral vision, he saw the Chosen Cheerleader crouching. Good. Maybe she could follow instructions after all.

The swarm paused, mandibles twitching as they searched for prey. For a long moment, nothing moved.

Then a glittery shape ran across the hall, making a direct line for the exit. “You won’t escape me!” the blonde called, darting forward. The motion was all it took to lure the snarchers in. One got ahead of the others, crossing the distance in a blur of speed.

She spun into a picture-perfect roundhouse kick, smashing the thing into paste. Her battle cry, loud even above the fizz of dying monsters, did what the impact hadn’t: it drew more of the summoned monsters their way.

Nick grumbled, “Why does it always go the worst possible way?”

The swarm hit in a wave. Nick grabbed for the girl, trying to pull her behind him, but she was still trying to run after the fleeing vampire-thing. Her commitment cost her, as three converging bugs intercepted her in mid-sprint. She jumped at the last moment, not taking into account the monsters on the ceiling and walls. Cutting legs sliced through the air as she cried in pain.

Fabric tore.

Darting forward, Nick caught her around the waist and yanked her away from the swarm, accepting claws and mandibles against his protected back as the cost for that stunt. Armored lining showed its value as the creatures skittered across his back, unable to find purchase.

The blonde struggled against his hold. “Let. Me. Go.”

He did.

She spun out, around his bulk in time to take the full brunt of two enormous bugs. They bore her down, slicing through the pleated skirt. Bright pink panties, complete with a little white bow, flashed into view as Nick realized something important: the girl was tough.

Although she lacked the mass and strength to manhandle the monsters, their claws barely drew thin red lines across her resilient flesh.

Relieved that he wouldn’t be babysitting, he flung himself at the snarchers threatening to engulf them. Heavy stomps and armored fists claimed one pest’s life after another. The girl joined in with all the determination of a prizefighter. Despite being half naked and wearing only sneakers, she kicked and punched, using far more technique than he to deal killing blows. She even got ahead of him, her pert rear damn near all he could see in the dimness of the hallway.

“Are those…cats on your ass?” he asked. Indeed, it looked like the outlines of little playing cats were on the girl’s cheeks.

“Focus on what matters,” she replied. “Ass discussions after we survive.”

“Oh, so there will be ass discussions?”

His quip earned him a quick flashing smirk.

Then their banter died as a wave of fresh monsters came skittering from the direction of the retreating vampire. It had summoned more.

Nick considered their options. No doubt the vampire-thing was gone, having used its magic to delay them so it could escape. They were in a tactically dangerous situation. Although the girl looked hale, a diagonal slash across her torso (one that left only her sports bra intact) revealed a long, angry-looking scratch.

The girl was tough, but not invulnerable.

And he still didn’t want to use any of his mana.

She was looking over at him, bright eyes contemplating. “If they are summoned, their magic won’t last forever. I vote we duck into a hidey-hole and let them wear themselves out. What do you think?”

If there was one thing Nick had learned during his training, it was that survival was far preferable to being dead. “Let’s go.”

They ran.

Their flight only attracted the snarchers’ attention. Disoriented, the duo ran down one corridor, then another, all while the sounds of their pursuers grew louder. Ducking around a corner, Nick grabbed the girl’s wrist and pulled her through a doorway into an old classroom. Desks lay scattered like tombstones. A chalkboard still bore the ghost of some long-forgotten math equation.

"In here." He spotted a door at the back. Storage closet, maybe. It would have to do.

She didn't argue.

Yanking open the closet door revealed a tiny office space. There was technical equipment; a broken projector and shelves of moldering books. It was just enough space for two people, assuming they didn’t mind becoming very friendly.

She didn’t hesitate. The cheerleader dove inside and pulled him with her.

Nick squeezed in with effort, barely managing to pull the door closed before the clicking sound of feet came rushing in. The darkness was absolute. He could feel her breathing against his chest, rapid and shallow.

“No sound,” he whispered, all-too aware of the sensation of her proximity. Her hands were beneath his coat, against his chest. With each of her breaths, he felt her breasts drag across his chest.

It was an awful time to get hard.

“Oh?” she said, adjusting her hips. He doubted she’d intentionally dragged the front of her mound against his cock. She was probably just trying to get stabbed.

But the effect made thinking about snarchers much more difficult.

Outside, snarcher legs clicked on the classroom floor. The creatures hissed and fizzled as they searched, blind heads sweeping back and forth. Nick could hear them knocking over desks, probing with their mandibles.

"Here." Moving carefully, he drew up the sides of his trench coat. Patterns woven in the interior glowed faintly as he wrapped it around her shoulders. The faint light allowed him to see the barest hint of her thoughtful, surprised expression, before she wordlessly leaned even closer, accepting the offer.

He draped the coat around her shoulders and wrapped his arms around her. She felt solid against him. Solid and soft, her breaths tickling his neck and reminding him how long it had been since he’d been intimate with anyone.

They held each other like that for several long, agonizing moments. Then a wave of magic pulsed through the air and the clicking stopped.

“They’re gone,” he said, exhaling and almost reluctantly opening the door.

She squeezed out first, although not without accidentally dragging her forearm across his rock-hard erection. Lit by dim moonlight, he caught a hint of a smile as she tugged on his arm. “C’mon. The monster’s gone. That means we have to talk.”

“Sure. I’m Nick.”

“Tiffany Cross,” she replied. “And you…you’re with the Order, right?”


Chapter 4: Jinkies!


"The Order? What Order?"

Tiffany, using more caution than he probably would have, peered around a doorframe to check the hall. A spear of moonlight caught across her ribs at the precise moment to highlight a generous amount of underboob her damaged sports bra no longer contained.

Turning back, she gave him a lopsided smile. “Thrill seeker, eh?”

“I was a paramedic before this.”

“Ah.” That softened her expression, making it seem more genuine. “And I’m talking about the Order of the Vigilant Dawn." She said it like the words meant something. Capital letters and everything. When he didn’t immediately reply, she went on. "It’s an ancient society of monster hunters. My mentor, Gerald, was one of them. He found me when I was fourteen. Said I was born with gifts. Special abilities that made me uniquely suited to fight the darkness."

Pushing next to the girl, he checked the hallway. Seeing it was clear and having no inclination to exchange infodumps while they were trespassing illegally, he motioned for her to walk and talk. She hurried next to him, confident steps clearing terrain effortlessly despite their difference in sizes.

It didn’t take years of training to recognize someone who was exceptionally well trained, on top of being physically gifted.

He said, "And this Gerald guy. He teach you everything you know?"

"He taught me everything anyone knows. The Order has been fighting supernatural threats for centuries. They're the only ones who understand what's really out there."

They reached an emergency exit. Nick tested the push bar slowly, checking for noise. The door swung open onto a loading dock behind the school. No snarchers. No fake vampires. Just empty pavement and the distant hum of highway traffic.

Tiffany stepped out beside him, arms crossed over her chest. The night air was cool, and she was still mostly exposed. The scratch across her torso had already faded to a faint pink line, suggesting supernatural healing.

He was almost jealous.

"So," she said, "did you want to tell me who you are, or should I just call you Tall, Dark, and Stabby?"

Nick snorted. “Good one. And no, I'm not with your Order. The only superpower I was born with was Tetris.”

“Tetris?”

“Mhm. I can stuff lots of stuff in surprisingly small places.” So saying, he opened his trench to reveal dozens of pockets. “Not sure if it’s a legit magical ability or just raw talent. None of my mentors could tell.”

Instead of picking up the thread about mentors, Tiffany was busy looking him over. Her pupils were dilated; lips flush. He couldn’t remember the last time a human woman had looked at him with such naked, obvious interest.

“It does look like you’re packing plenty,” she murmured after several long seconds.

He smirked. "Sweetheart, you have no idea."

A flush crept up her neck. She covered it by scanning the parking lot. "Where's your car?"

"Out front. Yours?"

"Faculty lot. I always park somewhere with multiple exit routes." She gestured vaguely toward the far side of the building. "Tactical positioning."

"Smart." He pulled his coat tighter, mostly to watch her eyes follow the motion. "Meet at the Waffle House on Route 9?"

"The twenty-four-hour diner?"

"Wo-Ho always has the best waffles. Plus, it’ll be safe. Nothing fae will be so bold as to attack us there."

She hesitated, biting her lower lip. He tried reading her expression and saw reluctance fighting with what was clearly practiced, hard-won tactical know how.

"Twenty minutes," she said.

"Agreed."

They parted at the corner of the building. Nick watched her go, admiring the athletic grace of her stride. The cheerleader skirt was barely functional at this point, held together by threads and stubbornness. Her legs were long for someone her height, muscled in that dancer-gymnast way that suggested flexibility he probably shouldn't be thinking about.

She glanced back once. Caught him looking. Winked and blew him a kiss.

Then she disappeared around the corner, and Nick headed for the front lot.

His Charger sat alone under a single working streetlight. He slid behind the wheel and pulled the door shut before speaking.

"Alright. She's gone. What do you think?"

Salma emerged from his collar, her gelatinous form flowing down his chest to pool in the passenger seat. "About what specifically? Her fighting technique? Her remarkable physical durability? Or the way you were staring at that unstoppable ass?"

"I was assessing her tactical movement patterns."

"Of course you were." The slime pulsed with what might have been amusement. "Her posterior's tactical patterns seemed quite engaging."

"The Chosen One thing, Salma. Focus. What variety are we dealing with?"

"Ah." Oily colors swirled through her translucent body. "Based on her accelerated healing, enhanced strength, and the way she described her recruitment, I would hypothesize she's an Echo; someone- gifted with a reflection of fae magic upon birth. Pretty stereotypical stuff, if rare."

Nick pulled out of the lot, letting the Hellcat’s V8 growl as he hit the highway. "And this Order of hers?"

"There have always been small clusters of humans who knew bits and pieces of the truth. I imagine this is just like the others we’ve encountered. She’ll probably have a lot of useful lore, even if it’s based on half-truths.” Her sensory nodule twitched. “If you’re open to it, I suggest we consider recruiting her. Remember, Anastasia gave us permission to make permanent contacts, if the situation made sense. This does.”

“You’re rushing ahead.”

The slime made a sniffing sound. “I’m being practical. You’re a hybrid. We need a proper fighter on the team, and she seems like one.”

He wanted to argue, but didn’t; he was too old and had seen far too much to behave like he was a Chosen One.

Nick merged onto Route 9, pushing past the speed limit. The drive to the Waffle House took fifteen minutes.

Close to the interstate, the place was busier than he would have expected. It had an idling semi, and a station wagon. He spotted Tiffany in a small, steel gray Honda Civic tucked into a park near the entrance. She’d made certain to have clear sightlines to both exits.

Practical. Tactical. She'd probably mapped escape routes before she even got out of the car.

"Stay hidden," he told Salma. "I don't want to explain you yet."

"Understood. I’ll behave this time, promise."

“Thanks.” He didn’t need a reminder of what happened the last time they’d been in a similar situation, when the slime’s mood had been closer to ‘frenzied crack addict’ than the mild-mannered version she was now.

Tiffany exited her car as he parked, and his jaw damn near dropped.

She’d changed clothes. Now, she was wearing an orange turtleneck sweater, with a pleated red skirt that hit right above the knee. Her blonde hair had been replaced by a short brown bob, clearly a wig, and thick-framed glasses sat perched on her nose. The only things missing were a magnifying glass and a Great Dane.

"Jinkies," he muttered, waving for her to walk with him to the door. "What in the Scooby-Doo hell is this?"

Tiffany blinked at him through the fake lenses. "Excuse me?"

"The outfit." He gestured at her entire situation. "You look like you're about to unmask Old Man Jenkins and blame him for haunting the amusement park."

Her jaw tightened. "This is my civilian disguise. I have to protect my identity. Move through different social contexts without being recognized. Gerald taught me that maintaining a cover was essential to—"

"You were a cheerleader two hours ago. At an abandoned school. In the middle of the night. Who exactly was going to recognize you?"

"That's not the point. The point is operational security." She adjusted her fake glasses with practiced precision. "I maintain multiple personas for different contexts. This is my 'meeting an unknown contact in public' look."

"And you went with sexy librarian by way of Saturday morning cartoons?"

Her retort was reflexive, sharp, and playful. “Why? Do you like that kind of thing?”

“Well, yes. Who doesn’t?”

She laughed, and he joined her.

Together, they made their way inside and found a booth in a corner. She sat next to him, her thigh against his. “Don’t get too many more ideas,” she said beneath her breath. “I just don’t like having my back to a room.”

“Too many more?”

“You know.”

He did know.

With a grin, he flagged down the waitress, who approached with the enthusiasm of someone counting the minutes until her shift ended. "Two coffees, two hash brown plates—scattered, smothered, covered—and a side of bacon. She's paying."

Tiffany sputtered, "I am not—"

"Fine. I'm paying. But you owe me."

The waitress wrote it down without comment and shuffled away.

Folding her hands on the table, Tiffany took a deep breath. Her sports bra had hidden her curves quite effectively. One deep breath was all it took for him to realize the girl was positively stacked. Not disproportionately so, like a goblin, but quite a bit bustier than an average human woman.

"So," she said, her voice dropping into something more serious. "If you're not with the Order, who are you with? How did you learn about all this? And why are you here hunting the same creatures I am?"

Nick wrapped his hands around his coffee mug when it arrived. The ceramic was warm. Grounding. He thought about how much to tell her. How much she could handle. How much would shatter the comfortable mythology she'd built around herself and her dead mentor's teachings?

She was watching him. Those fake glasses couldn't hide the intelligence in her eyes, or the way she was cataloging every detail. His scars. His posture. The way he held the mug like it might turn into a weapon at any moment.

"It's a long story," he said finally. "And you probably won’t like most of it."

Tiffany straightened her ridiculous fake glasses and leaned forward.

"I can take anything you can dish out. Anything at all."

Well then.
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Chapter 5: Islands


The hash browns arrived steaming, a golden heap of scattered, smothered, and covered perfection. Nick dug in without ceremony, and Tiffany watched him for a moment with her fork hovering before she followed suit.

The diner had been quiet when they'd arrived, but it was starting to pick up now. A truck driver was nursing coffee at the counter, and a couple of college kids were splitting a waffle in the corner booth. The door swung open with a jingle of bells, and Nick's eyes tracked the newcomer automatically.

It was a county sheriff.

The way the guy moved suggested he wasn’t here looking for anyone in specific. The lawman's leaf green eyes swept the room in that lazy but thorough way cops developed after years on the job, and it lingered on their booth for a beat longer than Nick would have liked.

Most of that was for Tiffany.

No doubt because she legitimately looked like a sexy version of a fucking Scooby-Doo character and didn’t seem to realize it.

Lips pursed, the sheriff made eye contact with the young woman, and whatever he saw had him moving on rapidly.

“I don’t trust law enforcement,” she muttered beneath her breath, leaning against him as if they were old friends. Or lovers. “Rule is to keep them out of it. But they always want to stick their nose where it doesn’t belong. Why can’t they just trust we want to keep everyone safe?”

“Because the truth is worse than a fun lie,” he replied unironically. Adjusting his position, he slid his arm around her shoulders.

Because they were pretending to throw the scent off, of course. She didn’t pull away. If anything, she pressed closer.

“This Gerald guy taught you a lot,” he observed, forking another bite of hash browns into his mouth. Doing so without dislodging his companion was difficult, but well worth it.

“He was Special Forces before the Order recruited him.” She held the pose, waiting for the sheriff to settle onto a stool at the counter before inching far enough away to enjoy a bite of her food, too. Chewing, she hit him with a heavy-lidded look. "So, you were going to tell me a long story I wouldn't like."

"I said you wouldn't like most of it. Some parts are fine." Nick sipped his coffee, organizing his thoughts. "You ever hear of the Fae Wilds?"

Tiffany's brow furrowed beneath the brown wig. "Fae as in fairies?"

"Fae as in everything." He set down his mug and leaned forward slightly. "Okay, think of it this way. Humanity dreams. We wish for things, we fantasize, we have nightmares. All of that mental and emotional energy has to go somewhere, right?"

"I suppose that makes sense."

"It goes to the Wilds. And when it gets there, it interacts with magic. Raw, ambient, chaotic magic that's been swirling around since before humans existed. That interaction creates reality." He gestured vaguely with his fork. "Not our reality, but different realities. Islands of existence, each one shaped by whatever beliefs and fears and desires fed into it."

At the counter, the sheriff was still talking to the waitress, but his body had angled slightly toward their booth. Listening? Maybe. Maybe just getting comfortable on the stool.

"Islands," Tiffany repeated slowly, drawing his attention back. "You mean like dimensions? Parallel worlds?"

"Not exactly. Dimensions imply they're separate and equal, like different floors in the same building. These are more like..." He searched for the right analogy. "Imagine a massive archipelago. Thousands of islands, maybe millions, all floating in the same magical sea. Each island has its own rules, its own physics, its own inhabitants. Some of them are tiny, barely bigger than a sandbar. Others are entire continents."

Tiffany set down her fork and considered this, those ridiculous fake glasses glinting under the fluorescent lights. "That actually lines up with some of what Gerald taught me. He talked about pocket realms, places where the rules were different. He said that was where the monsters came from. I always assumed they were separate dimensions, but if they're connected..."

"Then things can move between them more easily than you'd think. Yeah." Nick was mildly impressed. Her mentor had gotten closer to the truth than most. "What else did he teach you about these pocket realms?"

"He said they're usually tied to specific locations on Earth. Thin spots in reality where crossover is easier." She picked up her coffee and cradled it in both hands. "We mapped several of them over the years. Gerald said the Order had been tracking them for centuries."

"That's good work. Seriously." He meant it. The idea of a mortal organization operating outside of the established system was novel. "Now, here's where I have to make some assumptions, and you can tell me if I'm wrong. I'm guessing your Order figured out this out through trial and error, fighting things that came through without having the full picture of where they came from or why."

She scrunched her nose thoughtfully. “Maybe. Go on.”

"What you might not know is that there's a larger structure to it all. The Fates, the ones from Greek mythology - except they're real - they manage the boundary between Earth and the Wilds. They have a crew of super heavy hitters, Wardens and Enforcers, who protect against the big things.”

“Big things?”

“Anything with enough power to rip through the Veil and endanger mortals. I’m talking about gods, rogue dragons, armies of horny goblins. You get the idea.”

At her wide-eyed look, he laughed and went on. "And then there's people like me. I’m part of the cleanup crew. We handle the stuff that seeps through so the heavy hitters don't have to get involved."

The sheriff had ordered something, and the waitress was pouring him coffee now. His attention seemed to be on his phone, but Nick had been in the game long enough to know that didn't mean anything.

"You’re saying there's a hierarchy," Tiffany said, pulling his focus back. "Fates at the top, Wardens below them, Enforcers below that, and you..."

"At the bottom, yeah. Janitors of the supernatural world." He grinned without much humor. "It's not glamorous, but it keeps things from spiraling out of control."

"And where would the Order fit into this hierarchy?"

That was a fair question, and Nick paused to consider his answer carefully. "Honestly? I'm not sure. I’ve been operating on my own for the last year. The Chosen Ones I’ve met before you weren’t part of any larger organizations."

“What were they, then?”

“Folk with a natural magic spark. Two bad. One good.”

The waitress brought the sheriff his food, some kind of burger and fries that smelled so good Nick considered ordering a second round. The lawman thanked her and started eating, but his eyes drifted toward their booth again. Just a glance, casual, but deliberate.

"We have company," Tiffany murmured.

"I noticed. Keep talking, don't look at him."

