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Hex Kittens - Episode Two


A Fateforged Supernatural Thirst Trap

Directed by Neil Bimbeau


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!

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

P.S. Preorder 3 here: uthttps://www.amazon.com/dp/B0GTMXY6YH



Chapter One: Take Me Home, Country Roads


"This soundtrack is not right," Nick protested. "You've got to have something more appropriate for a drive like this."

The Hellcat's V8 let out a roar of triumph as it reached the top of another switchback, the road tilting in ways that made Nick glad he'd opted for the extra-large Slurpee instead of the extra-extra-large at the last rest stop. The Appalachian Mountains rose on either side of the highway, covered in a thick carpet of forest and punctuated with drops both sheer and close enough to the road to make a lesser man's pulse skip a beat. For hours, they'd been driving through the kind of vistas that made for beautiful photographs and absolutely nerve-wracking navigation.

"What's wrong with my tunes?" Tiffany said from the passenger seat, glancing up from her phone. A cord connected it to the charging port, and a little icon showed it connected to the car's Bluetooth.

"I just need some energy," Nick said. "Lana's cover of Country Roads isn't the same as the John Denver original, you know?" he risked a glance out the driver's side window. Yep, that was a thousand-foot drop, about two feet away from his side of the road. "I hate the mountains."

"You love mountains," Tiffany said. "You told me last night how excited you were to scale some peaks. Or my peaks. I forget."

"That's before I had to drive up and down seventeen thousand of them."

Tiffany scoffed. "It's been like six."

"Well, it feels like seventeen thousand."

Between the pair, Salma jiggled along with the motion of the car. The slime familiar lay across the armrest, her body catching the afternoon sunlight like a prism and bathing the ceiling of the vehicle in rainbow hues. Every bump in the road, every turn taken a little too sharply, every swerve away from a deer or what Nick thought was a deer sent ripples through her undulating form.

Salma rode like this plenty of times. But she'd never been so enthusiastic about it.

"Ohhh," the breast moaned as the Hellcat made contact with the rumble strip on the inner turn of the next switchback. "Do it again! Do it again!"

Nick shot her a look. "What the hell is wrong with you?"

The familiar shivered. "Nothing's wrong," she purred in a tone that made him think of ASMR videos from certain corners of the internet. "Everything's right. New moon, new me! Ngggh, did the motor mount slip out of alignment back in St. Louis, or am I just loving the way this beast vibrates whenever you hit the gas?"

Nick rolled his eyes. In the two weeks since he'd hit the road with Tiffany, turning his sole proprietorship into a joint venture, Salma's emotional state had stayed remarkably stable. She'd been Blanche when he went to bed last night with Tiffany in his arms, snoozing after the two of them burned off all their excess energy in their latest motel room.

This morning, she woke up different.

The slime quivered, its sensory nodule perking up like an eager puppy. "Come on, do that thing again with the rumble! Do you have any idea what it's like to finally have proper tactile sensation again after months of frustration? And no, being carried in your coat does not count!"

"I know what it's like to break a dry spell," Tiffany chuckled, taking Nick's hand. "Once someone starts hitting that special spot, you don't ever want them to stop. I sympathize, Salma."

The slime jiggled as if to say, see? "I knew I liked you for a reason! Besides, you two were plenty loud last night! And the night before that, and in the bathroom of the Waffle House before that…"

"That's enough," Nick said through gritted teeth. "Trying to drive."

"You're so repressed," Salma purred. "It's really adorable."

He glanced away from the road, nearly sliding out of the lane. "Repressed!? You think I'm repressed!?"

"Tiffany's offered you road head like four times now and you keep saying no."

"Look at the road!" Nick jerked a thumb at the windshield. "It's not that I don't want to get my dick sucked. If I cum right now, all of us are going to die!"

"See? Repressed."

Tiffany snorted, returning her attention to her phone. "For the record, I'm still offering. The risk's part of the fun."

Nick's hands tightened on the steering wheel. He did not need to be thinking about Tiffany's mouth right now. Not while he was navigating a mountain road that looked like it had been designed by a council of engineers with a seething hatred for motorists. One lapse in concentration and they'd be crashing through the guardrail, sailing down the mountain like the end of Thelma and Louise.

He'd come, and then they'd go.

And while he was too much of a gentleman to say it out loud, he really wanted to try that whole 'building a harem' thing Salma and Tiffany kept joking about before he shuffled off the old mortal coil.