She took a bite of her hash browns, chewing slowly. "The other chosen ones you mentioned earlier. How did they fit in?"

"The same way you probably do. Different mythologies, different belief systems, they all feed energy into the Fae Wilds and create their own islands. Sometimes that energy resonates back to Earth and creates people like you." He kept his voice low, casual, two friends having a late-night conversation. "People born with a spark of something extra."

Tiffany absorbed this quietly, her fake glasses reflecting the diner's harsh lighting. The sheriff was halfway through his burger now, and his attention had shifted to the television mounted above the counter, some late-night sports recap playing on mute.

"You said two went bad. Gerald told me a story like that once.” She sipped her water, swallowing a lump before continuing. "That there were hunters out there who'd lost their way. Who'd gone bad and had to be put down."

"Smart man, your Gerald."

"He was." Something flickered in her expression, there and gone. Grief, maybe. Loss. "He died two years ago. Nest of ghouls in Savannah. I've been working alone since then."

Nick let that sit for a moment, giving it the weight it deserved. "I'm sorry. Losing a mentor is hard."

"It is what it is." She straightened in her seat, visibly pushing the emotion aside. "So. You've told me about the Fae Wilds and the Fates. You've admitted you don't know everything about my Order. What else should I know before I decide whether to trust you?"

"Probably a lot, but we've got time." He signaled the waitress for a coffee refill. "Right now, I'm more interested in hearing your side. Why are you here? What brought you to this town?"

Tiffany removed the fake glasses and set them on the table, rubbing the bridge of her nose. Without them, her face was sharper, more serious.

"Fine," she said. "But you're buying the next round of coffee."

"Deal."


Chapter 6: The Pitch


"Gerald died two years ago, right after I turned nineteen."

Tiffany said it matter-of-factly, the way people talked about old wounds that had scarred over but never quite healed. She wrapped her hands around her coffee mug and stared at the dark liquid inside.

"We were clearing a nest of ghouls outside Savannah. Routine job, or so we thought. Turned out there were twice as many as our intel suggested, and they'd been expecting us." She took in a slow breath. "He got me out. Didn't make it himself."

Nick stayed quiet, giving her space to continue.

"Five years of training, and then I was on my own. He left me everything in his will. The house, the savings, all his research and equipment. Enough to keep hunting for a good long while, as long as I was smart about it." A ghost of a smile crossed her face. "He was always smart about money. Said the Order used to have more institutional support, back in the old days, but then... something happened a few years ago. He lost contact with the rest of them.”

Nick swallowed. He knew what had happened. The scars from the Second Aether War had made the very organization he’d been called to join a requirement. When the Fates lost over half their Wardens and Enforcers, there hadn’t been much choice. He held back from explaining that though.

There were secrets, and then there were secrets. And some pain didn’t need dredging up. "I take it you’ve been operating solo ever since?”

For all the flirtation and strength he’d seen that night, the look she gave him now was edged with a hollow, empty need. The kind that came from carrying so much responsibility, all by herself.

She admitted, "More or less. I have contacts. Retired hunters Gerald introduced me to before he died, plus some I've cultivated on my own. There’s this retired soldier, Zane, who put me in contact with a bunch of his military buddies. Most are on the West Coast, but sometimes they come and help out or pass along useful information when something pops up on their radar" She shrugged. "It's not a network, exactly. More like a loose collection of people who owe me favors or share my interests."

Zane. General Zane. The name rang a bell. Still, Nick didn’t say anything. Maybe later, if there was a later, there’d be time for that particular infodump.

The waitress came by to refill their coffees, and they both went silent until she moved on. The sheriff had finished his burger and was now lingering over his own cup, scrolling through his phone with the lazy attention of someone killing time before heading back out on patrol.

"That's how I found out about these things," Tiffany continued once they were alone again. "One of my contacts flagged some disappearances in this area. College kids, mostly. Young, healthy, no history of mental illness or drug problems. Just gone, one after another, over the past three months."

"And you connected that to vampires?"

"At first, yeah. The pattern fit. Disappearances clustered around nightlife areas, no bodies ever found, witnesses occasionally reporting pale figures with unusual eyes. Plus, the whole glitter thing, which I took as odd, but went with it anyway." She pushed her coffee and plate away, leaning against his arm. This time it felt real, like she’d traveled alone so long, she was ready to trust someone. Even a total stranger she just met. "But then I started digging deeper, and things stopped adding up."

"What kind of things?"

"Most of the vampires I’ve dealt with are territorial. They don't share hunting grounds without a lot of internal politics and power struggles. But these things were working together seamlessly in a pack. And they could blend into the local population in ways I've never seen vampires manage." She set down her mug and ticked off points on her fingers. "I saw the same face on two different people in two different locations on the same night. I watched one of them walk into a crowded bar and have three separate people greet him by three different names. They're not just pretending to be human, they're copying specific humans and sliding into their lives."

"Shapeshifters," Nick said.

"That's my current theory. I’m not sure what specific kind though. Gerald’s journals mentioned a few, but our specialty was more…demonic and less shifter.”

“I’ll ask my contact,” he replied, considering telling her about Salma. Later, he decided. Once he knew which way this night was going to go. Situational intelligence, and ‘need to know’ were a thing, even if he found himself inclined to trust the young woman.

"So how did you end up at the school tonight?" he asked. "Long way from tracking disappearances at bars."

"Methodical investigation." There was a note of pride in her voice now. "I spent weeks establishing a cover identity. Audited a few classes, made friends with some of the cheerleaders, got myself invited to their social events. These things were targeting young people in the college scene, so I made myself a perfect target."

"The cheerleader outfit wasn't a disguise, then. You actually joined the squad?"

"Mhm. Guest performer for the big game this weekend. Told them I was a transfer student considering enrolling next semester." She turned, giving him a bright, killer smile. There were dimples. "Amazing what people will believe if you show up with the right attitude and a decent tumbling routine."

Nick found himself impressed despite his usual cynicism. She'd done exactly what he imagined he might have done, had he not been given his unique set of gifts. From the perspective of an augmented human, the spy approach was perfect. She’d identified the hunting ground, created a plausible cover, and inserted herself into the target population. Good tradecraft.

"Tonight, I spotted a group of them leaving the game together. Two guys and a cheerleader, all wearing letter jackets, all giving off that uncanny valley vibe once you know what to look for. They were following a girl who'd had too much to drink." Tiffany's expression hardened. "I intervened. They scattered. It didn’t take rocket science to know where they’d gone, since I’d been casing the abandoned school as a possible hideout for a while.”

"And that’s where you ran into me."

"Tall, dark, and handsome in the flesh," she confirmed. "You said you’re the cleanup crew. What does that mean? Were you sent out here?”

“Basically, yeah. My team has methods of seeing through the Veil, plus locals who keep their eye on the news. It’s not perfect. The Fates are too tied up to see everything. But as soon as we get a lead, my job is to go in and problem solve."

She leaned away, assessing him silently. “You’re a solid fighter. Maybe not the best I’ve seen, but good. Let me guess, you’ve got some tricks up your sleeves?"

He returned her look with a wry grin. “All sorts, little lady. Stick around, and you might even get a peek."

To his surprise, she returned the flirtatious deflection with heavy-lidded thoughtfulness. Running the tip of her pink tongue across her bubblegum-colored lips, she murmured, "You show me yours and I’ll show you mine."

He snorted. “Damn, Tiff. That’s killer delivery. Gerald teach you that?”

“Nope. Learned that on my own, a long time ago.” Letting her hand come to rest on his thigh, he became acutely aware of the orange sweater sliding low across pale collarbones, and the lonely hunger he’d seen in her eyes all night. “I have a proposal.”

“Is it fun?”

“Could be, if you play your cards right.”

“I’m listening.”

"I've been tracking this nest for weeks. I know their patterns, their hunting grounds, their probable locations. The one we lost tonight is liable to be the last of them. I can guess one of four locations he’s likely headed."

He arched a brow, giving her a slanted smile. "Are you asking me for help?"

"I'm asking if you'd like to be my sidekick." The cheeky grin that accompanied the words was about seven shades beyond merely flirty. "You seem pretty useful in a fight, even without any special powers. And I could use someone to watch my back while I finish this job."

“While you finish the job?”

“Mhm. That’s one thing I always do. Whatever I start, I finish. Thoroughly.”

He almost snorted at the heavy-handed double entendre, but stopped himself. It didn’t take mystical powers to see the girl was asking for more than backup. She was isolated and alone, relying entirely on herself.

Just like him.

Well, minus the talking boob. But Salma barely counted. She’d accepted the familiar bond because Anastasia would have nuked her without it.

He looked out the window, counting the number of ways he’d concealed the truth from Tiffany already. She didn’t know about Salma; nor had he told her that he’d heard of Zane. Finally, there was that last bit. The thinking he didn’t have powers.

“Tiffany,” he said, figuring he could ease off the brakes just a bit. “I was recruited by the fae to work for them. There are things about me that I probably shouldn’t divulge. Not on a first date.”

“Then we’ll have to make sure it’s not just a one-night stand, won’t we?”

Again, the boldness mixed with the fragility. He locked eyes with her, then slid his gaze out the window. The sheriff was standing outside, looking in. Tracking the man’s gaze, Nick realized how he must have looked. Unlike Tiffany, he hadn’t cleaned up after the battle. The green-eyed man locked eyes with Nick, a hint of waring in the exchange, before walking to his squad car. Other than the officer’s vehicle, the parking lot was empty. Beyond it, the darkness pressed inward, cloying and heavy. The clock on the wall read nearly three in the morning, and he could feel the exhaustion of the night's events settling into his bones. Adrenaline was a hell of a drug, but he was no Tablet Wielder. Unlike them, he had limits.

He yawned, not bothering to hide it.

"Yeah, you know what? I love a good team-up." He stretched his arms above his head, feeling his shoulders pop. "We can figure out who's whose sidekick in the morning. Right now, I want to find a hotel and crash for a few hours."

She frowned at him as if he’d just grown a second head. "I have an Airbnb nearby. Maybe, if you’re lucky, I’ll let you sleep on the couch.”

The invitation was open, and raw. He opened his mouth to politely decline, to do the chivalrous thing. But he’d never been that kind of man. Especially not when the offer was this earnest, this full of genuine need. "That's very generous of you, Velma."

She slid her glasses back on. “Well, Jinkies, Mr. Nick. Maybe it’s time we go back to my secret lair and look for clues.”

When she put it like that, there was really only one reply.

"Lead the way."


Chapter 7: Fireside


The Airbnb was exactly what Nick would have chosen if he'd been the one planning a long-term stakeout.

It was a log cabin set back from the main road, accessible only by a winding gravel drive that would announce any approaching vehicle long before it arrived. Motion-sensor lights mounted at strategic intervals around the perimeter. A Ring doorbell camera at the front entrance and additional security cameras covering the back and sides.

"Nice setup," he said as Tiffany punched a code into the keypad lock. "You get the codes to the cameras from the owner?"

"Of course. Wouldn’t have come if that wasn’t an option.”

He didn’t ask her how she’d made it an option; given her background and training, not to mention killer looks, she’d already proven herself a smooth operator.

The lock clicked open and she pushed inside, flipping on lights as she went. "It's not much, but it's secure and it's private. Nearest neighbor is half a mile away."

The interior was rustic but comfortable. It had an open floor plan with a living area dominated by a stone fireplace, a small kitchen off to one side, and a hallway that presumably led to the bedroom and bathroom. The furniture was that generic cabin style, all warm wood and plaid upholstery, but she'd made it her own. A laptop sat open on the kitchen table surrounded by printed documents and photographs. A weapons case leaned against one wall, partially open to reveal an assortment of stakes, blades, and even a couple hand grenades.

"Make yourself at home," Tiffany said, already heading toward the hallway. "I need to wash the monster goo out of my hair. There's wood by the fireplace if you want to get a fire going."

"Yes ma'am."

She paused at the hallway entrance and looked back at him, one eyebrow raised. "Ma'am?"

"Would you prefer 'boss'? Since I'm the sidekick and all."

That earned him a smirk before she disappeared down the hall. A moment later, he heard the bathroom door close and the shower start running.

Nick took a slow turn around the living room, taking in the details. The documents on the table were exactly what he'd expect from any serious investigation. There were printouts and newspaper clippings, along with social media profiles, and hand-drawn maps with notations.

His estimation of the girl, already high, climbed two notches. For all she could mimic being young, everything he saw radiated a level of polish and professionalism that were far beyond her biological years.

It made him wonder what kind of life she’d led. Nick, at least, had been an adult before he’d been recruited. He’d lived a whole life prior to this one. The thought drew him up short, reminding him of Salma; he’d left her in the car on purpose.

She’d warn him if anything tripped her senses.

Finding a wood stack beside the fireplace, he set about building a fire. It was a simple task, mechanical, the kind of thing that let his mind wander while his hands stayed busy. Memories of the past three frantic years spun through his mind as he worked. The kindling caught quickly, and he fed in larger pieces until he had a respectable blaze going.

By the time the bathroom door opened again, he'd settled into the couch facing the fire, boots and coat off but otherwise still dressed. He looked up as Tiffany emerged.

She'd changed into lounge clothes. Gray yoga pants that hugged the curves of her hips and thighs, a loose cotton top that hung off one shoulder and revealed the strap of something underneath. Her hair was damp and loose around her face, free of the ridiculous brown wig, and he realized for the first time that her natural color was a warm honey blonde that caught the firelight beautifully. Without the fake glasses and the costume, she looked younger and softer, but no less striking.

"Fire looks good," she said, padding barefoot across the hardwood floor. "There's a bathroom down the hall if you want to clean up. I put out a towel for you."

Nick became suddenly aware of the dried monster residue still crusted on his forearms and probably in his hair. No doubt those were why the Sheriff had clocked him so intensely earlier. "Yeah, that's probably a good idea. I smell like burnt sugar and death."

"Little bit."

The shower was exactly what he needed. Hot water sluicing away the physical evidence of the night's work, the tension in his shoulders slowly unknotting as steam filled the small bathroom. He stayed in longer than he probably should have, letting the heat work its way into muscles that had been operating on adrenaline for too many hours.

When he finally emerged, dressed in the same clothes but significantly cleaner, the cabin had transformed. Tiffany had turned off the overhead lights, leaving only the fire and a few candles to illuminate the space. She was curled up on a thick rug in front of the hearth, two glasses of red wine waiting on the stone ledge beside her.

She looked up as he approached, the firelight contouring her body, emphasizing the long lines of gymnastic muscle and the supple softness of a rare beauty. Seeing her like that raised his estimation considerably. He’d met elven women with entire harems of men who wouldn’t have held more than a candle to Tiffany.

"Wine?" She held up one of the glasses.

"Sure." He lowered himself onto the rug across from her, close enough to take the glass but far enough to maintain some semblance of propriety. The wine was decent, a cabernet with enough body to warrant savoring.

For a long moment, neither of them spoke. The fire crackled and popped, sending small showers of sparks up the chimney. Outside, the absolute darkness of rural night pressed against the windows.

"Can I ask you something?" Tiffany said finally.

"You've been asking me things all night."

"This is different." She took a sip of her wine, then flashed the tip of her tongue across her lips thoughtfully. "Isn't it lonely? Doing what you do? Cleanup crew, I mean. It sounds like you don’t really have a home.”

"I don’t,” he admitted without preamble. “My parents passed a few years ago, while I was in paramedic school. When Anastasia recruited me, one of the reasons was the fact that I had no roots. No one to look for me or worry if anything happened.”

“Do you…do you like it that way?"

“Eh, I like feeling like what I do matters. Most of the time, I don’t think about it. Not since getting back anyway.” He sipped at his own glass, then let his gaze drift to the fire as he sighed. “Gotta admit, there were times being alone in the Wilds was damn hard.”

"How so?"

"In the Wilds, relationships work differently than they do here," he said. "I'm not talking about casual stuff. I mean the deep connections, the partnerships that people build their lives around. Many of them form what you might call harems."

Tiffany blinked. "Harems? Like, multiple wives?"

"It's not always wives, and it's not always one guy with a bunch of women. Sometimes it's the other way around. Sometimes it's more complicated than that." He swirled his wine, watching the legs run down the inside of the glass. "In the adventuring circles especially, relationships tend to form around a single person. A core, I guess you could call it. And everyone else orbits that core, connected to each other through their connection to them."

"That sounds... intense."

"It can be yeah. Especially as an outsider."

Tiffany was quiet for a moment, processing this. "And you experienced this? When you were there for training?"

"I saw it. I was around it constantly." Nick set down his wine glass and leaned back on his hands, staring up at the ceiling. "My first months were just as a combat medic, getting my feet wet and acclimating to the place. Patching up adventurers, you witness a lot of intimate moments. Things that make it difficult. Both the sexy stuff, and the mundane.”

She tilted her head to the side, eyes bright. “I’ve always been curious about…things. It sounds like you had the opportunity to explore, if you wanted.”

“Oh yeah.” He laughed. It probably came out darker than he intended. “Lots of propositions. Sometimes, almost daily. But the connections are what matter. I wouldn’t mind a harem, who wouldn’t? But vibes matter.”

Her look was speculative, the upper-lip bite more than a little suggestive. Finally, she said, “I get it. Being the outsider and not feeling right with other people.”

"Yeah?"

"My parents adopted me when I was three. It took years before I could convince them to tell me why they picked me." She drew her knees up to her chest, wrapping her arms around them. The position made her look vulnerable. "They wanted a smart kid. A successful kid. Someone they could show off at dinner parties and brag about to their friends. They told me they took one look at me and knew they’d have their ideal daughter."

"That's rough."

"It was what it was. I tested off the charts on everything, so they pushed me into accelerated programs. Graduated high school early. Was already in college when Gerald found me." She rested her chin on her knees. "He showed up at my dorm room one night, told me he'd been watching me for months, that he knew what I was and what I could become. Said he could train me to be something more than my parents’ trophy."

"And your parents just let you go?"

"Nah. I was already in college, making straight A’s and on every important team they wanted me to be on. They had their star child to brag about. That was all that mattered.” She shrugged, but there was old hurt beneath the casual gesture. "Gerald and I trained in secret for a while. We’d do hunts on the weekends or plan them around school trips. It was difficult, but we made it work. When I turned eighteen, I took matters into my own hands. They disowned me. But that was okay. Gerald had everything we needed to survive.”

Sometimes silence was better than empty words. Nick let it go, content to study her face and let the young woman express her truth.

"Five years of training," Tiffany continued. "Five years of learning to fight, to hunt, to kill things that most people don't believe exist. And then he was gone, and I was alone again. The Chosen One, left to save the world."

He didn’t ask about friends or relationships; there was no need. She’d just painted a clear picture: Tiffany had gone from being nothing more than a pet to her adoptive parents to a magical weapon for Gerald. Sure, she might not be bitter about it, but the picture was clear, nevertheless.

She took a deep, shuddering breath, then slid closer to put her hand on his leg. “Nick.”

“Yeah?”

“I…” She swallowed hard. “I’m really tired of being alone. Of having no one to talk to. No one safe to rely on.”

He looked down at her hand, thinking things through. “I’m…allowed to recruit. Under circumstances.” It was a hard thing to say; a door that he wouldn’t think to show anyone else. But Tiffany was like him, as unmoored and isolated as he now felt. “If we can close this case, and I give a report, it’s likely Anastasia would offer you a job.”

“With you?” The words cracked around a dry swallow.

“If you want.”

The fire crackled. The wine sat forgotten, only half consumed. She shifted closer, near enough that he could smell the clean scent of her shampoo, near enough that the warmth between them had nothing to do with the flames.

"Nick," she whispered his name again.

"Yeah?"

"I think, maybe, I’d like that. Depending on what happens next.”

“Me too,” he admitted, for once all out of wisecracks.

The hand on his thigh slid up to his chest. Nick took the invitation for what it was, sliding his arms around the lithe young woman’s shoulders and drawing her close. With a sigh, she settled fully into his lap, her long legs sweeping around his hips to pull him close. She fit against him like she belonged there, her head tipping back to look up at his face.

"Is this okay?" she asked.

He gave her the only reply that made sense: he kissed her.

Her lips were soft, tasting faintly of wine and something sweeter underneath. She made a small sound against his mouth, surprise or pleasure or both, and then she was kissing him back with an intensity that sent heat racing down his spine. Her fingers curled into the fabric of his shirt, pulling him closer, and he let himself get lost in the moment.

When they finally broke apart, both of them breathing harder than before, the fire had burned down to embers and the candles had guttered low.

"Okay," Tiffany said, slightly dazed. "That was..."

"Yeah," Nick agreed. "It really was."

She shook her head, the decision she’d made visible. “That was a good start. Unless you’re too tired.”

He was not too tired.


Chapter 8: Refuge


Tiffany shifted against his lap, the rhythmic roll of her hips almost distracting him from their second kiss. Nick made it linger. Knowing her history, the last thing he was going to do was rush. Slow, sensual kisses deepened, her hunger palpable as she tugged at his lower lip with her teeth. Her hands roamed his chest, shoulders, and back, as if she couldn't get enough of the feeling.

He returned the favor, just a bit slower. Lifting the hem of her top, he indulged in the sensation of the warrior woman's taut, smooth skin. Hints of scars played across his exploration. Given the magic that had transformed her into a Chosen One, he guessed each had been serious. He paused at each, caressing the roadmap of the young woman's battle-filled life as she tore at his shirt.

"Arms up," she demanded, yanking at his buttons. He obliged, and she had his shirt off in an instant. The view caused her to inhale. "Your…scars."

He knew what she'd see. The fae had magical healing, but the versions he'd been given had focused on restoring functionality, not aesthetics. Unlike Tiffany, Nick didn't have a regeneration factor. Not without spells.

"I thought chicks dug scars," he quipped, returning the favor and tossing her shirt aside. Beneath, the girl's pale skin was nearly flawless. She had a fitness influencer's physique, complete with toned abs and full, perky tits that would probably have cost someone less gifted a few thousand dollars.

Darting lower, she trailed her tongue across his neck, then clavicle. "I haven't seen anything sexier in my entire life," she admitted, surfacing to kiss him again. Harder this time.

The inferno growing between them told Nick he didn't have much time before the rest of his clothes ended up in the trash.

Gripping Tiffany's firm ass, he lifted her off him and stood. She remained on the floor, gazing up at him beneath thick lashes and biting her bottom lip. For once, she hesitated. "You might…have to teach me."

"That's not what we're doing," he replied seriously, bending down to wind his arms beneath hers. Then he scooped her up and carried her a single step to the couch. She squeaked adorably when he plopped her down, then made a confused sound when he sank to the floor and gripped her sweats.

"What are you," she said, then yipped as he forcibly removed her bottoms.

The view of toned, pale thighs and a tiny strip of blonde pubic hair flashed into view. Then he was leaning in, tongue moving across her inner thighs.

"Ohhhhh, I didn't expect," she began, then took a long, trembling breath as he slid his hands up to her bra. Back arching, she spread her thighs further and shoved her pelvis forward.

For all his intent to take it slow and steady, Tiffany clearly had other ideas. A mouth full of delicious pussy might have been a hint.

He tugged her bra down and found the peaks, fingers drawing taut across puckered nipples. Kissing across her mound sent the hyper-sensitive woman into a deep, breathy sigh. Her thighs wrapped around his head, smashing his ears.

Ignoring the modest discomfort, he brushed her folds with the tip of his tongue until he found the treasure he sought.

"Ohhhh, fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck. That. There!" Gasping inhales and pressure mounted rapidly, her body undulating as he gradually increased the flicking pressure.

Pausing, he grinned up at her. The view from below was exquisite. She'd broken out in a sheen of sweat. Body contoured by the flickering flames, he mostly saw the undersides of her half-freed chest, a peek of bright pink nipples, and a face locked on the verge of pleasure and anger.

"Why did you stop?" she asked, breathless.

"Your language."

"Huh?"

"I would never have expected the captain of the cheer squad to have such a filthy mouth."

Expression screwing up, it took about three seconds for her to realize what he was doing. Moving a hand into his hair, she tugged. Hard. "I wasn't the captain. And if you stop eating my pussy again, I’ll revolt."

"Revolt, eh?"

"Mhm. I'll pout. And put the Velma glasses back on."

"Ohhh, that actually doesn't sound…"

"Nick." Her eyes positively smoldered as she rocked her hips, drawing her soaking pussy across his chin. "If you give me the orgasm you keep teasing me with, I'll let you fuck me in the outfit."

"Well, damn. That's motivating as hell."

"And if you need more, I've got a purple dress and a red wig somewhere. You can have Velma and Daphne if you play your cards right."

"I think I'm having a cosplay-sexuality awakening," he quipped, then, before she could reply, slid his tongue across her slick folds. Her tunnel tightened as he probed her entrance, then her moans returned louder and needier as he assaulted her clit. He ripped her bra free, tossing it aside without looking. Hands roaming her torso, feeling the smooth responsiveness of her athletic body, he went for a full-on oral assault.

"Ughhh, fuck. Fuck me. Right…. on…Oh, holy shit that's so good. Nick, you're so fucking good at this. Don't stop, please…. just…a little…more intense…. THERE! THERE THERE THERE!" Her cries rose into a crescendo, only to break with the force of a storm.

Screaming her pleasure, Tiffany arched, taut body on display, chest jutting to the heavens as she damn near crushed his skull between her thighs.

Not that he'd have complained. Valhalla would welcome him home with open arms.

A while later, he wasn't sure how long, she dragged him up and kissed him. Her face was flushed, cheeks pink, pupils dilated. "Carry me to the bedroom?"

He didn't need an invitation.

For all her strength, Tiffany might have weighed one hundred forty dripping wet (which he could verify she was). Lifting her effortlessly, he followed her instructions, carrying her down the short hallway and into the primary bedroom. He got a brief sense of the layout: big, four-post bed, three open suitcases, one full of weapons, one with disguises, and one with regular clothes.

Then he was laying her on her back.

If he thought for an instant that the woman was about to lay there like a pillow princess, he was mistaken. As soon as her ass touched the bed, she was moving. Her fingers found his belt, shoved his pants down, and two hands were sliding across his shaft in a span of maybe three seconds.

"I want you inside me," she told him, wiggling her hips to the edge of the bed, heels locking around his back.

"Hrm. I couldn't agree more. We're in harmony. It's like we could finish each others'…"

Her reply was to violently yank him closer, guiding the head of his cock against her entrance.

"Sandwiches," he muttered wryly, pressing into her. For all her urging, he fought the desire to make it quick. Barely inside, he felt the confirmation he'd suspected all along. There was a moment of growing pressure, of tension, then easing. She gasped, not in pain but in ecstasy as she hunched her hips, stretching herself on his shaft.

"Nnhhnnngnnn, so good," she murmured, locking eyes with him as she clung desperately to his hips. "Nick, fuck me. Please, fuck me. I don't want to walk straight."

Moving a hand between their bodies, he slid his thumb across her clit. "Don't you have a healing factor?"

Her reply was a bestial growl. "You know what I mean, goddamn it. Now stop with the foreplay. Ruin my pussy."

Wrapping his hands around her thighs for leverage, Nick thrust into Tiffany's vice-tight pussy. He half expected a wince of pain; if anything, the savage impact only aroused her more. Hips rolling, entire torso convulsing, she raked her nails across his chest.

"Nononono," she breathed as he drew away, then, "Nyyuuhayyyyahhh!" as he hammered home.

Any attempts at banter fled his thoughts as Nick leaned forward. Bracing himself with one arm on either side of her head, he gave her what she wanted. A few minutes later, she came again. Howling in pleasure, she reached between them, fingers circling the base of his shaft to keep him from withdrawing. "Come on Nick. Come in me. I want you to fill me up."

He'd already been close. The invitation was all it took.

They came together. Tiffany writhed and bucked, hand rooted around his shaft, squeezing as she drew him as deep as physically possible. He bent down, found her lips, and kissed her hard.

Because he was a gentleman and believed first times should be special.

She returned the kiss with interest, moaning into his mouth as she undulated, milking him for every drop and drawing the moment out.

Finally, after what felt like half an hour, she relented. Legs twitching in the aftermath, she drew him down beside her. "Sleep now."

He almost commented about cleanup, but one look at her face told him what she needed. Eyes wide and shining, he saw vulnerability that hadn't been present during their lovemaking.

Cursing and demands forgotten, she curled into his arms. "Would you hold me for a while?"

"For as long as you want," he promised.

She nuzzled against his neck, adjusting her body until his cock was between her thighs, slotted against her core. Kissing him again, gently, she whispered sleepily, "Good. Don't let go. No matter what. Don't go."


Chapter 9: New Moon, New Salma


Morning light filtered through the cabin windows, painting gold bars over the floor. Nick woke slowly, the pleasant memories of the night before leaving him feeling lighter than he had in ages. Tiffany was already up, her panty-clad ass making a spectacular appearance as she stretched and stood. The slight sound of a wince and hitch in her step made him more than a little smug.

He watched her for a moment before she noticed. The way she checked the windows without breaking stride. How her eyes swept corners and shadows even while padding barefoot to the connecting bathroom. It was the kind of situational awareness that couldn't be taught, only beaten into you through years of survival.

Then she caught him looking and flashed a smile that made his chest do something inconvenient.

"Coffee?" she asked.

"Marry me," he replied without thinking.

Without missing a beat, she retorted, “Keep fucking me like last night, and we can negotiate. I want to know more about this harem thing first though.”

“You…” Then she was winking and vanishing into the bathroom.

He rolled out of bed and stretched, joints popping. By the time he'd pulled on his pants, Tiffany had made her way to the kitchen to start the coffee. He joined her, moving to grab coffee mugs. On her tiptoes, their hands collided as she thoughtlessly made the same motion.

It wasn’t hard. Just a gentle bump, followed by a look that weighed far more than it should have. Adjusting her weight with a dancer’s unconscious grace, she pressed against his chest, one hand braced on his shoulder as she slid her fingers through the grip of one mug.

"Sorry," she said, mouth inches from his.

"You're fine." He wasn't moving either.

The coffee maker gurgled, breaking the moment. She stepped back with a small laugh, and they fell into an easy rhythm. She poured. He sugared. She grabbed the cream. He found spoons. It was the kind of synchronized movement that usually took months to develop, the unconscious choreography of people who'd learned to read each other's body language.

They'd known each other for less than twelve hours.

When they both reached for the same mug, fingers brushing over ceramic, she snorted. "This is weird, right? It feels weird."

"Little bit."

"Good weird, though." She claimed the mug and drank, watching him over the rim. "I’ve never…been like this with anyone before." Again, that peak of true vulnerability shone behind her eyes, beneath the mask of the Chosen One, indestructible badass.

"Me neither." He admitted, leaning against the counter, cradling his own coffee. "Probably means we're about to die horribly."

“Probably,” she agreed with a laugh. “Okay, strategy talk time?”

“Sure.”

They moved to the kitchen table where her research was spread out. Maps, photos, social media printouts. She spread three locations across the table, each marked with a red X. "Based on my surveillance over the past few weeks, these are the most likely hideouts for our surviving sparkler. The college chairman's house is here." She tapped the first X.

"His son was hanging with the glitter crew before they went underground. The abandoned mine shaft is here, about twenty minutes outside town. Local kids use it for parties sometimes. And this," she indicated the third mark, "is a section of town where the homeless population congregates. Lots of transient people, easy pickings for bodies to shapeshift into, and a good place to hide, too."

Nick studied the map, coffee growing cold in his hands. "You think it's still in town? After we killed two of its friends?"

"Honestly? Maybe. I figure the shapeshifters were here for a reason. If it wasn’t to feed, they had to be trying to get at something. It’s possible it’s fled, but…” She crossed her arms beneath her chest, the motion doing fun things to her unbound, buoyant breasts.

“But we have to be sure,” he finished, earning a tightly approving nod.

“Gerald taught me that we always verify a kill. Some monsters have extra lives, or hide themselves in death. Tonight is a big party at the Chairman’s house. I figure if the survivor is around, it might use that as cover somehow.”

It wasn’t a lot to go on. He considered the map. “Should we start with the Chairman’s place, just to eliminate it as an option, or go from furthest to closest?” That would mean going for the homeless first, then the mine second.

“Furthest. My hope is the chairman isn’t actually involved. There’s a celebration for the big game tonight. It means a good number of important locals could be there. Important locals get messy quick, especially if the police get called.”

Nodding in agreement, he drained the last of his coffee. "So, what's the play? You take the mine and I take the homeless? Divide and conquer?"

The look she gave him could have curdled milk. "Please tell me you're joking."

"Why would I be joking?"

"Because splitting up is literally the dumbest thing you can do when hunting monsters." She jabbed a finger at his chest. "Every horror movie ever made. Every terrible decision that gets people killed. 'Let's split up and cover more ground.' No. Absolutely not."

Nick held up his hands in surrender, fighting back a grin. "Easy there, Velma. I was testing you."

"Were you."

"Completely." He wasn't. "Don't split the party. Ever. We’re not auditioning for a cliché horror movie, right?"

She held his gaze for a long moment, clearly not believing him, before her expression softened. "Good. Keep that in mind. We’re partners on this. No matter what.” The words were heavier than she might have intended.

Then again, maybe not.

She went on, “Homeless area first, then the mine, then the chairman's house if we haven't found anything."

"Works for me." He glanced toward the door. "But first, I want to introduce you to someone."

"Someone?"

"My partner. She's been in the car all night. Probably cranky about it."

Tiffany's eyebrows climbed toward her hairline. "You left your partner in the car? What kind of—"

"She's not human."

That stopped her. "Oh. Oh, that's—the voice I heard in the school. The one that came from your clothes."

"That's her."

Nick headed for the door, Tiffany trailing behind with obvious curiosity. The morning was crisp and clear, dew still clinging to the grass as they crossed to his Charger. He opened the passenger door, and Salma bubbled boobily into view. Her gelatinous form rippled with elasticity as it caught the early light.

"Finally," the slime said, her voice carrying an edge that hadn't been there yesterday. "Do you have any idea how boring it is sitting in a car all night? No stimulation. No conversation. Just me and the lingering scent of your poor life choices."

Nick sighed. "Salma, this is Tiffany. Tiffany, meet Salma. She's a heavily enchanted, demon-enhanced, silicone slime. Long story."

Tiffany crouched down, studying the creature with open fascination. "Oh, wow. This is neat. Salma, I’m sorry. You are neat. Are you boob shaped? That’s so fun!”

"Oh, I like her already." Salma's sensory nipple swiveled toward Nick. "Much better manners than you. And speaking of which..." The slime rippled, colors swirling through her translucent body. "Wow, Nick. You found a nice one. Look at those proportions. That waist-to-hip ratio. And those honkers! Almost as impressive as mine were, back when Antonio was still alive."

"Here we go," Nick muttered.

"Of course, I can still do this."

Before either of them could react, Salma's form shuddered and split. Her body divided into two distinct shapes, connected by a thin strand of gelatinous material. Each half molded itself into a familiar form—perfectly rounded, vaguely translucent, and unmistakably breast-shaped.

Tiffany stared. "Are those..."

"Yep."

"Did she just turn into..."

"Yep."

The twin forms jiggled proudly. "Matched set," Salma announced. "I may have lost Antonio, but I've still got the fundamentals down. What do you think, new girl? Want to see how they compare to yours? I could measure—"

"And that's enough of that." Nick scooped up the slime, who reformed into a single mass with what sounded distinctly like a disappointed sigh. "Salma has a personality disorder. Her moods shift every so often. Right now, we're apparently in the... what did you call it?"

"The Blanche phase," Salma supplied helpfully. "Very Golden Girls.”

“Golden girls, like K-Pop Demon Hunters?” Tiffani asked, excited.

The boobie slime made a rude sound. Pfffft. “As if.”

"Ignore her banter," Nick said flatly. “She can be incorrigible at the best of times.”

Tiffany was still staring, but now she was fighting back laughter. "This is insane. I've been hunting monsters for years and I've never seen anything like her."

"Salma's kind of unique." He let the slime flow onto his shoulder, where she settled with proprietary satisfaction. "She's my familiar, technically. We share a magical bond. Has some benefits."

"And side effects," Salma added. "Many, many side effects. One of them, is I can tell you how much mana he has. Twenty-five. Can you believe it? Twenty-five. I mean, compared to your six, it’s impressive. But golly, it’s basically nothing compared to what he needs. Nick, we really need to convince Anastasia to give us those upgrades. I swear, you’ve earned them. I mean, we were both told we could progress during these missions. And have we? Nope. Not a bit. We’re due, is what I’m saying."

Nick tried to glare at his own shoulder. “That’s enough.”

Tiffany finally lost her battle with the laughter, the sound ringing out across the quiet morning. "Okay. Okay, I think I love her."

"Don't encourage her. She’s ranting because she wants to impress you."

"I sure am. She’s gorgeous Nick. We’re recruiting her, right?" Salma retorted, her sensory nodule already turning toward Tiffany with obvious interest. "And maybe it’s finally time to start your harem. We’d all love that. Oh, Tiff, if you do, I just know we’ll be best friends. Nicky here needs all the help he can get in that department.”

“Nicky?” Tiffany snorted, eyes rolling.

Half terrified the slime would say something even more embarrassing, Nick growled. “Moving on.” He gave Salma the lowdown of their agenda, which she agreed with.

“Never split the party, Nick. Haven’t you ever played Dungeons and Dragons?”

His reply was a flat, “No.”

To which both she and Tiffany snickered. The slime added, “No wonder you didn’t earn a Tablet. Only nerds get those things.”

“Oh, I’m a nerd,” Tiffany perked, bouncing back and forth on her feet. “Can I get…whatever that is?”

Any hopes for the morning banter to end came to an abrupt halt. The duo, slime and his new lover, kept it up as they moved to gather their supplies. Tiffany re-donned her "Velma" disguise while Nick shrugged into his tactical trench coat. She paused to watch as he emptied the interior pockets, laid everything out, checked the contents, then put them away.

There was a lot; from stakes, vials, blades of copper, silver, and even gold, along with salt shakers full of mysterious powders.

Pointing at a collection of red and black vials, the hunter asked, “What are those? Also, how the hell do you fit all of that into your jacket?”

"Spell supplies,” he replied, “And I told you.” Sliding a collapsible baton into a sleeve that should have been too small to hold it, he went on, "My superpower is stuffing outrageous things in tiny places."

Her eyes traveled down his body and back up again, slow and deliberate. "Hmm. I think maybe we covered that last night. Might revisit it again after we finish here."

"Business first."

"Obviously." But her smile promised things that had nothing to do with monster hunting.

They loaded into her Civic, the Charger too conspicuous for daytime surveillance. As Tiffany pulled onto the main road, Salma spoke up from her perch on the blonde's shoulders.

"Something's wrong."

Nick turned in his seat. "What do you mean?"