"Maybe when we find level ground again," he said. "If there is any in this state."

"Your loss," Tiffany teased. "I was gonna do that thing you like with my tongue."

Salma jiggled with renewed vigor. "Thing? What thing? Is it the swirly thing, or are you talking about when you…"

"Salma!" Nick warned.

"What? A girl can't listen to the two of you going at it like rabbits every night for two weeks without getting a little bit curious about which tabs are going into which slots." She shivered. "Besides, a little dirty talk will make these vibrations feel sooo much better…"

"Can you even have an orgasm?" Nick asked.

Salma groaned. "I'm gonna find out!"

"You go, girl," Tiffany chuckled. "Let her use the armrest like a Jack Rabbit if she wants, Nick. A sentient talking boob deserves just as much R&R as the human members of the crew."

Nick merged onto another stretch of highway, still not level enough to risk taking Tiffany up on her offer, and glanced at the GPS on his dashboard-mounted phone. According to Google Maps, they were a little under forty miles away from Libusen, West Virginia, a mountain town roughly halfway between the sticks and nowhere in particular. He'd never heard the name before Anastasia gave it to him three days ago. He doubted there were many people outside of Libusen itself who had.

"Tell me again why we're east of the Mississippi," he said, hoping for a distraction.

Tiffany scrolled through her feed. "Because Anastasia told us to."

"That's not a reason."

"It's the only reason that matters. She's the one who signs our checks." Tiffany sat up with a sigh, stretching in ways that made her look like a pin-up calendar come to life. "She says jump, we say how high. I've figured out that's kind of how this thing works."

She closed her app and opened a new one. Wikipedia, though he could only spare a second to glance over at it. He still appreciated the gesture. "Libusen, West Virginia. Population 4,200 last time they did a census. Settled in the 1860s by Swiss and German immigrants. Mining's the main industry, like everything else around here, I guess. Followed closely by tourism. They care about their heritage here, from what I can tell. They do a big Fasnacht festival every spring, which is their big claim to fame."

"Fasnacht?"

"Swiss carnival," Tiffany said, stifling a yawn. "Masks, parades, beer… very European."

"Fun masks? Or the scary kind?"

"It doesn't say." She flipped to another window. "Nothing on the local news websites about the murders, which makes sense if the Veil's still holding steady. But check this out!"

He risked another glance. This time it was even worse than Wikipedia.

Tiffany was reading Reddit.

"There's an r/LibusenWVA subreddit," she explained. "Not very active. Like fifty subscribers, which is more than I'd have thought. But there's a thread on here from a month or so ago, a guy asking if anyone else in town has noticed 'people acting weird.'” She grinned. "The comments are telling him it's nothing, you're trolling, ban this guy."

"Sounds about right."

"Yeah. What's not is the amount of comments. There's sixty-five of them."

Nick blinked. "Sixty-five? Oh yeah, that's a psy-op. Classic supernatural cover-up."

"Ngggh!" Salma wasn't listening. "Someone talk me off already!"

"So, what does 'acting weird' mean in this case?" Nick asked.

"From what I can tell, disappearing without a trace." Tiffany flipped through news articles she'd saved, caching them locally on her phone since the signal was terrible out in the mountains. "There's been four in the last three months. Two guys, two girls, all different ages, different backgrounds, nothing obvious that links them. Except being residents of Libusen." She paused. "And the whole skin-eating thing."

Nick remembered that part. It was hard not to. In all four of the disappearances, the person who'd vanished reported a bizarre phenomenon to their friends and family a few days before they went missing.

The sound of chewing, like someone gnawing on a bone from the other side of a wall.

A persistent feeling of being watched.

And at least with the last disappearance, a college kid who'd checked himself into the hospital only to be discharged with a script for psych meds the next day, the phantom sensation of someone licking their skin. Sneaking a nibble every now and then.

It was that last one who'd garnered the most attention.

"Harris Freemont," Tiffany said, as if she'd read his thoughts. "Told staff at the Davis Medical Center that someone was stalking him and, quote, 'trying to eat his skin.' Gross."

Nick's stomach tightened. "The skin thing is weird. Not many monsters are skin-eaters. A couple of different yokai are known to do it. Wendigos would be the big one in this part of the world. But wendigos physically stalk and kill their prey. They don't cause aural hallucinations."

"Are we sure they were hallucinations?" Tiffany suggested.

Salma gave a final spasm and puddled across the headrest, her sensory nub softening. "Oh shit. Wow. That was intense. Will you two still respect me in the morning?"

"The local sheriff's department is calling it 'a string of unrelated incidents,'" Nick said. "You know what I call it?"

"Bullshit?"

"Something dangerous. The stalking is doppelgänger behavior, but the chewing… I don't know. It could be something worse."

"Something worse," Tiffany repeated. "I love that for us."

Nick grinned. "You signed up for this, babe."

"I signed up for low-level monster hunting duty," Tiffany said, her eyes narrowing. "With frequent breaks for kinky sex."

"Well, that's what being the Chosen One is all about. Driving into the middle of mountain country to hunt a monster that's driving people insane and then eating their faces."

"Three grand a head," Salma reminded him. Whatever had just happened to the slime, and Nick didn't want to think too much about it, she sounded a lot calmer for the moment. "That's fifteen-hundred a piece for each of you. If it turns out there's one of them for each disappearance, that's six grand times two lovebirds. Not bad for a week's work."

It sounded pretty good. Right up until you factored in ammunition, medical expenses, Waffle House trips, maintenance on the Hellcat, and the inevitable shake-the-walls motel stays. And that was assuming they found the things in a reasonable timeframe, killed them, and didn't end up in the hospital themselves.

Still. It was far from the worst job Nick had ever had.

Set your own hours. Be your own boss.

Hook up with your hot coworker.

"What did Anastasia tell you about this place?" he asked. "She was pretty terse on the phone with me. Laconic, even."

"I wrote it down in my notes app. Quote: The situation in Libusen requires immediate attention. The local authorities are either ignorant of the danger or have been compromised. The Veil is stretched thinner by the week. Contain the issue before it becomes a Warden-level problem." She paused, her mouth curling in a smirk. "Take care of Nick."

"She did not say that last part."

"No, but it was totally implied."

"You do a pretty passable impression of her," Nick laughed. "Not bad."

"Oh, and we're supposed to meet with a local contact," Tiffany said. "Someone by the name of Moira. She runs a tattoo parlor near the center of town, corner of Main and Cottrell."

Nick blinked. "A tattoo parlor? In a town with four thousand people?"

"Yeah. Should be easy to spot, right?"

"How does a town that size support a tattoo parlor?"

Tiffany shrugged. "Maybe they're super into ink?"

Salma quivered. "Ooh, a tattoo artist! You think she's hot?"

"Why does that matter?" Nick asked.

"Because if she's hot, you're going to get all repressed-like around her, and Tiffany's going to get jealous, and I'll get to sit back and watch the drama. It's better than Drag Race!"

"I have no idea how you even watch TV," Nick said.

Tiffany's eyes widened. "Jealous? I don't get jealous."

The familiar shifted in her direction. "You absolutely get jealous."

"Name one time!"

"Six days ago, Waffle House, Chillicothe, Ohio. The waitress who kept refilling Nick's coffee without him having to ask for it."

Tiffany's jaw dropped. "She was just being friendly!"

"She wrote her number on the receipt," the familiar jiggled. "With an itty-bitty heart."

There was silence in the car for a moment. "Maybe I was a little jealous."

"You've gotta root that out if you're going to be a harem girl," the familiar said.

Tiffany cocked an eyebrow. "And who says I'm joining a harem?"

"I do. I've got post-nut clarity, and I can see it like it's already happened. You two are adorable, by the way. Neither of you has any idea how kinky you are yet. It's like watching a rom-com, only with way more murder."

"I'm glad we can entertain you," Nick murmured.

"You've just gotta find the right girl," the slime chortled. "Both of you. Who knows? Maybe she's waiting for you in Libusen."

"Ah yes, the land of opportunity." Nick shook his head. "We're way more likely to get our faces eaten."

"I'd rather ride your face than eat it," Tiffany said.

Beyond the next turn, the valley opened up below them, and they caught sight of Libusen. It stretched across the landscape like a dream. Like a city caught in a time bubble, a little pocket of the 1970s tucked away in the middle of West Virginia. Even if Nick hadn't been told about the whole Swiss/German thing, he'd have seen it instantly. Half the buildings looked like a cuckoo clock was going to come out of a second-story window at the top of the hour. A river cut through the center of town, bending right at the largest cluster of buildings, with two bridges. One was a modern steel monstrosity and the other looked like it had been pulled from a Dutch village circa 1670.