"The ambient magic in this area." The slime's colors swirled, darker than before. "It's thicker than it should be. Like something's been churning the pot. Whatever your sparkly friend has been doing, it's left residue everywhere."

"Can you track it?"

"Maybe. If we get closer to the source." Her sensory nodule twitched. "But Nick... this isn't feeding magic. This is ritual magic. Summoning magic. The same kind that called those snarchers last night."

Tiffany's hands tightened on the wheel. "You're saying it's been practicing?"

"I'm saying it's been preparing." Salma's voice had lost all trace of her earlier playfulness. "And whatever it's preparing for, it's big."

And on that happy note, the two went on their first hunt together.

Not as a couple.

Well, sort of.

Maybe.


Chapter 10: Velma Mode


The homeless encampment sat beneath an overpass on the edge of town, just a couple miles away from her Airbnb. It was a collection of tents and tarps that had grown up organically, likely over years. Shopping carts served as storage units. Milk crates became furniture. The whole place had the weathered, worn-in look of a community that had learned to make do with whatever the world discarded.

It was also almost completely empty.

Tiffany pulled the Civic to the curb a block away, and they approached on foot. She'd committed fully to the cosplay act. She'd even grabbed a clipboard and assumed a concerned expression, the mirror-image of a social services worker doing outreach.

Nick, by contrast, looked like exactly what he was: a tall man in a tactical trench coat ready to crack a joke or kick ass, depending on his mood.

Salma, who'd decided she and Tiffany were 'best boobie friends,' was draped across Tiffany's shoulders. The slime had thinned herself out, her mass adding a slight sheen to the hunter's clothes that people would likely assume was just an artifact of the manufacture. She said, "The magic residue is stronger here. Old blood. Old fear."

They found their first contact near a burn barrel that had long since gone cold. An older man with a shopping cart full of aluminum cans, his weathered face tracking their approach with the wariness of someone who'd learned not to trust strangers.

Tiffany transformed.

It was subtle. A shift in posture, a softening of her expression, a change in the way she held the clipboard. Suddenly she wasn't a monster hunter in disguise. She was a genuinely concerned young woman who wanted to help.

"Excuse me, sir? I'm with county outreach services. We've noticed the population here has decreased over the past few weeks. Do you have a few minutes to talk?"

The old man's eyes flicked to Nick, then back to Tiffany. "You ain't county."

"I'm a volunteer. He's my supervisor." She smiled, warm and unthreatening. "We're just trying to understand what's happening so we can help."

"Help." The word came out flat, bitter. "Where was help three weeks ago? Where was help when Steph went missing? Or Eisel? Or the twins?"

Nick stepped closer, keeping his voice low. "People have been disappearing?"

"Course they have. You think we don't notice? Just because we live out here don't mean we're stupid." The man's grip tightened on his cart. "Something's been hunting in this camp. Something that don't leave tracks or make noise. People just... vanish. One night they're here, next morning their tent's empty and all their stuff is still inside."

Tiffany's expression never flickered, but Nick caught the tension in her shoulders. "How many?"

"Eight. Maybe nine. Hard to keep count when people come and go, anyway." He spat on the ground. "Rest of us got smart. Moved to the shelter downtown or found somewhere else to sleep. Only reason I'm still here is because I ain't got nowhere else to go, and I figure whatever's doing this has had its fill by now."

"Where did these disappearances happen?" Tiffany asked. "Is there a specific area?"

The old man pointed toward the far end of the overpass, where the shadows gathered thick beneath the concrete. "Back there. Under the bridge where the water runoff goes. People used to camp there because it stayed dry. Now nobody goes near it."

They thanked him and moved on, with Tiffany leaving a twenty-dollar bill tucked into his cart when he wasn't looking.

The area under the bridge was exactly as advertised: dark, damp, and wrong. Nick felt it the moment they stepped into the shadows. A heaviness in the air, like walking through cobwebs made of bad intentions.

Nick called to Salma.

"Magic." The slime's voice had gone flat, clinical. "Lots of it. Layered over weeks. Someone's been working here regularly."

Tiffany pulled a small flashlight from her pocket and swept the beam back and forth over the ground. Abandoned sleeping bags. A knocked-over shopping cart. Personal effects scattered like the owners had simply ceased to exist mid-motion.

Then the light caught something else.

"There." Nick pointed to a section of concrete that had been scrubbed cleaner than the surrounding area. Too clean. The clean that came from trying to hide something.

He crouched, running his fingers along the surface. Faint discoloration remained despite the scrubbing. Rusty brown stains that formed patterns too regular to be accidental.

"Ritual circle," he said quietly. "Someone tried to wash it away, but they missed the edges."

Tiffany knelt beside him, her flashlight tracing the outline of what had been drawn there. A complex geometric pattern, partially visible in the remaining stains. Symbols at the cardinal points. And at the center...

"That's a lot of blood," she observed, her voice carefully neutral.

"Too much for one person."

"How many?"

Nick studied the staining, doing math he wished he didn't know how to do. "Enough to account for a few homeless people, for sure."

Salma flowed down from Tiffany's shoulders, spreading across the concrete as a living oil slick. Her translucent body moved over the stains, colors swirling.

"Human blood," she confirmed. "Multiple sources. The magic worked into this circle was designed to pull things through the Veil. They were borrowing mortal lives as an external mana source."

"The snarchers," Tiffany said. "And whatever else it threw at us."

"Possible," Salma agreed. "This place could have been used to pre-cast a spell. Maybe once you attacked them, they triggered it. That's how they brought so many monsters over so quickly."

Nick stood, frowning. "This could go sideways, fast. The Veil still isn't what it was before the war. Salma, if they keep summoning things, they could risk a real tear."

The slime bobbed in agreement. "Yeah. This just went from hunting necrophiliac vampires to complete assholes."

"So now we know why people have gone missing," Tiffany said, rising beside him. "They were sacrifices to fuel spells in the event that they had to deal with a threat."

"Seems plausible," Nick replied, although he wasn't totally certain. Just because the spell prep idea fit didn't mean it was the entire equation. One thing he'd learned the hard way: things dealing with the fae were rarely simple. "Now, we should figure out if our target is coming back here, or if it's moved on."

"The circle's been scrubbed," Salma observed. "That suggests cleanup. Covering tracks before leaving."

"Or before moving to a new hunting ground." Tiffany swept her flashlight around the space one more time. "The chairman's son runs with the college crowd. If our shapeshifter was trying to infiltrate that social circle, it would have access to a whole new pool of victims."

"Rich kids with trust funds and parents who'd actually notice if they went missing." Nick shook his head. "That's a different type of hunting. Higher risk, higher reward."

"Unless it's not hunting anymore. Unless it's just trying to power up to..."

A sound cut through the darkness. Distant but distinct. The clatter of something falling, followed by rapid footsteps.

They weren't alone.

Nick's hand went to his coat, fingers sliding around a blade. Tiffany had already shifted her stance, flashlight held like a weapon, her body angled toward the sound.

The footsteps were retreating. Running away, not toward.

"Someone was watching us," Tiffany breathed.

"Someone who didn't want to be seen."

They moved together, years of different training producing the same result. Quick, quiet, covering each other's blind spots as they emerged from beneath the bridge. In the distance, a figure scrambled up the embankment toward the road above.

Young. Male. Wearing a college hoodie.

"I know him," Tiffany said, recognition sharpening her voice. "He was at the game last week. Sat in the student section."

Salma pulsed, rippling as her sensory organ flicked in a little, undulating circle. "It's not the shapeshifter. There was magic though. A control spell, perhaps."

Nick cursed. "I hate mind control magic."

The kid reached the top of the embankment and risked a glance back. Even from this distance, Nick could see the fear on his face. Not the fear of being caught doing something wrong. The fear of someone who'd seen too much and understood what it meant.

Then he was gone, disappearing over the rise before either of them could give chase.

"Should we follow?" Tiffany asked.

Nick considered it for a moment, then shook his head. "Odds are, he'd be leading us directly into an ambush. My guess would be local law enforcement, or other mundane things."

"What makes you guess that?"

He sniffed and tapped the side of his head. "I may not have played nerd games, but I've been around the block a few times."

She gave him a lopsided grin. "Feeling salty about the Dungeons and Dragons thing, eh?"

"No."

"We can play sometime, if you want."

"Why would I? Only dorks with friends play that stuff."

Her look was level and unwavering. "I'll bring my glasses."

"Well, okay. Maybe, I could roll some math rocks once or twice."

Salma cleared her throat. It made a pfffft farting sound. "If you two are done getting ready to tear each other’s clothes off again, might I suggest we continue our search? If we're not going into an obvious ambush, that means we're checking location number two."

"The mine," Tiffany said. "Although, seeing that kid makes me think it won't be the mines..."

"Which is precisely why we're eliminating it from our list." Nick hooked a thumb at Salma. "We go and get close enough for her to check the magic. After that, all-in on the Chairman."

They turned to walk back to Tiffany's civic. She fell in beside him, her earlier playfulness replaced by focused intensity. "You realize this means our timeline is probably tighter, right? If it knows we're looking for it..."

"Then it either runs or it fights." Nick's smile held no warmth. "And based on what we just saw down there, I don't think running is its style."

"That's fine. I'm down for a fight before another date night."

"Another date night?" he asked, eyebrow raised. "Dinner and a movie this time?"

She snorted. "If you can focus on a movie while I'm sucking your dick, I'll be disappointed."

Well, when she put it that way...

"Will you wear the glasses?" he quipped, half meaning it.

"Of course. A promise is a promise."

They both laughed, the sound bright despite the sobering morning.


Chapter 11: Skin of a Killer


The mine was another three miles away, on the edge of a national forest and farmland. Four lanes narrowed to two, then became a winding path that seemed barely maintained.

"This place has been abandoned for decades," Tiffany explained as she navigated a particularly rough stretch. "It was an old copper mine from the 1800s. The main shaft collapsed in the sixties, but there are still tunnels running through the hills. Local kids use them for parties, ghost hunts, that type of thing."

"Sounds like the perfect place to hide if you're a shapeshifter who needs privacy."

"Or to set a fallback point for an ambush."

Nick grunted acknowledgment. She wasn't wrong. Everything about this felt like they were walking into something planned. The kid at the camp had seen them investigating. If he was connected to the shapeshifter, willingly or not, then their target knew they were coming.

But it wasn't like they had a choice. To be fair, Nick wasn't particularly worried, either. Tiffany had proven herself resilient, strong, and cunning. And he had his own fair share of tricks, plus he hadn't spent any of his mana yet.

That left a multitude of aces up his sleeves.

The mine entrance came into view around a final bend. A dark mouth cut into the hillside, partially blocked by a rusted chain-link fence that had been cut open years ago. Graffiti covered the surrounding rocks. Beer cans and cigarette butts littered the ground near the opening.

Tiffany parked the Civic behind a stand of trees, out of sight from the road. They sat for a moment, surveying the scene.

"No cars," she observed. "No signs of recent activity."

"Doesn't mean it's empty."

Salma spoke up, "I'll need to be inside to get a feel for the place."

"Then let's go." Tiffany popped her door and stepped out, already reaching for the satchel of weapons she'd stashed in the back seat. Now that they knew they weren't fighting vampires, she'd swapped to a holstered, heavy caliber pistol and a brace of throwing knives.

Nick followed, his trench coat settling around him like armor. Salma flowed from his shoulder to his collar, tucking herself against his neck where she could whisper warnings without being seen.

They approached the entrance together, the darkness swallowing them step by step. The temperature dropped as they moved deeper, the air growing thick with the smell of old stone and older secrets. Their footsteps echoed off walls they couldn't see.

Minutes passed, with Salma murmuring, "Magic. Faint, but growing. Ahead. No... behind, too."

They'd gone half a mile into the cave when the shapeshifter's voice pierced the darkness, directly ahead.

"You avoided the mortals I sent to massacre you. Impressive. No matter, there’s a certain delight in dealing with your kind face to face. If it’s any consolation, you can’t possibly imagine how much trouble I had to go through to get here ahead of you. Animal shapes are painful for my kind."

The words echoed strangely, seeming to come from everywhere at once. Male, but with an odd quality. The voice sounded like someone doing an impression of a voice rather than speaking naturally.

Nick stopped. Tiffany stopped beside him.

Clearing his throat, Nick said, "Was it cops or bikers?"

The voice, now amused, replied, "Bikers. An entire gang. Well paid from recently acquired coffers. How did you guess?"

"I read the Reacher books," Nick admitted wryly.

"Well, in that case, you're clearly intelligent enough to appreciate all I've done. Here, worthy opponents, allow me to introduce myself properly, before your death."

Darkness undulating, shifting in patterns that suggested a simple, low-level spell, a glittery shapeshifter stepped into view. The creature was captivating in the same vein as venomous snakes, all smooth and emotionless danger. It wore the face of a young man, early twenties, with cheekbones that could cut glass and lips curved in a knowing smirk.

"You killed my companions," it said, the words echoing off stone walls. "I could never allow that to stand."

Nick's hand slid within a sleeve, a dagger hilt filling his grip. Beside him, Tiffany had gone still, one hand inches from her gun.

"To be fair," he said, "you were killing mortals. In terms of things I wouldn’t let stand either, murder is right up there."

Tiffany, either catching on or simply enjoying the mood, chimed in, "Yeah. This is a total pot-kettle situation."

The creature's smile widened. "You make such a cute couple. You'll make even cuter corpses. Just so you know, you've threatened something very important. A monumental achievement, given the current state of the world." It spread its arms wide, the gesture theatrical. "Do you have any idea how hard it is to exist as we do? Monsters never know peace. To us, the act of murder is as natural as breathing. You can't imagine how difficult it is to have our gifts, to consume the thoughts of those we become, to inhabit the form of prey, all while the need grows into a cancer inside of us."

Nick resisted the urge to spit. "Can't say I give much of a shit about how something like you feels."

"Rude," Salma muttered in his ear.

Tiffany's hand slid closer to her gun, although she seemed content to let the thing monologue its plans out. Nick guessed she was doing the same thing he was: waiting for the monster to give up the game entirely.

"Of course you'd say that." The shapeshifter began to pace, its movements too fluid, too controlled. "You, who have never seen the truth, the world of the Wilds, cannot begin to imagine the deep magic. The gulf between what I am and what you are. Imagine, for a moment, what it is like to be me, to have lived dozens of lives."

"Rather not, if it's all the same," Nick replied.

The creature hesitated, eyes searching the air as it stumbled across whatever it had been about to say next. Then, with an exhalation, it continued, "You see, hunters, I am a killer. It's written on my skin. And what you see now, before you, wields power you cannot possibly comprehend."

It gestured at its glittering flesh like the revelation was supposed to mean something profound.

Nick couldn't help himself.

"Are you seriously quoting fucking Twilight at us?"

Its expression faltered again. "What?"

"The whole 'killer written on my skin' thing. That's from Twilight. The vampire baseball scene." Nick glanced at Tiffany. "Tell me I'm not crazy. That was definitely a Twilight reference."

Her lips twitched. "I mean, it was pretty close."

"I don't know what you're talking about," the creature snapped, its composure cracking. "I'm trying to have a moment here..."

"A moment?" Nick laughed, the sound bouncing off the mine walls. "Buddy, you're standing in an abandoned mine, covered in discount body glitter, monologuing at two people who've already killed your friends. What type of moment were you hoping for?"

"The kind where you understand what you're facing before you die!"

"Oh, I understand just fine. You're a parasitic shapeshifter with delusions of grandeur and a flair for the dramatic. Your infiltration plan went sideways, your friends are puddles of green goo, and now you’re outnumbered, outgunned, and in a hole in the ground. " Nick took a step forward, dagger sliding free of its sheath. "How am I doing so far?"

The shapeshifter's beautiful face twisted into something ugly. For just a moment, the human mask slipped, revealing the predator beneath. Too many teeth, too-bright eyes, skin rippling like something else was trying to push through from underneath.

"You think you're clever," it hissed. "You think your jokes make you strong. But I've been preparing for this. I knew someone would come, eventually. And I've made sure you won't leave."

"Nick!" Salma called as the creature raised one glittering hand and snapped its fingers.

The sound that followed was a dozen Geiger counters going off at once. Clicking, chattering, the skittering of too many legs on stone. From the darkness of the mine tunnels, shapes began to emerge.

Snarchers. A lot of them.

"Oh, come on," Nick muttered.

"You've used this trick before," Tiffany said, her voice steady despite the swarm forming around them. "It didn't work then either."

"Then was different. Then, you had room to run." The smile returned, cold and satisfied. "Here, there's nowhere to go."

Bang! Bang!

With the threats and trash talking clearly over, Tiffany was done waiting. Her gun cleared its holster, the heavy weapon aimed and fired with practiced ease. Each shot struck the shapeshifter in its central mass, blasting away globs of green and gray tissue. It howled in rage but did not go down.

"Ah, crap, gotta go for the heart," Salma observed as Nick lunged for the retreating monster.

A wave of snarchers intercepted him.

They boiled out of every shadow, their blind heads swiveling toward the sound of voices, mandibles clicking in hungry anticipation. Nick met the closest one with a knife through its thorax, pivoting to catch a second with his elbow. Beside him, Tiffany kept firing, her bullets chasing the retreating shapeshifter. She moved with the grace of water, flowing through the chaos with the precision of a ballerina out of a John Wick movie. She dodged the new threats, throwing kicks as she squeezed off round after round.

But the new wave was easily three times what they'd faced in the abandoned school.

"Fall back!" Nick shouted, retreating toward the mine entrance. "Don't let them surround us!"

Magazine empty, Tiffany swapped to knives. Moving side-by-side with Nick, the duo fought their way toward daylight, their every step contested. The snarchers were endless, a chitinous tide that reformed as fast as they could tear through it. Nick's arms burned. His knife was slick with ichor. And still they kept coming.

Then a voice cut through the chaos, amused and distant.

"Goodbye, hunters. Perhaps in your next life, you'll learn not to interfere with things beyond your understanding."

A pulse of magic rippled through the mine. Not a summoning this time. With a growling roar, tendrils shot through the rock, spearing open deep cracks and lashing out against wooden support beams.

"Nick!" Salma's voice was urgent in his ear. "It's going to..."

The ceiling came down.


Chapter 12: Blood Revelations


Tons of rock and earth collapsed in a roar that swallowed everything else. Nick grabbed Tiffany and dove, pulling her against the wall and covering her body with his own as the world dissolved into dust and thunder. His trench coat's armor absorbed impacts that would have broken bones. Salma spread across his back, adding another layer of protection. The resilient, magically augmented familiar, provided substantial damage resistance, which made all the difference now.

Stray rocks that got around her protection crushed into his calves and arms, leaving him battered and with enough sharp pains to suggest something might have been broken.

And then, silence.

Absolute, crushing silence, broken only by the settling of debris and the rasp of their breathing.

Nick coughed, spitting grit from his mouth. "Tiffany?"

"I'm okay." Her voice came from beneath him, muffled but steady. "You can get off me now."

"Right. Sorry." He rolled to the side, hundreds of pounds of rocks sliding to the side as he did. The darkness was complete—no light from the entrance, no glow from anywhere. Just black.

"We're entombed," Tiffany said, stating the obvious with remarkable calm.

"Looks that way."

"How much air do we have?"

Nick didn't answer immediately. He was listening, feeling the space around them. The collapse hadn't been total—there were gaps, pockets of air, room to move. But the entrance was gone, sealed behind tons of rubble.

"Enough," he said finally. "For a while."

From somewhere beyond the wall of debris, a voice filtered through. Muffled, distant, but unmistakable.

"You're both dead. And if by some miracle you survive, you'll never see me again. I'm leaving this pathetic town. By the time anyone digs you out—if anyone bothers—I'll be long gone."

Footsteps, fading away.

Then nothing.

Tiffany found his hand in the black. Her fingers were cold but steady.

"Well," she said. "This is less than optimal."

Despite everything—the crushing weight above them, the limited air, the monster escaping into the night—Nick laughed.

"Less than optimal," he repeated. "Yeah. That's a good way to describe it."

"Can you think of something better?"

"Several. Most of them aren't appropriate for polite company."

Her laugh joined his, fragile and defiant in the dark.

"Okay," she said after a moment. "Options. What do we have?"

Nick took stock. He’d lost the dagger in the collapse. His coat was intact, which meant his supplies were still accessible. Salma slid across his back, moving to coil on his shoulder.

“Here,” she said, vibrating in a shudder. “That was unpleasant.”

"Can you scout? Find a way out?"

"Hrm. Maybe. We both know I’m not very strong, so it might take a long time." She paused. "There might be another option, though."

"What option?"

"You know what option."

Nick closed his eyes, even though it made no difference in the lightless space. He did know. He'd been hoping to avoid it, but circumstances had a way of forcing hands.

"What's she talking about?" Tiffany asked.

"You know how I’m just a mortal man?" Nick asked slowly.

“Yeah. And?”

“Well, as it turns out, when you spend a few years being trained by the heavy hitters in the Fae Wilds, a few things kind of rub-off.” Like six months of time-compressed training with some of the very men who had once worked for a certain older mercenary named Zane.

Her trip on his hand tightened. “Okay. What kind of rubbing?”

“Enough to get us out of here, probably.”

“Seems like the second-best kind of rubbing,” she observed.

That earned a laugh. “Do I want to guess what the first is?”

“If you have to guess, it means tonight will be way more intense than last night was, mister.”

Her comeback had him grinning. No, more than grinning; it had him feeling alive in a way he couldn’t remember. Not since his return from the Wilds, anyway.

Feeling around, it didn’t take the sharp pain to tell him that his left arm was sprained and potentially broken. One foot was wrong, too. That wouldn’t do. Inhaling, mind preparing to summon magic, he addressed his familiar. “Stats, please?”

She replied, “You’re down to twenty-seven hit points out of fifty-five. Mana is, as always, twenty-five. Want me to run a diagnostic?”

Eyes closed, he grumbled. “I swear, Anastasia owes me upgrades after this.” Then, to Salma, “Go ahead.”

The slime pulsed, glowing to light as a single rune burst into view inside her gelatinous depths. It was a branching symbol, resembling a highly structured nervous system, or maybe a bloody root structure.

“What’s that?” Tiffany asked, her dirty face visible in the red-orange light.

“It’s one of the fundamental symbols of magic,” Nick explained soberly. “Life. Blood. Vitality. It’s all of them. Half of my magic is drawn from it.” As he spoke, he reached out with his unbroken hand and spoke a series of liquid syllables.

Selma’s surface rippled, text appearing across one side.

Bond Analysis Initiated

Subject: Nick

Current Status: Significantly Wounded (27 out of 55 hit points)

Mana: 25 out of 25

Details: Nick has suffered a bilateral fracture in his left arm and 17 crushed bones in his right foot. He also has a severe concussion. The blood swelling beneath his skull will soon lead to a migraine. If allowed to persist, the damage will grow into paralysis, followed by debilitation. Left untreated, he may die.

“Well, fuck me,” he grumbled, then snapped off several more words. The writing changed.

Spell Successful: Least Regeneration (Healing 1 hit point every 30 seconds for 10 minutes)

Mana Cost: 10

Time to Mana Replenishment: 5 hours (Regeneration rate: 2 mana per hour)

A burst of red light appeared beneath his trench coat, followed by the grinding sound of bones. Tiffany, eyes wide, gawked at his grimacing face. “You’re a wizard, Nick.”

“Sort of,” he agreed through gritted teeth. “The problem is, I have crap mana. And most of the spells I know are too expensive to cast casually. Missions like this, I’ve learned to keep everything in reserve.”

“Twenty-five mana is four times what the average latent human practitioner would possess,” Salma pointed out, still aglow with the red blood magic.

“Which is what, half of what any of my mentors had in the Wilds?”

“At least,” the slime agreed, tone vaguely amused. “Remember, comparison is the thief of joy.”

Click! Click!

A pain he hadn’t realized was growing behind his eyes eased. Bones snapped into place as he went on, “Anyway, this isn’t the best time for a full debriefing. The point is, I may have a few more tricks than I told you about earlier.”

Tiffany bit her bottom lip, her expression unreadable for a heartbeat. Then she broke into a playful smile, “I mean, it would be boring as shit if you used all your tricks on our first date, right? Like I’ve always said, a little mystery is a good thing.”

He eyed her. “Since when have you said that?”

“Since now. Why?”

“Oh. Fair.”

Her taut expression softened as she reached out to put a hand on his arm. “You’re no bad guy. I know that. Sure, you travel with a boob slime and apparently cast blood magic, which is objectively a little creepy, but creepy can be fun. Also, we’re on the same side. I’m glad you can do this. If not, we’d be in a lot more trouble.”

With the spell easing the worst of his injuries, Nick found his next smile even easier. “Okay. Well, with that out of the way. I guess it’s time to get out of here. Just a word of warning: the next spell will cost all my mana. I’ll be drained for a few hours.”

“Worse than you were last night?”

Salma snickered. “She really has a one-track mind, doesn’t she? I love her. Nick, please. Let’s keep her forever.”

“Okay, Casper,” he told the boob-shaped slime, before answering his companion. “Yes. A lot worse. Physical fatigue doesn’t have anything on the magical variety. If there are bad guys waiting for us outside, it’ll be on you to handle them, okay?”

She nodded, all playfulness gone as the professional hunter rose behind her eyes. “No problem. Let’s go.”


Chapter 13: Sanguine Slime


For this casting, Nick drew another of his daggers. "Going to bleed for this one," he muttered.

"You're using it as fuel, right? Just like the shapeshifters?" Tiffany asked, catching on quickly.

Nick nodded and pressed the razor-sharp blade across the top of his forearm. Blood welled immediately, hot and dark, flowing into the still glowing symbol within Salma. The liquid slid down his forearm, drawing a pulsing illumination from within his skin that formed the outline of a magical tattoo.

Tiffany gasped, eyes and mouth wide. "Okay, that's badass."

Focusing on his intent and the words, Nick laid his palm onto the slime and intoned, "Unleash the Sanguine Path!"

Salma began transforming, her form shuddering and rippling as Nick's blood ignited her core.

"Oh," the slime breathed, her voice resonating with lurid suggestiveness. "Oh, Nick. It's just so much."

Through closed eyes, the familiar's outline wiggled suggestively.

"No banter," he said through gritted teeth, slumping as the drain hit him as powerfully as a punch to the chest. Tiffany had to slide over to catch him as he nearly fell. "Do it."

Salma wisely resisted the urge to banter. Instead, the slime thinned out, spreading like mercury. Her body expanded into something larger than she had any right to be, pushing into the rubble until the rock simply ceased to exist where she touched it. The red light intensified, casting dancing shadows against the walls of their rocky tomb.

Then she began to dig.

It wasn't digging, exactly. It was more like consumption. A tunnel opened in the collapsed mass, perfectly round, just wide enough for two people to crawl through.

But that wasn't the spectacular part.

The spectacular part was what lined the tunnel's walls.

Teeth.

Hundreds of them, thousands maybe, spiraling along the tunnel's interior like the ridges of a throat, pale and sharp and very clearly designed to prevent anything from following them back the way they came. The teeth gnashed softly as Salma worked, grinding against each other with a sound like breaking bones.

"What the hell," Tiffany whispered.

"Eldritch horror meets industrial drilling." Nick's voice was weak, his vision swimming even in the blood-red glow. "Salma's got layers."

"Like an onion?" Tiffany asked.

"I heard that." The slime's voice echoed from everywhere at once, resonating through the tunnel she was creating. "And I prefer 'magnificently terrifying' to 'eldritch horror,' thank you very much. Also, more like a parfait. I'm delicious."

The tunnel extended, yard after impossible yard. Salma carved through the collapse like it was butter, leaving behind a passage that pulsed with borrowed life. The teeth in the walls caught the light and threw it back in fractured patterns, creating the impression of movement even when nothing moved.

"Can you walk?" Tiffany asked, supporting his weight and studying his face with worry in her voice.

"Define 'walk.'"

"Move forward without falling down."

"Debatable."

She hauled him upright anyway, her strength making up for what he lacked. Nick, feeling hollow and scooped out from the magical drain, leaned heavily on Tiffany. Together, they stumbled into the passage. The teeth parted as they approached, then closed behind them with soft clicks, sealing off any pursuit.

The tunnel twisted through the earth, guided by Salma's magic, until it ended abruptly on a hillside fifty yards from the mine’s original entrance.

"Almost there," Salma called back. "Thirty more feet. Maybe forty. Math is hard when I'm this engorged."

"Gross," Tiffany replied.

"Hey, it's the technical term! I bet you don't like 'moist' either, do you?"

"What, like a cake?"

All too aware that banter was his schtick, Nick could only focus on putting one foot in front of the other. His entire body felt hollow, scooped out, running on fumes and sheer stubbornness. Tiffany's arm around his waist was the only thing keeping him vertical.

"You're heavier than you look," she muttered.

"Muscle mass."

"And a couple hundred pounds of jacket."

"True."

"Plus your amazing dick. I mean, it probably doesn't weigh thirty pounds but tell that to my guts after last night. Whew."

Despite everything, he chuckled. "You're ridiculous."

"Only when I'm having fun. Or with you, apparently."

Bright sunlight blasted through the opening, painful after so long underground. Nick let himself sink to the ground, blinking against the bright afternoon sunlight, letting Tiffany support him into the fresh air.

Behind them, the tunnel collapsed. Not violently, it was more of an exhale, with the teeth retracting and the stone settling back into its natural state. Within moments, there was no sign that the passage had ever existed.

Salma reformed on the grass, her colors muted and dim. "That," she said weakly, "was extremely unpleasant. I'm going to need a very long nap."

"Join the club." Nick could have had a long nap right there. "Don't suppose there's any sign of bikers?"

Tiffany stepped away, moving cautiously around the base of the mountain to scout the mine entrance. She returned a few minutes later, her expression tight. "Six of them are waiting out front. They didn't hear our escape, but two more are watching the car."

Nick grunted, forcing himself to his feet despite the exhaustion. Reaching into his jacket, he produced a small, round device. "No mana, but that doesn’t mean I’m out of tricks. Let’s go.”

They approached the Civic through the brush. As the burly thugs turned, Nick tossed a smoke grenade at their feet. Both men flinched away, starting to scream in alarm. But Tiffany was already there, moving among them with shadowy grace. A half-dozen precise strikes, delivered with blinding speed, dealt with both men.

"That was smooth as hell," Nick said, genuinely impressed as they climbed into the car.

"Chosen One and ninja, remember?" she retorted, gunning the engine.

The next thing he knew, they were on the road. Drifting in and out, Nick couldn't help but fixate on the way the shapeshifter had sounded at the end.

Not triumphant. Not satisfied.

Concerned.

A concerned monster was a dangerous monster. Unlike with fear, a concerned monster might not just run away; they circled back.

And when they did, it was with every method at their disposal.


Chapter 14: Superheroes—Good at the Sex


Nick woke to the smell of coffee and the sound of rain.

Memories filtered back slowly. The mine. The collapse. Salma's exit strategy. The drive back, during which he'd apparently passed out. He had a vague memory of walking inside, Tiffany helping him to undress, then bed.

That last part was far too fuzzy for his taste.

Groaning, he pushed himself upright. Afternoon light filtered through rain-streaked windows, gray and soft. The cabin was quiet except for the weather and the occasional pop from the fireplace, where fresh logs crackled.

"You're awake."

Tiffany appeared in the bedroom doorway, holding two mugs of coffee. She'd changed into a pair of shorts and an oversized sweater with the “Kittens” logo across her chest, and her bright blonde hair was still damp from a recent shower.

"Allegedly." His voice came out like gravel scraping concrete. "How long was I out?"

"About two hours. I would have let you sleep longer, but I figured you'd want food at some point." She crossed to the bed and handed him a mug. "Also, I got bored."

"Bored? In the middle of a monster hunt?"

"Dopamine addiction. It’s a thing.” She flashed him a bright, white smile as she settled onto the bed beside him, close enough that their shoulders touched. "How are you feeling?"

"Like something chewed me up and spat me out." He took a long drink of coffee, letting the heat work its way through him. A glance over revealed Salma puddled on the pillow next to where he’d been sleeping.

The sanguine symbol and her true magical capability were both absent. To an observer, she’d look precisely as she had when he’d first found her: a G-sized, very perky, silicone boob.

Tiffany's hand found his thigh beneath the blankets, casual and warm. "She said you’d need at least two hours, and after that you’d want calories. There’s pizza."

"You're a saint."

"Well, yes. I am. But I also come with bonus features.” Her look was low-lidded and downright sultry, before she unsheathed her dimples to add to the teasing cruelty of the expression.

“Gah! That’s not fair. Put them away!”

She laughed and leaned in, kissing him. It was a sweet, soft exchange, one full of future promise.

They sat like that for a while, drinking coffee and listening to the rain. It was comfortable in a way Nick hadn't experienced in years. Against all odds, despite the strangeness of their meeting or the abruptness of their whirlwind romance, being with Tiffany felt less like starting a new relationship and more like picking up where an old one had left off.

Eventually, though, the sweat and grime of the mine became impossible to ignore.

"I need a shower," Nick said, setting aside his empty mug. "I smell like rock dust and blood magic."

“Yeah, you do. I’ll put another pot on.”

The bathroom was small but serviceable, with a glass-enclosed shower stall. He turned on the water, adjusting the temperature to a few shades below scalding hot, then stripped off his clothes. A glance in the mirror revealed what he expected: a body creased with scars, but otherwise entirely intact. His Regeneration spell had taken care of the surface stuff.

As for the tattoo that had appeared during the spellcasting, it was no longer visible. Neither of his arcane paths would be apparent to anyone other than a skilled practitioner of fae magic. Not unless he was using them, anyway.

He stepped into the shower, hot water hitting his shoulders like a benediction. The water ran gray with dirt and dust before it ran clear. Head tipped back, eyes closed, he soaked it in, letting himself settle into the calming presence of ‘now’, knowing what came next was unlikely to be easy.

Fun, maybe.

But not easy.

Click.

The door opened, and the next thing he knew, a lithe body was pressed against his back. Tiffany, the slopes of her perky breasts tight against him, came to her tip toes and bit his shoulder. “Coffee’s on.” And then she slid her hand around his torso, finding his cock.

He exhaled a long breath as she slowly, sensually, began to pleasure him with slow, even strokes.

“The shower isn’t big enough for this,” he said.

“Complaining?”

“Absolutely not.”

There was a gentle pressure, and his back was against the glass of the wall as she squeezed in front. He opened his eyes to see sparkling blue eyes looking up at him. Then her mouth opened, pink tongue slipping free to trail across the underside of his shaft.

She made a thoughtful sound.

“What?” he asked, extending a hand to brush her damp hair out of her face.

“Tastes like skin. And you.” Giving him a cheeky grin, she enveloped the head of his dick, tongue exploring as her cheeks concaved.

“I’d hope it would taste like me,” he said, voice thick from the growing pressure.

Pop! Schloorrrp!

She took him to the back of her throat, then surfaced with a loud, happy squeal. “That’s so fun. But seriously, I need you to teach me what you like. Everything I know about this is theoretical. It’s way different being face to face with such a gorgeous cock.”

He tried to reply, only for her to thrust herself onto his shaft again.

Slurrrrrp!

He tried to protest, to explain that he couldn’t possibly coach her while she did that to him, but she already had him at the back of her mouth. This time she went harder, until her throat was stretching around him.

Glurrrk!

She gagged. The fact that she made it sound delightful, like she was literally having the time of her life, should have been criminal.

Glurrk! Glurrk! Schloooorp! Pop!

She surfaced, not with a gasp, but with a pout. “Niiiiick, you’re supposed to be talking me through this.”

“How…how am I supposed to do that with you doing all of that?” He waved ineffectually. “It’s not like I can give you a proper lecture on how to tease the frenulum with you going all Chosen One on my dick.”

Her responding grin was cheeky. “Oh. Sorry. I’ll be patient. Mentor me. I’ll take notes.”

As it turned out, ‘Chosen One’ blowjobs had some significant advantages over the regular version. For one, Tiffany could hold her breath for over half an hour. Kneeling on the hard floor? Not a problem. Her stamina? Significant. Plus, the girl might have had more than a little of a masochistic side.

At one point, she widened her eyes and begged, “Nick, please. Fuck my face. I want to feel you cum in my throat.”

Having learned the girl’s resilient nature first-hand, he was all too glad to give her what she wanted. Shoving his cock into her mouth hard enough to smack her head against the tile earned not cries of pain, but moans of delight. When he shoved forward hard enough that her throat literally stretched around his cock, her squeals of pleasure reached a feverish peak.

“Mmmhmm!” Glurgk! Glurk! Thwap. Thwap.

His balls rebounding off her chin sounded positively brutal, but he didn’t think once of letting up. She’d wound her arms around his hips and was digging her nails into his butt cheeks, driving him to give her more.

When he came, so did she.

As his flood filled her squealing, clenching throat, Nick used the handle of her hair to pull her up.

“Wha…what…. Ohhhh.” Her momentary confusion evaporated as he spun her around, shoved her chest against the wall, and lifted her several inches off the ground. Finding her soaking pussy was easy. The logistics of their height difference made it difficult.

But only for a few seconds.

He was on the tail end of his orgasm when he slammed into her throbbing pussy. The first thrust sent her over the edge into another, far louder and excited climax.

Thwap. Thwap. Thwap.

“Ohhhh, Nick. Yes. Fuck me. Yes, goddamn, how is it so good? Let me tell you how much I loved you in my throat…” The dirty-talking girl relented as he found his second wind and pummeled her against the wall.

Eventually, long after the water had grown cold, they came to mutual, panting, finishes.


Chapter 15: Booty Bribes


Nick found himself admiring Tiffany’s body as she toweled off. It was almost impossible not to: the long, graceful lines of her body had more in common with an elf than any human had a right to, and the swell of thigh and chest were so full they would make any succubus jealous. If they didn’t have other things to do, he’d have considered squeezing in another round.

Seeing him watching, she gave him a lopsided smile. "Nick?"

"Yeah?"

"After this is over. After we stop the shapeshifter." Still naked, she crossed to him, her expression serious as she cupped his cheek in one hand. "What happens then? "

"What do you want to happen?"

"I want..." She paused, now familiar vulnerability appearing through the ‘badass Chosen One’ cracks. "I want to not be alone anymore. I want a partner. Someone who isn’t so fragile. Someone who understands… "

The window exploded.

Glass shattered inward, spraying across the bathroom floor. Something dark and chitinous forced itself through the frame, mandibles clicking, blind head swiveling toward the sound of their voices.

It was a snarcher.

Nick moved on instinct, putting himself between Tiffany and the creature. His foot slipped on wet tile. The snarcher lunged, claws raking toward his face—

Tiffany's fist connected with its thorax from behind him, a savage blow that sent the thing crashing into the wall. It burst on impact, spraying ichor onto the already-wet surfaces.