"Oh no," Nick said. "Oh, this is worse than I thought."

Tiffany glanced at him, confused. "What's wrong? I think it's pretty."

"It's too fucking pretty," he said. "Nothing good happens in a town like this, Tiff. David Lynch could only dream of a place like this."

"You're paranoid."

He shook his head. "No. I've just been around enough to know what I'm talking about."

Salma oozed up Nick's shoulder to get a better view. "He's right," the familiar pronounced. "The vibes in this place are rancid."

"It's adorable!" Tiffany protested. "I feel like a country girl already. Maybe I should trade in Velma for a Dolly Parton costume…"

"Not a chance," Salma said. "You still owe Nick anal in that outfit!"

"And I'm 100% going to make good on that promise," she said. "Since he was so good at dressing up for me. You think I could get him to wear a tie while he plows me?"

"Not a chance," Nick shook his head. "A man who'd compromise his style for a little ass doesn't deserve the ass or the style."

"I'm serious." Salma sounded it, or as serious as the familiar ever got. "We should be on guard here. The Veil's thin." The slime made a sound like sniffing. "Also, it's soaked with death magic."

Nick and Tiffany shared a look. "Death magic?"

"It's really old, though. So maybe not a big deal. Just need to air the place out a bit."

"It's a town," Nick said. "You can't air it out. Great. We're walking into some Appalachian death vortex. Can't wait."

"Cheer up." Tiffany bumped him with her elbow. "You're taking a mountain vacation with the cutest Chosen One you've ever met. Maybe we can find a romantic cabin out in the woods?"

"Yeah, an Evil Dead cabin. Or Blair Witch."

"So, we won't read any copies of the Necronomicon we find lying around." Tiffany shot him a look. "And if we're filming ourselves, I promise it's because we're making something way hotter than a horror movie…"

"Porno?" Salma jiggled. "We're porn directors now?"

"Maybe. Not showing my face, though." Nick turned his gaze to the road. "Business before pleasure. Let's secure the bag first and stop those disappearances. Then we'll see what kind of romantic opportunities there are in these woods."

"'Business before pleasure,'" Tiffany repeated. "Decent motto. I like 'never split the party' better, though."

"Yeah?"

"Yeah." She shot him a wry smile. "Also, I never put off pleasure. Where's the fun in that?"

Together, they made their way down the mountain.


Chapter Two: Literal Hexes, Literal Kittens


Nick noticed the symbols first.

The road descended into the valley, winding past decaying convenience stores and tall, imposing farmhouses. About a mile out from Libusen proper, odd details began catching his eye. Nearly every building had a star or a pinwheel shape somewhere on it. The nicer structures had fancy painted versions. The less savory ones displayed crudely spraypainted symbols.

But always the same thing. Compasses. Spirals. Flowers. All circular, all symmetrical.

"Hex symbols," Tiffany said when Nick brought it up. She'd obviously been deep in the Pennsylvania Dutch section of Wikipedia. "They're traditional. Meant to ward off evil."

"Sure," Nick said. "The nice ones I get. They're decorative. But the spray paint? It looks like someone threw those up in a hurry. Like they were afraid of something."

Tiffany was quiet for a moment, then nodded. "They know," she said.

"Yup."

A short distance later they passed a sign: Welcome to Libusen, Gateway to the Alleghenies. The road dipped here, sloping downwards into the city proper. Farmhouses slowly gave way to signs of civilization: a gas station, a fast-food restaurant, the obligatory Waffle House. Before they knew it, they were in town proper.

"What do you think?" Tiffany asked, her face practically against the glass. "Figure out our lodgings for the night, or head straight to Moira?"

"The second." Nick's expression was a great deal more guarded than Tiffany's. "I figure Moira can probably get us a deal, being a local and all. Have you noticed it yet?"

"Noticed what?"

Nick gestured. "Where is everybody?"

It was the middle of the day, but Main Street was practically a ghost town. A single two-lane road studded with mom-and-pop shops, an occasional regional chain store and a handful of churches, it certainly looked like the heart of the town's activity.

Clean, well-maintained… and empty. Maybe three pedestrians visible on the street.

Tiffany's eyes widened. "They're hiding."

"Yeah, I didn't know they realized we were coming."

The blonde snorted. "From the monsters, Nick, not us."

"Potato, poh-tah-to."