"Out!" he shouted, moving with her toward the door. "Move!"

They tumbled down the hall and into the bedroom, naked and dripping, as more sounds came from elsewhere in the cabin. Breaking glass. Clicking mandibles. The rustle of too many legs on wood floors.

“I’m really starting to hate those guys,” Nick observed.

"Fuck snarchers," she replied as sounds came from the front of the cabin. “I’m counting at least four more. Plus ones at the back.”

They were moving as the threats grew, Nick sliding into his dusty trench coat and her grabbing a pair of long, curved blades he recognized as kukris from near the bedside table. He drew a pair of brass knuckles from a pocket and moved to Salma, who’d stirred into wakefulness.

The slime was drained, her reserves spent, but she soundlessly slid into place between his skin and coat when he reached for her.

“It must have tracked us,” Nick said, jumping into the doorway and crushing one snarcher after another as they tried to rush inside.

Behind him, Tiffany used the seconds he’d bought to pull on panties, yoga pants, and a sports top. “The shapeshifter can steal memories. It said so. Must have gotten intelligence from someone. The pizza guy, maybe?”

“It’s official. I hate this flavor of shapeshifter.”

She made a growl of agreement as a second wave came boiling in. This time, Nick couldn’t stop it all. Glass shattered behind them as more of the monsters flooded into their bedroom. Skittering from the roof suggested they were trying to crack through it.

“Airbnb is totally taking my security deposit,” she quipped, moving back-to-back with him. Monsters flooded the space, twitching legs and fizzing bodies occupying every possible inch of open air.

The duo fell into sync as if they’d been training together their entire lives. Tiffany was a knife of precise, punishing skill. Her swords flashed, blurring, in rhythms that stole lives with every swipe. Compared to her, Nick was a brute. His heavy pummeling strikes, backed with solid metal and lots of muscle, crushed their enemies to paste.

He didn’t need to see his partner to know where she was. The sound of a footfall, or the inhale of a breath were all it took to draw him from a punch to a stomping kick, bare foot crushing a dog-sized creature to the ground before it could claw at his companion’s flanks.

Tiffany, in turn, took care of every gap he left.

For all their efficiency, the fight was far from pretty.

Nick’s mana drain meant he was operating at maybe half his usual capacity. It led him to missing strikes he should have landed and taking hits he should have dodged. She was a dancing flame, yet the lack of armor and overwhelming force saw her taking one slash after another, only her incredibly resilient skin preventing scratches from becoming fatal wounds.

Ichor splattered. Bodies burst. Their bedroom filled with the fizz and pop of dying summoned creatures, the Veil magic already working to clean up the evidence.

But they kept coming.

"This isn't sustainable," Tiffany gasped, gutting a snarcher that had gotten too close. "There's too many."

"The shapeshifter must be burning through its reserves." Nick crushed a mandible under his heel, pivoting to smash a leaping creature hard enough that it detonated. "It's throwing everything it has at us."

"Then where is it?"

Good question. The snarchers were a distraction, cannon fodder, meant to wear them down before the main event. But their quarry wasn't showing itself.

Eventually, there came a lull in the fight. One just long enough for him to pull on his pants and slam on his boots. Arms burning from effort, he’d just finished straightening when a new sound replaced the skittering.

Thrum. Thrum.

Thud.

CRAAAAAACK!

A crash came from the back of the cabin, loud as a wrecking ball.

Something new had joined the attack. On the positive side, the insect monsters had ceased their assault. On the negative, it sounded like a giant. In the cessation of combat, Tiffany and Nick rushed from the bedroom to the living room, where her armory waited.

Stepping over broken glass fearlessly, she crossed to the dining table and snatched up a crossbow and quiver of bolts.

“Roooooar!” A tortured roar came from the rear of the building, followed by a crackling that might have been breaking trees.

"Please tell me that's a really big squirrel," Salma said from his collar.

"That would be lying." Tiffany replied, moving to an open window to peer out. It might have been four or five in the evening; the light was dappled, but plenty bright to see the details. “Crap, it’s a big one.”

Snatching up a shotgun from where it had fallen, Nick checked the chamber as he crossed the floor to join her.

The hunched thing standing at the rear end of the cabin was an ogre, or at least was ogre-shaped. Twelve feet tall at the shoulders, it was covered in mottled gray flesh covered in weeping sores. Random bits of yellowed bone, some sharp and others just nubs, protruded randomly. Its left arm was twice the size of the right, and its blunt, vaguely dog-shaped head looked like it had been put through a wood chipper.

"Fuuuuck me," Tiffany breathed. “What the hell is that?”

"Ogre." Nick’s adrenaline hadn’t been up before, not compared to this. His hands tingled as he contemplated how much he’d be required to bleed to cast a proper combat spell. Too much, probably. "Good thing it’s hurt, or we’d be in trouble.”

“Yeah. I see that. What do you think did it?”

"The Veil isn’t designed for easy transit. Not without a key. Looks like this thing got pulled through too fast." He pointed at the creature's torso, where the flesh rippled and split with each movement. "It’ll pull itself apart in a few minutes. But not before it causes all sorts of havoc.”

She shook her head adamantly. “No more havoc for me, thank you very much.”

The ogre, having spotted them, took three lurching steps around the cabin. Each footfall shook the ground.

"Good news!" Salma chirped. "It's already half dead."

"Bad news," Nick said. "It still half alive."

Tiffany fired her heavy, compound crossbow. The first bolt took the ogre in the shoulder. It barely flinched. The second punched into its chest. The creature looked down at the bolt like it was mildly confused by the concept of being shot.

Then it spread both arms and roared at them, before smashing an arm through the side of the cabin and yanking at a support beam.

“Ah, crap.” Nick, still shirtless, grabbed Tiffany, still without shoes, and shoved her toward the demolished door.

They hit the porch as the cabin collapsed behind them. Dust and splinters filled the air. Limned in a haze, the ogre flexed its limbs and howled, bone spurs gleaming bright against the overcast evening.

From his chest, Salma called, “Silver. You ought to try silver. Some ogres use werewolf rules.”

“On it.” Bless her heart; Tiffany, the Chosen One and trained hunter, reached for her quiver and pulled and honest-to-God silver etched bolt into place.

As she did it, Nick stretched his hands behind his back, drawing a long, silver-edged blade from a concealed sheath. “I’ll run distraction.”

“But, Nick,” she started to protest, likely about to remark about how drained he was.

But he was already sprinting at an oblique angle around the giant creature. Voice lifted, he shouted in ogre, “Your mother was a smelly hamster, and your daddy was a goblin!”

The ogre grunted in surprise, growling out, “Daddy not gobbo. Gobbo dinner. Not fuckie-fuckie.”

SNAP!

Tiffany’s silver bolt struck the chatty thing in the throat. A wave of white and yellow veins scorched through the gray flesh as it tried to scream. It came out as a gurgle. With a confused look, it took a faltering step, only to crash to a knee. Using its free hand, the ogre groped for the wound.

Darting in, jacket flapping against his back, Nick slashed with his short sword. He went for speed and precision over strength, flicking the blade like a tongue.

Snicker-snack!

Each caress opened thin strips of rapidly decaying wounds, one after the other. They joined the existing injuries, rapidly increasing as the insensate monster tried to howl, tried to rip the bolt in its throat out, and attempted to backhand him all at the same time.

“Multitasking in combat is a bad idea,” Nick said with a laugh, darting beneath the awkward swing and slicing at the monster’s underarm, right in the armpit.

“Ooooouch!” the ogre managed as a second silver bolt struck the ogre’s forehead, right between the eyes. It made a sound like steam escaping a broken radiator. Then it toppled forward and began to evaporate.

Rainfall became the only sound, in the silence that followed. Both looked over at the wreckage of the cabin as Tiffany crossed to stand beside him.

“You okay?”

“Right as rain,” Nick replied, resisting the urge to slump. “Swear, if we hadn’t had sex before this, I wouldn’t have been limber enough for all that rolling around.”

She snorted. “What position did we do that stretched you, mister?”

“Hey. I had to practically carry you so we wouldn’t crack the wall. That counts.”

“Fair.”

As they talked, Salma oozed herself free of his clothes. Bobbing merrily along the ground, she flowed to the rapidly disappearing ogre’s corpse. Her colors shifted to Christmas red and green. "Oh. This is interesting. It can wait though."

"Wait for what?" Tiffany asked.

“Long enough for you two to go at it again,” the slime replied, all sublime smugness. “I swear, either you two are legit soulmates, or a perfect pheromone match. I can’t decide which yet. Regardless, it’s fun as hell to watch.”

“Salma,” Nick warned. “This is serious.”

With a rubbery sigh, the slime muttered, “Fine. Talk now. More nomming of reproductive organs later. Anyway, the magic signature. It matches the shapeshifter." She oozed in a circle around the body. "But the summoning was sloppy. Desperate, if I had to guess. It left a trail."

“Trail?” Tiffany and Nick echoed at once.

Salma's colors flickered again. "Yeah. And it’s not away from town. If I had to guess, I’d say it’s…”

“The Chairman’s place?” Tiffany guessed.

“Bingo.”

He looked at Tiffany, “Didn’t you say there was something official tonight? A party or something?”

She nodded. “To celebrate the big game. Homecoming style. Lots of important people will be there.”

“The kinds of important people a shapeshifter might want to replace?”

“Bingo.”

They’d avoided heading there for practical reasons. Now, it seemed they’d have no options. If it took the mind of a wealthy, important local, it might vanish anywhere. Hunting it down again would be a nightmare.

Nick dove into the remnants of the house. Fortunately, Tiffany’s main duffle bags were easy to locate, and intact. Other than a few weapons, which Salma helped them locate quickly, the hunter reported nothing identifying, or important, left unfound.

Once they were done, and both were in proper clothes again, Nick indicated the Charger. “Let’s go.”

"Wait." Tiffany grabbed his arm. "We can't just charge into a formal event looking like we crawled out of a horror movie."

Nick looked down at himself. He was soaking wet and bloody, with fresh dirt and a tattered coat. She had a point.

"We’ll need better clothes," she said.

He blinked. "Are you serious?"

"There's a mall twenty minutes from here." She was already moving toward her Civic. "We infiltrate, we identify the shapeshifter, we take it down quietly. But we can't do that if we show up looking like extras from Evil Dead."

Nick stared at her. Then at the ruined cabin. Then at Salma, who had oozed up his leg and into his pocket.

"I didn’t sign up to be James Bond," he muttered.

“Who did you sign up to be?” Tiffany asked.

“Dean Winchester.”

The girl gave him an owlish, blinking look. With a flourish, she revealed glasses that had a crack in one lens. “And here I was thinking you were aiming for Fred, but with a harem.”

“I told you I wouldn’t say no to a harem, not that I was fishing for one. Besides, everyone knows Fred didn’t get any pussy.”

She made a sniffing, doubtful sound. “Are you sure? That cravat was sexy as hell.”

“Are you saying you want Dean Winchester to wear a cravat to a high brow party?”

“What…” Leaning in, she lowered her voice, “what if I agree to wear the Velma skirt while you plow my ass. Would that be worth it?”

He blinked a few times. “Tiffany. Seriously. You’re going to make me pop a blood vessel. Are we going from cosplay to harems to anal in less than twenty-four hours?”

Still all innocent. “Jinkies, Dean. I never thought you’d ask.”

He laughed. She laughed.

Seeing no flaws in her proposal, he conceded. “Fine, let’s go shopping. Two cars this time.”

“Agreed.”

Inside his Charger, Nick exhaled a long breath. He was tired, and his mana was still too low to cast a single spell without sacrificing a literal gallon of blood. “I don’t want to go shopping.”

Salma replied, “Even with that offer on the table? C’mon.”

“But what if I have to wear a tie?”

“Anastasia might give you a tip?”

“That’s a lie.”

“Yes. It is,” the slime agreed playfully.

The Hellcat’s V8 growled to life as Nick gunned the engine. Pulling out behind the Civic, he grumbled, “No ties. And no cravats. I don’t care if she takes butt-stuff off the table.”

“But Nick, the pleated skirt and the glasses…”

He snarled. “I’m not so easily bribed with wardrobe changes!”

Salma giggled all the way to the mall.


Chapter 16: Wardrobe Changes Are Hot


The parking lot was nearly empty when Nick pulled the Charger into a spot near the main entrance. A few scattered cars dotted the far end, and through the glass doors he could see the interior lights blazing over empty corridors.

They parked side by side, with Tiffany announcing, "Small town. Six thirty on a weeknight. Should be dead."

Nick joined her and instantly spotted a problem. Her clothes were torn, streaked with dried mud and fading scratches. He wasn't much better.

"We look like extras from a zombie movie," he said.

Tiffany shrugged it off. "Nothing a quick trip to the bathroom and some wet wipes won't fix." Grabbing her duffle, packed with changes of civilian clothes, she started toward the entrance.

The mall felt almost abandoned, with only a few random teenagers wandering around the otherwise empty space. Many storefronts were dark or totally empty, and half the escalators were already turned off. Salma oozed out of Nick's pocket and flattened into near invisibility on his shoulder.

"Ooh, shopping!" she said. "Can we get pretzels?"

"You eat plastic," Nick pointed out.

"Plastic pretzels work," she retorted, quivering. "Calories fuel me just the same. A girl like me needs her perky energy."

"Uh huh."

Tiffany led them to the food court, where they paused just to visit the bathrooms. He emerged mostly clean. She, somehow, came out looking as fresh as if she'd showered. Even her hair was untangled and practically glowing.

It wasn't fair.

After, they moved to a department store at the end of a long corridor. Bright, neon lights glared out, reflecting off the darkened glass of the adjacent shops.

"First thing's first," Tiffany announced, "a suit for you." She took the lead as if she'd been there several times.

The men's formal section was a maze of racks and displays. Ignoring his protestations about settling for something cheap, she went through one rack after another, sizing him up with a critical eye before moving on.

"What are we looking for?" he asked.

"Something that says 'I have money' without screaming 'I'm here to murder someone.' Also, something extra sexy, for later." Her look was full of promise as she pulled yet another blazer from a rack, held it up, and nodded appreciatively. "For me: elegant, expensive looking, easy to move in."

"Can you fight in heels?"

"Handsome, I'm the Chosen One. I can do anything in heels."

With the shopping for him done, they moved to the women's section, where she began a similar process, only with cocktail dresses. She eventually settled on a deep blue number with a high neckline and slits at the sides. "This will do. I wouldn't want people looking where they aren't welcome. I'm neither cheap, nor easy, nor available."

Nick gave her a curious look, to which she replied, "I'm with you now. Also, I don't want creepy rich guys thinking I'm on the menu."

"Fair enough," he agreed.

With the wardrobe picked out, they separated to try the outfits on. Twenty minutes later, Nick stood in a dressing room staring at his reflection. Black suit. White shirt. No tie, because he'd drawn a line there and refused to cross it. The jacket fit better than he'd expected.

He hated it.

Slurrrrp!

Glancing over, he spotted Salma puddled on top of the remnants of a dozen plastic hangars. She'd eaten them all, the opaque plastic merging with her transparent body seamlessly.

"Feeling better?" he asked.

"Much," she said, bobbing in place happily.

"You done?" Tiffany called from outside his changing room.

"He is!" Salma replied. "Looks good in a suit, too."

"Let me see!"

He glared at the slime. "No. Just trust me. It's fine."

Amusement in her voice, Tiffany cajoled, "Come on."

"I look ridiculous."

"Trust me to be the judge of that. Besides, I need to see if we match. C'mon."

He opened the door and stepped out.

Then he forgot how to talk.

The dress fit her as tightly as a second skin. Despite the lack of cleavage, everything not on display was ludicrously appealing. Between the flashes of pale thighs or the way the fabric caught the LED lights as she moved, the young woman was nothing short of showstopping levels of gorgeous.

"Damn, Nick," Salma said from his shoulder. "Your girlfriend is hot as hell."

He could only agree. "Wait, are we official now?"

Tiffany gave him a bemused look. "Haven't I made that clear a few times already? Or was I being too subtle? Or presumptuous, maybe?"

"Well, no..." He trailed off, laughed, then shook his head. "Neither. I just got knocked around too much lately to put it all together. Dating it is."

She beamed, then came close to kiss him passionately. If they had enough time, he had zero doubt the kiss would have turned into far more. Tiffany, he'd come to realize, was a bit of a thrill seeker.

PDA and fights against monsters were definitely on her list of turn-ons.

Breaking the kiss, she stepped back but left her palm on his chest. "You look so handsome. I just wanted to say that on the record."

"Don't get used to it."

"Wouldn't dream of it." She reached higher, to adjust his collar. "There. Now you look like someone who belongs at a fancy party."

"I belong at a Waffle House."

"We'll go after. I'll buy you hash browns."

"Scattered, covered, and smothered?"

"Is there any other way?"

While they were shopping, he indulged in a new pair of heavy denim pants and several wool shirts, ones that might survive a night or two of heavy activity. He paid for the clothes, wincing at the damage to his bank account, then changed into the new casual outfit.

An hour after they'd arrived, both were on their way back to their cars.

"Alright," Nick said. "What do we know?"

"Assuming it's at the gala, right?"

"Right. The chairman’s house is the last on our list and the magic Salma sensed was pointed in that direction."

She pulled her phone out and scrolled. "Gala kicks off in half an hour, at his mansion. It’s a fundraiser but also a celebration of the football team. Expect light security and lots of rich people. The guest list is probably a hundred people, maybe more."

"So, we go in, blend in, and try finding the shapeshifter." Nick thought about it. "We'll need to be on the guest list."

"I'm on it." Tiffany was typing on her phone. "I've got a contact in the alumni office. Give me a minute."

She stepped away, phone to her ear, speaking in low tones. Nick watched her work, impressed despite himself. The girl had connections everywhere.

His phone buzzed. Anastasia's number.

"Yeah?"

"Nicholas." Her French accent carried amusement. "We detected a rather significant ripple in the Veil earlier. Care to explain?"

"Shapeshifter summoned an ogre. We dealt with it."

"An ogre. How delightful. Collateral?"

"A rental cabin imploded, no witnesses."

"Fair. Not bad, given your usual leakage. I'll put someone on it. What's next? Status on the targets?"

He gave her a quick summary of events, including details about Tiffany. Having worked with Anastasia for three years, he knew better than to obfuscate anything, even if he didn't go into every personal detail.

When he was done, she laughed. "Salma, can you verify what he's said about this Chosen One?"

"Yes, ma'am," the slime replied. "And then some. Tiffany is versatile, well-trained, highly motivated, with a broad skill set, and seems incredibly devoted to our Nicholas already."

Anastasia made a thoughtful sound. "He is quite the charmer. Well, good. Are you thinking of recruiting?"

"Assuming we have an opening," he hedged.

"We always do. I'll look into her background and get back to you about it the next time we talk. Please, don't burn the building down. It costs more mana than you'll generate in a year each time you do that."

He grinned. "Wouldn't think of it."

The line went dead.

Tiffany returned, looking satisfied. "We're in. Also, we're married. It was the only way I could get you in with me."

"Won't they know you as a rival cheerleader?" Nick raised an eyebrow.

She shrugged. "Maybe. That doesn't mean I couldn't be married. Besides, as a married couple, we'll draw less attention."

"Sure." He gave her a skeptical look but didn't press the issue.

They climbed into their respective cars. Nick fired up the Charger and watched Tiffany's taillights as she pulled out onto the road. Salma reformed on the dashboard, her interior aglow with regenerating mana.

"Feeling better?" he asked.

"Much. Next time, I'd prefer premium silicone, but cheap plastic works, too." She paused. "Honestly, you two are adorable together."

"Shut up."

"No, seriously. It's like watching a Hallmark movie, except with more murder and significantly better sex scenes."

"I hate you sometimes."

"No, you love me."

"Hrmfhs."

"L is for the way...."

"Don't sing," he grumbled.

"I can sing if I want to. Given what's in the air, I think it's the perfect song. Don't you?"

"No."

She sang it anyway. It was all Frank Sinatra, all the way to the chairman's mansion.


Chapter 17: Sandwiches


The lavish house sat at the end of a tree-lined drive like something out of a period drama. It was three stories of white columns and tall windows. Luxury cars lined the circular driveway. Men in tuxedos and women in designer gowns drifted toward the entrance in clusters.

Nick pulled the Charger into a spot next to a Lexus and killed the engine. Tiffany's Civic slid into the space next to him a moment later.

He climbed out and adjusted his collar. It was tight enough to remind him of a couple times he'd been choked out, three during training and once by a monster. "At least there's no tie," he muttered for the tenth or eleventh time.

Tiffany emerged from her Civic looking like she'd stepped off a magazine cover. The deep blue dress caught the light from the mansion's exterior fixtures, and he had to remind himself they were here to kill something, not find a closet to make out in.

"Ready?" she asked, giving him a look that told him she was likely thinking the same thing.

No, not the same thing. If he'd learned anything about Tiffany since they'd started dating, it was that 'making out in the closet' would have been a pitstop, at best.

"Probably," he hedged. Physically, he was doing much better. He'd need Salma to confirm, but it felt like his mana was about the halfway mark. If he had to, he might pull off one spell at best.

"Perfect. Let's go." She took his arm without asking, falling into the role like she'd done this a hundred times. "Remember, call me Sarah. You're Dylan."

"Why Dylan?"

"I like his music."

"Okay, that works."

Salma rippled from beneath his jacket. "You two are so adorable. Maybe you can find an empty office room and go at it to burn some energy off? I'll keep a look out."

"Focus, Salma," Nick muttered.

They walked up the steps to the entrance. A valet took their names. Checked the guest list. Nodded and waved them through.

Just like that, they were in.

The foyer was immense, and the interior was everything he'd expected, complete with a crystal chandelier and marble floors. A grand staircase curved up to the second floor. Waiters in crisp white shirts moved through the crowd with trays of champagne. Classical music drifted from somewhere deeper in the house.

"Wow," Tiffany breathed.

"Don't get distracted," Nick murmured.

"I'm not distracted. I'm impressed." She plucked two glasses of champagne off a passing tray and handed him one. "We're supposed to be important. Act like it."

Nick took the glass. Sniffed it. "This probably cost more than my car payment."

"You have a car payment?"

"Well, no. I paid cash for it when I came back over. But still."

Smirking, she clinked her glass against his. "To successful hunting."

"And not burning the house down."

"That too."

They drifted into the main ballroom. More chandeliers. More marble. A string quartet in the corner. The crowd was thick with the kind of people who wore their wealth like armor, flashing diamonds and designer suits while dead smiles stayed miles away from reaching empty eyes.

Nick scanned the room, looking for clues. Other than the odd vibes that came from being around the influential, there were no hints of who the real shapeshifter might be.

"Okay," Tiffany murmured. "We have to narrow this down. Salma, can you sense anything?"

The slime whispered, "The place has magic, I can confirm that. Move around, I'll try to pinpoint the source."

They moved through the crowd. Tiffany smiled and nodded at people like she belonged there. Nick tried to look interested instead of homicidal.

A woman in a red dress approached them. She looked to be in her early forties, wearing diamonds that could fund a small country. She smiled at Tiffany with recognition and suspicion.

"Sarah, right? You were a cheerleader on the other team, weren't you?"

Nick felt Tiffany's hand tighten slightly on his arm, but her smile didn't waver. "I'm sorry, do we know each other?"

The woman laughed. "I looked you up after the event. You were just so impressive. Everyone I spoke with said you blew in from out of town and just wowed everyone."

A shiver went down Nick's spine as he considered the woman, waiting for a clue from Salma that the speaker might be who they were looking for.

"Oh." Tiffany laughed as if a random person investigating her was entirely normal. "It was lots fun. But really, you shouldn't have."

The stranger gave Tiffany a playfully skeptical look. "As if. And now you're here. Isn't that intriguing?" She turned to Nick, looking him up and down. "Ah. I see. You're here about the merger, aren't you? Let me guess, a lawyer? Wait, no. All those muscles. A private detective, right?"

Tiffany's grip on his arm shifted with a tiny pressure that he understood immediately.

"This is my husband, Michael," she said smoothly.

Nick didn't miss a beat. He laughed. "I'm neither, I assure you." Offering a hand, he said, "I'm just arm candy for this lovely lady. Michael. It's a pleasure to meet you."

The woman blinked. "Husband, eh? But you look so young." Her skepticism was thick as clotted cream.

"We eloped," Tiffany explained quickly. "After graduation. Very romantic. Very impulsive."

"And very secret," Nick added. "Her parents still don't know."

Some of the woman's suspicion faded, replaced with intrigue. "Oh my goodness. How did you two meet?"

They'd never discussed this. Never planned for it. He went with his gut. "Coffee shop."

"He spilled his latte on me," Tiffany added without missing a beat.

"Completely ruined her shirt."

"But he was so apologetic."

"Bought her a new shirt."

"And a new coffee."

"And then we just kept talking."

The woman clasped her hands together. Her tiny smile was positively vulpine as she leaned in. "That's so sweet. What's your favorite thing about him? Besides the money I'm sure he's bringing to the table."

Nick barely bit back calling the woman a name.

Tiffany saved him from doing something they'd both regret. "His taste in music. Very old school. Sinatra, Dean Martin, all the classics."

He kept his face neutral as Salma practically vibrated with amusement against his shoulder.

"And what's your favorite thing about her?" the woman pressed.

"Her instincts," Nick said. "She makes the right call every time."

Tiffany squeezed his arm. A silent thank you.

"How lovely," the woman said, her urge to dig apparently assuaged. "Well, congratulations. Enjoy the gala."

She drifted away. The moment she was out of earshot, Nick leaned close to Tiffany's ear.

"Coffee shop?"

"You started it."

"We made that entire story up in real time."

"I know." She gave him an arch look. "In hindsight, maybe we should have just gone with a cheerleader and a jock boyfriend as the cover. We may have overcomplicated it."

"You think? And I thought I was Dylan, not Michael."

Salma cut in with a whisper. "I was about to say that very thing. You're just lucky the footballers haven't noticed you."

At her words, the two looked around. Sure enough, two dozen young men in letter jackets were standing in a large room, where men and women in expensive wardrobes flocked to them. A few women stood among the group, likely girlfriends or cheerleaders.

By mutual, silent agreement, they avoided that room.

After twenty minutes, Salma finally spoke up.

"I've got it. The signature's coming from Chairman Bradford."

Nick scanned the room until he spotted the man. Late fifties, silver-haired, with the kind of polished presence that came from years of fundraising. He was talking to a museum curator, laughing at something she said.

"That's him?" Nick murmured.

"That's the source. The magic is flowing from him."

"Flowing where?"

"To his son. See the kid by the dessert table?"

Nick spotted him. The young man looked to be in his early twenties, wearing an expensive suit but standing with terrible posture. He stood alone with a plate of cake, staring at nothing with glassy eyes.

"That's not normal," Tiffany said quietly.

"No. That's mind control," Salma confirmed. "The shapeshifter is wearing daddy's face and puppeting the son like a meat doll."

Tiffany's mouth tightened. "That would explain seeing him with the other shapeshifters."

Nick asked, "Does that mean the real Chairman is dead?"

"No idea. But if it's been playing him for weeks, it's had plenty of time to hide the body. Or keep him alive somewhere as insurance."

"We have to get it alone. Away from the crowd."

"Upstairs," Tiffany said. "Private offices. Places a Chairman might excuse himself to during his own party."

"How do we lure it?"

Tiffany was already moving. "Trust me."

Nick watched her cross the ballroom toward Bradford. Watched her smile. Say something he couldn't hear. Bradford laughed. Nodded. Gestured toward the stairs.

She looked back at Nick and mouthed two words: Give me thirty seconds.

Then she and the chairman disappeared up the grand staircase.

Nick counted. Twenty-eight. Twenty-nine. Thirty.

He started toward the stairs.

A waiter stepped in front of him with a tray of canapés. "Would you care for an appetizer, sir?"

"Not right now."

"We have salmon and cream cheese."

"Move."

The waiter's eyes widened, but he obeyed all the same.

Nick took the stairs two at a time. The second floor was quieter, with carpeted hallways and closed doors. Classical music filtered up from below, muffled by distance.

He heard voices. Tiffany's. Then Bradford's. Coming from somewhere down the hall.

He followed the sound to an office. The door was cracked open. He pressed himself against the wall and listened.

"I thought I saw something earlier," Tiffany was saying. "An antique clock? My mother collects them."

"Oh, you must mean the grandfather clock. Family heirloom." Bradford's voice was smooth. Amused. "Would you like to see it?"

"I'd love to."

Nick heard footsteps. Moving deeper into the room. This was it. Tiffany was getting the thing isolated. All he had to do was wait for her signal, then they'd end this.

Then Salma hissed, "Nick."

"What?"

"The magic signature. It's spiking. Something's wrong."

"Wrong how?"

"It knows. It figured out what she's doing."

Nick's hand went to his stake. "How do you know?"

And then he heard it. A clicking sound. Familiar. Terrible. It was a Geiger counter combined with a death rattle.

Snarchers.

From inside the office, Tiffany's voice changed. No longer charming. Flat. Combat ready.

"Well. This is going to be fun."

Nick, oddly eager to join his girlfriend in yet another high-stakes fight, went for the door.


Chapter 18: Unmasked


Nick kicked the door open.

The office was chaos. Tiffany had her back to the wall with a long knife in one hand, weaving a defensive pattern against a group of snarchers crawling across the ceiling and walls. Bradford stood near the desk, smiling and watching the scene unfold. He wasn't running. He wasn't scared. He was just watching.

Nick slid a hand into his pocket, fingers curling through brass knuckles, and charged.

A snarcher dropped from the ceiling. Nick caught it mid-air and slammed it into the floor. It burst like a shaken soda can, spraying ichor onto the expensive carpet. Another lunged at Tiffany. She sliced it in half. The bits burst into foamy spray.

Yet another dove beneath a table, going for Nick's legs. He high-stepped, driving a foot through its thorax. It crunched with a satisfying sound.

All that remained was Bradford, whose smile was even wider. "Well. This is disappointing."

"Yeah?" Nick's hand itched for another stake. "I'm heartbroken."

"I really thought I'd have more time." The shapeshifter straightened his tie. "Which hunting group are you two with, by the way? The Red Hand or maybe the Black Flames? I can't keep track these days."

Blade lifted, Tiffany stalked closer. "Where's the real Chairman?”

"Oh, he's around. Tied up at the moment. Literally." It chuckled at its own joke. "You hunters are so predictable. Always rushing in to save the day. Never thinking ahead."

"We're thinking just fine," Nick said. "We know what you are. We know what you've been doing. And we know you're about to die."

"Am I?" Bradford's form rippled. For just a second, Nick saw something else underneath. Yellow eyes. Too-wide smile. Then it snapped back to normal. "You're in a mansion full of people. Cameras everywhere. Security downstairs. One scream and this whole operation falls apart."

Nick considered the situation. The office door was closed, and the snarcher fight had been relatively quiet. But staking a screaming shapeshifter while it thrashed and dissolved? That would bring people running. Plus, if they kept the thing talking, it might give them clues as to how it crossed the Veil in the first place.

Following his instincts, he went with, “How about you just don’t scream and we call it a day?”

The shapeshifter laughed. "You're fun. I like you. Tell you what. Walk away. Let me finish my business. All I need is half an hour to empty the accounts. I'll even give you both ten percent as a friendly bribe, let's call it. After that, I'll leave, and you can be the heroes you both so clearly want to be." It spread its empty hands. "Everyone wins."

"Except the people you killed."

"What, the homeless people, or the rich predators I harvested? None will be missed. Call them casualties of a cruel world, if that helps. In fact, you might even consider me an anti-hero. Like The Punisher."

Nick glared. "The ends don't justify the means, you prick."

"Since when? And come on. Isn't ten million dollars enough to ease your guilty consciousness? Imagine all the good you could do with that much." It said the word 'good' with such scorn the words positively dripped venom.

Tiffany caught Nick's eye and made a subtle gesture. He read into it, guessing her intent. She inched around the room, preparing to pounce.

"Fine," Nick said, holding his hands up to catch the thing’s attention. “But first, I want my Red Herring moment.”

Bradford blinked. "I’m sorry?"

“This mystery won’t be complete without a proper reveal. What’s the deal, monster? Why the glitter vampires? Why the cheerleader and the footballers? What’s the deeper mystery?”

It chuckled, shoulders easing as if the off-handed question had taken the tension from the room. “It’s not that complex. Tonight, my allies would have taken three of the wealthy from below. With their combined wealth and influence, we’d have owned the town.”

“And the sparkling?”

“Well.” It licked its lips, cutting black eyes to where Tiffany had inched. “At first, it was to signal to other predators that this territory was taken. Plus, we needed a way to fuel the blood batteries, in case assholes like you came sniffing around. After that…would you believe it was to get laid? You have no idea how easy it is to get pussy if you look like one of those assholes.”

Nick blinked a few times. “You gave your position away to get laid?”

It held up empty hands in a shrug. “We reproduce and have the same drives other beings possess. Why not?”

Tiffany was much closer now, her legs bunching to pounce.

But Bedford wasn’t as ignorant as the monster had seemed. With a smile, he whistled and the walls rippled as magic poured out of his body.

"Nick!" Salma called a warning as snarchers poured into view. Six, then eight, then a dozen. Their clicking filled the room like a swarm of locusts. They spread over the ceiling and walls, circling Nick and Tiffany like sharks.

"Surely you didn’t think I’d fall for that bullshit, did you?" Bradford asked with a cruel laugh, before vanishing through the rear door.

The snarchers clicked louder.

Tiffany was already moving. She stabbed the nearest snarcher and it melted. Another one lunged. She ducked, rolled, came up with a spin kick that drove her stiletto through it.

Nick joined in, unhappily using fists since he hadn't had the luxury of a dress to conceal anything bigger within.

"We’ve got to finish this," Tiffany said urgently. "There's no way someone doesn't notice."

"Working on it!"

Catching a snarcher out of the air by its bladed legs, Nick used the thing as a living, twitching baseball bat.

Crunch! Crunch! Crunch!

It bit at his fingers, mandibles scraping across metal. A leg scuffed his arm, slicing through cloth, even as he smashed through one, two, three of the summoned creatures.

Finally, with none left alive, he tossed the mostly smashed one to Tiffany. She axe-kicked it out of the air, sending a puddle of foamy goo splashing into the air.

"Damn that was badass," he said, leaning against the desk, winded and arm sizzling with pain.

"You okay?" Tiffany asked.

"Fantastic."

"Liar."

"We need to find that thing before it gets away."

"Agreed. But how? This place is huge."

Nick thought about it. The creature had said it was finishing its business. That meant accessing accounts, safes, and valuables. Probably in the Chairman’s personal quarters. Somewhere secure.

"Where would he have a personal computer and a vault?"

Tiffany pointed up. "Third floor would be my guess."

They exchanged a look. He said, "This time, we kill the thing. No banter. No hesitation."

"Agreed."

They stepped into the hallway, where the drooling form of the mind-controlled son stood with eyes wide and showing the whites. He screamed once, an inhuman growl, and came raging for them.

With a sigh, Nick lifted a hand and brought his brass knuckles down on the kid's head. The boy fell; a marionette with the strings cut.

"Concussions are dangerous," Tiffany pointed out.

"Less so when you've got a degree in medicine and martial arts training from fae elites," he retorted. "C'mon. Let's go."

Salma blobbed against his shoulder, a quavering tentacle poking out. "That way. The hallway. East wing stairs should be there, if I'm reading the magic correctly."

They went.

The third floor was quieter and more private than the lower levels. Family portraits hung on the walls. Expensive rugs covered the floors. This was the kind of wealth that didn't show off because everyone already knew.

Nick hated it even more than the ballroom.

They found the master bedroom at the end of the hall. The door was open. Inside, the shapeshifter was bent over a safe with fingers moving with practiced ease. It had dropped the Bradford disguise. Now it looked like nothing, just a blur of features that seemed half-formed and wrong.

Turning as they entered, it gave a too-wide grin. “Fuck me, but aren’t you both persistent little shits?

Nick raised his fists. "You have no idea."

It moved.

Fast. Faster than Nick expected. One second it was by the safe. The next it was right in front of him, claws out, going for his throat.

Nick twisted. The claws missed by inches. He drove his fist in an uppercut. Caught the thing in the shoulder. It hissed and pulled back.

Tiffany flourished her blades, stabbing the thing across its chest and ribs, each slice going deep. But her opponent kept moving, the wounds sealing far faster than they had any right to.

"You’ll have to do better than that," it said.

Then its form rippled again. This time it divided in half, becoming two identical blurs, both moving at once.

"Oh shit," Salma said.

It wasn't one shapeshifter.

Even as Nick's mind put together the details, weaving facts that his conscious mind might have missed into a tighter tapestry, one went for Tiffany. She ducked away, weaving a defensive barrier.

The other came for Nick.

He dodged a claw, took another on the stomach, then got a lucky strike across the monster's jaw. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Tiffany slice her opponent's left arm clean off before stabbing it through the chest.

"Nick!" She called, ripping the weapon free and tossing it to him.

Catching it almost without looking, he jammed the thing into his opponent's chest. Right in the heart.

Both monsters fell at once, their bodies steaming as the Veil claimed them.

"Arrogant assholes," Tiffany observed, watching the process.

"Monsters," Nick said, nodding agreement. "Okay, let's clean up and get out of here."


Chapter 19: Loose Ends


"Let's find the real Bradford," Nick said.

Tiffany agreed, falling in step to help him search the room. Neither made a move toward the still running computer or the fallen bodies. Beyond concerns about traceable cash or leaving trails behind, neither were interested in taking valuables at a time like this.

"Try the closets," Salma suggested. "Shapeshifters love closets. Something about the confined space makes them feel secure when they're storing live victims."

They did, in fact, find the real Bradford in a closet. It was the fourth they searched, at the rear of a big walk in space. He was bound, gagged, and unconscious, looking on the brink of death with skin tight and sallow.

Nick cursed.

"Malnutrition, dehydration. This guy won’t live another night, let alone after us freeing him. Not without magical intervention."

"Nick," Salma warned. "Remember the rules. No leaving magical traces."

"I won't leave one," he retorted, pulling a sleeve up. "Just a little. Enough that he'll survive to look his son in the eyes in the morning. Knife, please?"

Tiffany passed him her blade, then stepped to the closet entrance, keeping her eyes averted as the former paramedic followed his conscience.

Slicing the inside of his arm enough to get the blood flowing, Nick asked Salma, "Enough? I just want some mana left over when this is done."

The slime replied, "For the least powerful healing spell you know? Yeah. You'll have a few left."

He put his hand on the man's head and recited the words to an incantation. Magic blossomed in Salma's core and along Nick's arm, followed by a jolt from the unconscious man. Bradford's color instantly eased, his breathing deepening.