"You can be pretty monstrous sometimes."

"Says the girl who wolfs down ten scrambled eggs in a single meal."

She giggled. "It's fuel. And you've never complained about helping me burn it all off."

The Hellcat's engine quieted as Nick dropped the speed to a crawl. The last thing he needed was some local five-o deciding the new tourist looked like a perfect way to hit his quota of speeding tickets for the week. "Keep an eye out," he said.

Finding what they were looking for didn't take long. There, just past the corner of Main and Cottrell, wedged between a local bookstore and a vape shop, was a storefront with a hand-painted sign: The Dark Canuck Tattoo Parlor, with a logo of a gargoyle just beneath it. Art covered the windows: the usual skulls, anchors, little samples to spur the imagination of someone coming in without an inkling of what they wanted.

But looking closer, Nick saw something else. Tiny runic patterns, almost fractal in the way they spiraled out from a central point, so thin you could mistake them for cracks in the glass.

Protection sigils. White wards.

"This is definitely the place," he said.

Parking sat right up front, with an old-school meter. Tiffany slipped a quarter into it as she bounced out of the car and onto the sidewalk. Nick tucked Salma into his jacket, ignoring the way the slime yowled like a cat in heat. The air was cold and crisp, almost unseasonably chilly, and he was glad for the extra padding.

Tiffany either didn't care about the cold or didn't feel it. Her Chosen One powers evidently extended to more than just holding her breath longer than a free diver or being able to find her way to anything in the dark. She wore a pair of cutoff jeans and a tank top as if it were twenty degrees warmer, the denim just barely hiding the dagger she had tucked into her belt for emergencies. She'd swapped her contacts for the fake Velma glasses, which gave her a whole "grad student doing field research" vibe.

Decent disguise.

Of course, Nick kind of ruined it by looking exactly like what he looked like: a mercenary in a trench coat who looked (and was) armed to the teeth.

"You could at least try to blend in," Tiffany whispered.

"I am blending in. This is a rough town."

She made a show of glancing past the rows of idyllic flower boxes and cute Swiss flags. "Uh huh."

Salma peeked out from inside Nick's jacket, her sensory nodule stiffening in the cold. "Girls, girls, you're both pretty. The two of you are very Beauty and the Beast, if both of them were hot monster hunters on a road trip together. I'd watch that movie!"

"Thanks, Salma. I can always count on you for a compliment."

"Of course!" The slime paused. "Does that mean I can watch you two have sex in the car later?"

"No," they said in unison.

"Aww, you're no fun. I take it all back!"

With a sigh, Nick looked up at the shop window. "You feel that?"

Tiffany nodded. "Magic. A lot of it."

"The good kind," Salma chortled against Nick's chest. "Positive vibes only. The real Stevie Nicks stuff!"

Tiffany cocked an eyebrow. "Stevie Nicks is really a witch?"

"Don't believe her," Nick said. "'Please don't stop the music.'"

"Says the guy who kept Good Girl Gone Bad in the tape deck for a solid month."

"She's probably in there wondering why we're standing out on the front steps," Nick said. "Let's go."

As he walked up the steps, Nick noticed something shifting behind the window. For a moment he thought he was right and that Moira really was spying on them, then he saw the paw flicker against the glass and realized.

Cats. Several of them.

"Hope nobody's allergic," he muttered, pushing inside.

A little bell chimed as the door closed behind them. The tattoo parlor was exactly what he'd expected. Cozy but with a little edge, all red velvet furniture and hardwood paneling. Concert posters hung framed on the walls: Kate Bush, The Smiths, some band called The Tragically Hip. Drawings of intricate tattoos and photographs of the more extravagant pieces produced in the shop lined the remaining space. An analog record player sat in a corner surrounded by candles, though it was hooked into a very modern-looking Bluetooth speaker.

"Hello?" Nick asked. "Anyone home?"

Three cats, all of them perched at the window, turned to stare up at him. He felt their eyes silently judging him, as if weighing his heart on a set of invisible scales.

The air in the room shifted.

And the cats rubbed up against his legs, as friendly as if they'd known him for years.

"That's Simon, Hecubus, and Tituba," a voice said. "If they like you, it means you're welcome here."

Nick glanced up from the cats, a clever remark forming on his lips.

And then he saw her.

She was standing behind the counter, wiping down a tattoo gun with a cloth. Late thirties, maybe early forties, but with the kind of looks that almost certainly made guys half her age hit on her at the bar, nevertheless. Red hair cascaded down her back in shimmering locks, and her eyes were greener than envy with a gaze that pricked twice as hard. She was wearing a faded Pixies t-shirt, a pair of jeans tight enough to look painted on, and, strangely, a string of pearls.

What was stranger was what she didn't have.

Not a single visible tattoo.

Nick blinked. "Hi. You must be Moira?"

Moira smiled, her eyes dancing with amusement. "You don't look like you're here for ink. The hunters Anastasia sent, I presume?"

"Are we that obvious?" Tiffany asked.

"Probably not to the locals," Moira said, nodding in Nick's direction. "But you're clearly armed, you're already scanning the room for additional exits, and…" she frowned suddenly, lines appearing across her forehead. "Did something in your jacket just move?"

Shit. Nick had really been hoping they could get to know each other a little better before having to explain that part.

Salma shifted beneath his jacket and poked out with her sensory nodule. "Hello! I'm Salma. I'm a boob!"

Moira stared.

"A…" She closed her mouth, deliberately, then started to laugh. "Alright, then. I see Anastasia has decided to be even more interesting than usual."

One of the cats around Nick's ankles let out a purr.

"Yes, he's very sweet," Moira said, kneeling down in front of the feline and patting it on the head. "I was just about to feed these three. I can talk at the same time, of course…?"

Nick started. "Don't let us keep you," he said. With Moira kneeling like that, it was hard not to think of a different sort of feeding. "Go right ahead."

Moira stepped behind the counter and into a side room. The second she was out of sight, Tiffany elbowed Nick in the ribs. "You were staring at her ass," she whispered, sounding almost eager.

"And you weren't?"

The blonde snickered. "It's a nice ass."

Moira came back a few moments later with a bowl of milk and a couple cans of tuna. The moment she set them on the ground, the cats forgot all about Nick's existence and swarmed the grub, not unlike him and Tiffany at an all-you-can-eat buffet.

"I'm Moira Orchard," the redhead said, opening the second can of tuna. "And you are?"

Tiffany stepped forward. "Tiffany Cross," she said, taking Moira's hand as she rose. "This is Nick. And you've already met Salma, the talking boob."

"Sentient magical familiar," Salma added. "I can be more than a boob if I want. Being a boob is just really, really fun."

"I can imagine," Moira said seriously. "You shapeshift?"

"I'm a silicone slime. It's a long story. Involving a troll stripper and a defibrillator."

Moira's eyes lit up. "I'm certain I'd love to hear that story."

"No, you wouldn't," Nick insisted.

"He electrocuted the troll's titties," Salma said gleefully. "I was one of the titties!"

"I see."

"When I saw what a hunk Nick was, I decided to defect." The slime jiggled as if to say look what a good wingman I am! "There was a lot of screaming. And goo. And something about selling ass?"

Moira let out a cackle that made both Nick and Tiffany jump. He ignored it. Even with Tiffany making 'jokes' about their contact, he knew better than to get too cozy with the woman running the tattoo parlor.

Even if she loved cats, had a killer sense of style, and was chill enough to joke around with a talking boob.

"So," Nick said, clearing his throat. "Anastasia said you have information for us?"

Moira leaned back and looked Nick up and down. Her gaze was so frank that it shocked him, but she did the same thing to Tiffany a moment later without an instant of hesitation. Something shifted in her stance, like she'd just come to a decision.

"I do," she said, nodding. "But first, I'm going to make you two some coffee. You two look like you need it."

"We do?" Nick asked.

A smile that both of them would soon come to know very well curled at the edge of Moira's mouth. "You've clearly been driving all day," she said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. "You both look like you could use a break. A little… TLC, perhaps?"

"You want to get them stoned?" Salma asked. "That's so cool!"

"That's THC," Tiffany said. "And we've been on the road since five am. We'd most definitely appreciate the coffee. Thank you."

"I might be able to scrounge up something for you to snack on," Moira said, fretting over them both in a way that made Nick's stomach go warm. "Come with me. We'll talk in private."

She leaned over and locked the front door, then turned the OPEN sign around to BACK LATER. Nick exchanged a final glance with Tiffany, who was grinning at him in a way he knew meant trouble, and followed them both through a curtain of beads and into a back room.