"That'll do it," Salma reported needlessly, as Nick was already putting his hand over the wound to staunch his bleeding.

With the captive stabilized, Nick sliced the man's bonds, then walked away. "Let's go."

Tiffany gave him an approving look before joining him down the stairs. They found Bradford's son on the second floor. The youth was still unconscious, but Salma confirmed the binding spell was gone, and that there was no lingering negative effect.

"Well, other than the trauma of being mind controlled for a long time by your own daddy," she added wryly.

"I can't fix mental trauma," Nick murmured in response to Tiffany's questioning look. "Let's go."

They left without fanfare or notice. That no one had noticed the noise was, Nick guessed, part miracle and part very expensive soundproofing. No doubt the Bradfords had spared no expense on their mansion.

Taking the stairs, the duo slipped out of the kitchen with only a few curious glances from the kitchen staff.

Outside, the cool night air slapped at Nick’s face. He sucked it in, grateful to be done with the mission. They crossed quickly to their cars, with Tiffany calling, "Waffle House?"

"Sounds good."

They were miles away when the sirens began in the distance. Apparently, someone had finally found the son. Or Bradford had woken up. Either way, they were long gone now, and no evidence of the shapeshifters would remain. That was what mattered.

The Waffle House was exactly as terrible as he remembered. The parking lot was even emptier than the last time. He used the opportunity to change in the back seat. When he emerged, Tiffany was standing next to him. She'd donned a red wig and a purple dress with a green silk scarf around her neck. A pink bra peeked out of her extensive cleavage.

Catching him looking, she winked. "Call it an early reward. Let's go. I'm starved."

They went inside where an unfamiliar waitress waved. "Sit wherever," she said without looking up from her crossword.

They claimed a booth in the back with Tiffany seated next to him, her thigh against his.

"How do you feel?" she asked.

"Like I could sleep for three days."

"Three whole days?" Her eyes widened, nose scrunching. "I suppose you can. Assuming you can sleep through all the cock sucking, cock riding, face sitting, and..."

He leaned over and silenced her with a kiss.

It lingered until the waitress finally walked over to take their order.

Nick got the hash browns, scattered, smothered, covered, and chunked, with bacon and toast.

Tiffany got a waffle and ten scrambled eggs, which earned her a doubtful look from the woman. The Chosen One gave a girlish giggle. "I’ll need all my protein for later, you know?"

That earned an eye roll, after which the woman strode away to put the order in.

"Well?" Tiffany said in the silence that followed. "Where do I sign up?"

"For?"

She elbowed him. "Your Order. Or organization. Or whatever you call it. I'm not letting you go, so I figure it would be good to make it all official."

Tugging his Nokia out of a pocket, Nick replied, "I can make the call. If you're serious."

Her reply was even and firm. "Very. We're meant to be together."

"Like in a woman's romance novel? Soulmates?"

She elbowed him. "Maybe. Are they as horny as we are?"

"Hornier," Salma said confidently, earning a laugh from both of them.

He dialed the number.

Anastasia answered, "The Veil has stabilized entirely in your region. Good job."

"Thanks. Count me down for five shapeshifters. Also, what about the other thing I asked about?"

Her reply was an amused laugh. "Nicholas, you're in luck. We just got approvals in. The Fates agree. Miss Cross is a fated fit for you and your mission."

He blinked. "Seriously?"

"Seriously. However, I expect her to sign the same contract you did. Thirty pages. Non-negotiable. And she'll need to register with the Fates officially."

"I can do that," Tiffany said into the phone.

"Excellent. I'll send the paperwork." A pause. "Oh, and Nicholas? Be ready. Your next job is liable to come quick. The Fates have issued a formal warning. Now that there's two of you, expect far more complications."

He groaned.

Anastasia laughed harder, then the line went dead.

Nick set the brick of a phone down and looked at Tiffany. "Well. I guess you're officially hired."

"Just like that?"

"Just like that."

"Huh." She grinned. "So, what's the benefits package like?"

"Amazing, considering your boyfriend is a blood mage with access to a regeneration spell. The rest is a bit shady though. Our boss is a sexy, latex wearing woman who happens to have a French accent and seems about three steps ahead of everyone."

"Perfect. When do I start?"

"Immediately. Well, after I get a long nap. I need twelve hours of not blowing through mana to feel normal again."

"I may be able to let that slide." Her expression told him she absolutely would not do that.

They finished their food in comfortable silence. Nick paid with his company issued debit card.

Outside, the parking lot was empty except for the Charger and Tiffany's Civic. The sky was starting to lighten in the east. Dawn was coming.

"We ought to combine cars," Tiffany observed.

"Why?" he asked.

"For one, because it's less expensive. For another, we don't split the party. Ever. Now that we're a team, we stick together. If necessary, I'll rent another car. But my Civic has had its time, and I'm fine moving on."

He frowned, worried about the logistics, then thought better of arguing with her about it.

"Do you mind joining me at a hotel? I'll need a day or two to finalize some logistics and get the car taken care of. After that, we should be good to go."

"Only if you let me actually sleep a few hours."

She blinked at him, wide-eyed and innocent. "Gee, Mr. Nick, what makes you think I'd ever bug you while you're getting your beauty sleep?"

Then she turned and lifted the hem of her dress. She was wearing a bright orange thong.

Because of course she was.


Epilogue: A Sexy Cliffhanger


The motel was cheap, clean enough, and exactly what they needed. Nick collapsed onto the bed the moment they got inside, every muscle protesting. His mana reserves were once again low enough to make him yearn for nothing more than clean sheets and dreamless sleep.

Tiffany locked the door behind them, then moved to the window to check the parking lot.

"You need sleep," she said, giving him an appraising look.

"Twelve hours minimum," Nick agreed.

"Go ahead. Get a head start. I’ll join you in a bit." She pulled out her phone and started typing.

“A bit?”

“Mhm. I’m not a spellcaster, remember? Plus.” Waving down at her body needlessly, added, “Chosen One. I’ll handle some adult stuff, then join you.”

“Fair enough.”

It was still dark when Nick woke to a hand around his cock and a mouth against his. When he opened his eyes, Tiffany was there, her flawless beauty barely visible in the pale light shining through the blinds.

Seeing he was awake, she mounted his hips, kissed him, then sighed, “Ahhhh,” in pleasure as she slotted him into her. “We’re both tired,” she said, gasping as she rocked herself against him, “but I have a proposal.”

“Yeah?”

“How about I ride you until one of us taps out?”

“That works for me.”

As it turned out, Nick’s stamina ended up surprising them both.


Tiffany's "Morning After" Power Breakfast


A Recipe for Hunters, Fighters, and Anyone Who Had a Really, Really Good Night

Look, I’ll be honest with you. If you're reading this recipe, one of two things happened last night:

1. You killed something that desperately needed killing and burned approximately ten thousand calories doing it.

2. You did... other cardio. The fun kind. Repeatedly.

Either way, you're going to wake up starving. Trust me. I've been there. I am, in fact, there right now, watching a six-foot-three blood mage snore into my pillow while I figure out how to feed us both without burning down an Airbnb.

This recipe is what Gerald called "Echo Fuel"—enough protein and carbs to keep a supernaturally enhanced monster hunter going through a full day of stakeouts, staking, and... well. Whatever else comes up.

(That was an innuendo. I'm not sorry.)

Ingredients

For the Blueberry Protein Pancakes (makes 8-10 large pancakes):

- 2 cups all-purpose flour (or oat flour if you're being virtuous, which I'm not)

- 2 scoops vanilla protein powder (optional but recommended—we need the gains)

- 2 tablespoons sugar

- 1 tablespoon baking powder

- 1/2 teaspoon salt

- 2 eggs

- 1 3/4 cups whole milk (skim milk is for cowards and vampires)

- 1/4 cup melted butter

- 1 teaspoon vanilla extract

- 1 1/2 cups fresh blueberries

- Extra butter for the pan

For the Crispy Bacon (the important part):

- 1 pound thick-cut bacon (yes, the whole pound—don't look at me like that)

For the Eggs (because protein is life):

- 6 eggs

- 2 tablespoons butter

- Salt and pepper to taste

- Optional: shredded cheese, because we're not monsters. Well. We hunt monsters. We're not food monsters.

For the "Oh God I Need Caffeine" Coffee:

- Strong. Make it strong. I don't care how. Just make it strong.

Instructions

Step 1: The Bacon (Start Here, Trust Me)

Preheat your oven to 400°F.

Line a baking sheet with aluminum foil. Lay out the bacon in a single layer. Don't overlap. I know it's tempting. Resist.

Put it in the oven and set a timer for 18-22 minutes, depending on how crispy you like it. I like mine crispy enough to shatter when I bite it. Nick, I've discovered, likes his slightly chewier. We're still negotiating.

The beauty of oven bacon is that you can ignore it while you do everything else. Multitasking. Gerald taught me that too, usually while I was practicing knife throws and conjugating Latin exorcism verbs simultaneously.

Step 2: The Pancake Batter

While the bacon is doing its thing, mix your dry ingredients in a large bowl: flour, protein powder (if using), sugar, baking powder, and salt. Whisk it together so there aren't any lumps. Lumpy pancakes are a sign of moral weakness.

In a separate bowl, beat the eggs, then add the milk, melted butter, and vanilla. Whisk until combined.

Pour the wet ingredients into the dry ingredients. Stir until just combined. The batter should be slightly lumpy. Yes, I know what I just said about lumps. Pancake batter is the exception. Overmixing makes them tough, and nobody wants tough pancakes. We're not trying to build armor here.

Fold in the blueberries gently. Try not to eat half of them while you're doing this. I failed at this step. No regrets.

Step 3: Cook the Pancakes

Heat a large skillet or griddle over medium heat. Add a pat of butter and let it melt and sizzle.

Pour about 1/4 cup of batter per pancake onto the hot surface. Cook until bubbles form on the surface and the edges look set—about 2-3 minutes. Flip and cook another 1-2 minutes until golden brown.

Keep finished pancakes warm in a 200°F oven while you work through the batch.

Pro tip: The first pancake is always a sacrifice to the kitchen gods. It will be ugly. Accept this. Eat it standing over the stove while no one is watching. This is the way.

Step 4: The Eggs

Once the pancakes are done, use the same pan (more butter, always more butter) to scramble your eggs.

Crack all six eggs into a bowl. Add a splash of milk if you want them fluffy. Beat with a fork until the yolks and whites are fully combined.

Pour into the hot, buttered pan. Let them sit for about 30 seconds, then start pushing them around with a spatula. Cook until they're just set but still slightly glossy. Remove from heat immediately—they'll keep cooking from residual heat.

Season with salt and pepper. Add cheese if you're feeling indulgent. I'm always feeling indulgent.

Step 5: Assembly

By now your bacon should be done. Pull it out of the oven and transfer to a paper towel-lined plate.

Stack the pancakes high. Like, embarrassingly high. We're not here to be dainty. Top with butter and real maple syrup—none of that corn syrup nonsense.

Pile the bacon on the side. All of it. Okay, fine, leave some for your partner. But only because you like them.

Add the eggs. Add more hot sauce than is strictly advisable.

Pour the coffee. Drink half of it before you even sit down.

Step 6: Serve

Bring the plates to wherever your exhausted, satisfied, hopefully-not-still-snoring partner is located.

Watch their eyes go wide when they see the mountain of food.

Say something like, "You're going to need your strength for later."

Mean it.

Nutritional Info (Who reads this?)

Per serving (assuming 2 servings, which is generous):

Honestly? I have no idea. A lot of calories. A lot of protein. Enough carbs to fuel a marathon or, say, a protracted battle with a cave full of snarchers followed by a very athletic evening.

The point is, you'll have energy. Trust me.

Tiffany’s Notes

- This recipe scales. If you end up with more people to feed—say, hypothetically, if your team expands—just double everything. Maybe triple it. Harems eat a lot, or so I've heard.

- If your slime familiar wants to try the blueberries, let her. Salma gets cranky when she's left out, and a cranky slime is nobody's friend.

- Yes, you can make this in an Airbnb kitchen. Yes, the owner might judge you for the amount of bacon grease. No, you should not care.

- If the person you're cooking for looks at this spread and says anything other than "wow" or "marry me," reconsider your life choices.

Nick said "holy shit" and then didn't talk for ten minutes because his mouth was full.

I'm considering that a win. Now, it’s time to fill my mouth with something. Excuse me.

Recipe by Tiffany Cross

Chosen One, Monster Hunter, and Ultra Sexy Chef

Current Status: Well-Fed, Extremely Satisfied, and Ready for Episode 2


Appendix 1: Reading Order and Forthcoming Books


Hex Kittens takes place after the events of the core Fateforged universe (see below). It takes place around the same time as King of the Fae Islands.

If you want the initial chronology of the series, we’ve included it below. Again: None of this is required reading to enjoy this book!

Isekai Emperor (1-3): These books kicked the universe off and are foundational. They start at timeline 0 and have ties to Dungeon Champions, Dark City Girls, and Fate’s Enforcer.

Dungeon Champions (1-3-Ongoing): These books expand the Fae Wilds and the fantasy world and take place at the same time as Isekai Emperor. The series has connections to Fate’s Enforcer, Isekai Emperor, and (now) Trailer Park Elves. Warning: If you pick this series up, it’s a team builder. Not the kind you should suggest at your workplace, HR will hate it. This story has ALL the LitRPG mechanics and character sheets.

Dark City Girls (1-3): This is a grimdark series featuring Zane, a war hero turned retiree who is called back into action. Events in book 2 kick off the Trailer Park Elves “saga” (hehehe, we’re calling it a saga now). It has connections to Fate’s Enforcer and Trailer Park Elves.

Fate’s Enforcer (1-3): This is an urban fantasy series that explores what it means to be on the Fates' team. It takes place at “approximately” the same time as Trailer Park Elves. It has connections to Dungeon Champions, Dark City Girls, and Isekai Emperor.

Trailer Park Elves (1-6-Ongoing): This series will have cameos from a bunch of other ones, but there are no tight relationships. Timeline Note: Trailer Park Elves is part of a series of events that closed off the end of the timeline (the Fate War).

King of the Fae Islands (1-2-Ongoing): This is a builder series that’s basically a mashup of Isekai Emperor, Dungeon Champions, and a civilization builder. It’s slow burn, high-humor, and takes place canonically after the events of TPE 1-6.

Isle of the Amazonian Elves (1-Ongoing): This series is a breeding (and more serious) companion to King of the Fae Islands and occurs simultaneously with it. It has direct ties to Isekai Emperor and King and references Dungeon Champions.


Final Thoughts


We (Adam, Neil, and Dalton), hope you've enjoyed Hex Kittens 1. Expect regular episodes every month (or sooner) for at least 6 episodes.

As always, if you've liked this book, please leave a review and consider showing support to the authors on their patreons and Discords.

Pivot Press Discord: https://discord.gg/GXn8csy2gg

Pre-Order book 2 here: https://amzn.to/3Oxf8Hc

Adam’s Patreon is: https://www.patreon.com/AdamLanceWrites

Dalton’s Patreon is: https://www.patreon.com/cw/michaeldalton

Neil’s Patreon is: https://www.patreon.com/cw/authorneilbimbeau


Bonus Chapter: Fringe Benefits


Sometime Later

The Hellcat’s V8 growled as Nick merged onto the highway, the setting sun painting the asphalt gold. His Nokia sat in the cupholder, still warm from Anastasia's most-recent call. Beside him, Tiffany had her bare feet up on the dashboard, toes wiggling in time with the radio.

"I can't believe she's splitting the pay," Nick muttered. "Three grand a head, divided by two. That's—"

"Fifteen hundred each. I can do math."

"It's highway robbery is what it is. I've been doing this solo for a year. A whole year of building a reputation, and now I'm taking a pay cut because you batted your eyelashes at my handler."

"I did not bat my eyelashes." Tiffany stretched, the motion doing interesting things to the tank top she'd changed into after they'd left the burned-out cabin behind. "I presented a compelling case for my inclusion based on demonstrated combat effectiveness and specialized skill sets."

"You batted your eyelashes."

"Maybe a little." She grinned at him, utterly unrepentant. "But look at everything I bring to the table."

She gestured at herself with both hands, a slow sweep from her honey-blonde hair down to the cut-off shorts that hugged her body.

Nick kept his eyes on the road. Mostly. "The table. Right."

"I'm serious. Enhanced strength. Accelerated healing. Years of training. Extensive monster knowledge." She ticked each point off on her fingers. "Plus, I'm excellent at undercover work."

He couldn't argue with that.

"Fine," he conceded. "But fifteen hundred a head is still insulting. We have expenses. Salma needs high-quality silicone.”

"I sure do," Salma chimed in from the back seat, where she'd spread herself over the leather in a translucent blanket.

Tiffany rolled her eyes. "You're being dramatic. We just took down a whole shapeshifter network. Anastasia is clearly impressed, or she wouldn't have approved me so quickly. The money will work itself out."

"Easy for you to say. You're not the one who's been paying for everything out of pocket for the last year.”

"No, I've been doing it since Gerald died."

He didn’t need to do the math to wince. “How much of that is left?”

“Less than I’d like.”

He reached over, seeking her hand. She met him halfway, their unspoken bond smoothing out emotional jagged edges. They were both new to this; to being partners, to having lovers, to all of it.

No doubt, it would take time to get everything perfect.

Eventually, Tiffany’s grin returned, her usual heat bubbling up from her resilient core. "And remember, I bring more than amazing skills, Chosen One badassery, and a one-eighty IQ to the table."

"Like what?"

In a flash, she’d unbuckled her seatbelt and was climbing over the center console into the back seat. Nick caught a flash of pale flesh and toned muscle before she disappeared behind him, rummaging through a duffel bag.

"What are you doing?"

"Costume change. Eyes on the road."

"We're going eighty miles an hour."

"Then you should definitely be paying attention to your driving and not to what I'm doing back here."

Nick kept his eyes forward, but his grip on the steering wheel tightened. In the rearview mirror, he caught glimpses of movement. The rustle of fabric. The zip of something being opened. Salma had oozed to the far side of the back seat, her sensory nodule pointed deliberately away.

"This is very uncomfortable for me," the slime announced. "I want that on the record."

"Noted," Tiffany said cheerfully.

A minute passed. Then another. Nick's imagination was working overtime, filling in details the mirror couldn't provide.

"Okay." Tiffany's voice had dropped half an octave, taking on a quality he recognized from the Waffle House. "How about this?"

She leaned forward between the front seats.

The brown wig was back, perfectly positioned. Once more, she’d found an outfit he’d never seen: it was a version of the orange sweater, only the cleavage was positively bombastic.

"Aw, shucks," she breathed, pitching her voice into an exaggerated purr. "I seem to have lost my glasses somewhere back here. Would you help me look for them?"

The brake squealed, and the rear of the Charger fishtailed.

Laughing brightly, Tiffany asked, “Golly-gee, Nick. How ever are we going to get anything done once we grow this into a proper harem?”

“The power of positive thinking,” he retorted, veering down a random dirt road.


Other Romance Links


For more men's romance titles and monster girls, check out the following:

https://www.harem-lit.com → Now the #1 site for high quality haremlit content and discovery

https://www.facebook.com/RoyalGuard2020

https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlitbooks/

https://www.facebook.com/groups/monstergirllovers

https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlit

https://www.facebook.com/groups/dukesofharem

https://www.facebook.com/groups/MonsterGirlFiction/

https://www.facebook.com/groups/1324476308314052

https://www.facebook.com/groups/HaremGamelit

https://www.facebook.com/groups/pulpfantasy
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