The back room was part office, part living space. An ancient computer sat on a desk, surrounded by sketches of potential tattoo art, with a kitchenette and a coffee maker that looked like they'd both seen some heavy use. Bookshelves along the other wall held heavy tomes, some with names Nick recognized and some that were completely new to him.

Tiffany threw herself onto the couch, folding her hands in her lap. Salma hopped out of Nick's jacket and joined her, rolling back and forth across the suede. "Oh, that's niiiice…"

Moira glanced up from the coffee machine. "Looks like your familiar's engaging in sensory seeking behavior?"

Nick laughed. "She's not usually like this. She's… mercurial. Her personality changes around every full moon."

"Which was two days ago," Moira said, nodding. "So, you're both going through an adjustment period."

"Don't make a mess on the couch," Tiffany whispered.

"No, I'm sure you and Nick'll be doing that later."

Moira either didn't hear or pretended she hadn't. "How do you take your coffee?"

"There's only two types of people in this world," Nick said. "Those who drink their coffee black, and those who are wrong."

Moira smirked. "Hear, hear."

"Well in that case, I'm very wrong," Tiffany said. "Load me up, Moira."

The redhead nodded. "Salma?"

"Boobs don't drink coffee," the slime said. "But I appreciate the offer. You're so considerate, Moira!"

Her expression softened. "I try."

"Yep! Super kind and nurturing! Really, really maternal! Oh! Can I call you Mommy?"

A strange look flickered across Moira's face. "I don't think we're quite well acquainted enough for that," she said, glancing over at Nick. "Not yet, anyway."

Something about the way she said it made Nick's pants tighten.

Moira poured three mugs, two black and one for Tiffany that was almost beige, and pulled out the office chair to sit across from them. "Please, sit," she told Nick. "I'll work on snacks later."

Nick sat. Tiffany settled in beside him, close enough that her thigh pressed up against him. Together, they had the easy, casual intimacy of two people who fit together like a jigsaw puzzle and had spent the better part of the last few weeks putting their pieces together as often as possible. Seeing it, a small smile spread across Moira's face, like she'd just won a private bet.

Nick took a sip of his coffee. It was fucking delicious.

"Before we get started, I've got a question," he said. "'The Dark Canuck?' What's up with that?"

"Oh. I'm Canadian," Moira said with a little chuckle. "I know I don't sound it. I was born in Halifax. Nova Scotia. I came here when I was a little girl." She paused. "A long time ago."

Nick could tell there was a story behind that. But from her tone, he could tell it was the kind of story you didn't get out of a person until you knew them a whole hell of a lot better.

"Very cool," Tiffany said.

The corner of Moira's mouth twitched. "So," she said. "Anastasia will have told you about the murders. What the locals are calling 'disappearances.'"

Tiffany and Nick shared a look. "She didn't give us a ton of detail," Nick said, sitting up a little straighter. "Just that four people have vanished in the last few months, all babbling about some kind of invisible monster that's stalking them that wants to eat their skin. Different ages, different backgrounds. Nothing at all linking the victims."

Moira paused.

"There is something that links the victims," she said, taking a sip from her steaming mug. "There's exactly one thing that all four of them have in common, in fact."

Nick's ears perked up.

Both of them leaned forward. Salma's sensory nodule tilted along with them.

"What is it?" Tiffany asked.

Moira waited a moment before replying.

"All four of them were customers of my store," she said at last.


Chapter Three: Tit For Tats


"I knew it!" Salma roared. "It's you! You're the killer!"

Silence filled the room, deafening in its weight. As one, all three of them turned to stare at the slime, their eyes nearly falling out of their head.

"Her?" Tiffany spat. "You were just talking about how you want to call her Mommy!"

"Lulling her into a false sense of security!" the slime said, undulating wildly. "Getting her comfortable enough to let slip the clue that she's the monster we're after! Oooh, wow, are you two feeling the texture on this suede? This suede rules…"

Nick closed his eyes. "Salma?"

"Uh haah?"

"Shut up."

"But she just confessed—"

"She said the people who disappeared were all her customers," Tiffany chided. "She did not say that she's the one who made them disappear in the first place!"

"I harmed no one," Moira confirmed. She watched the trio over the rim of her cup, seemingly calm, but the tension in her shoulders told a different story. "I tried to help them."

Nick nodded. "Tell us about it. All four victims came through here?"

The tension eased from Moira's stance. "The most recent was young mister Freemont, the college boy. The only one who visited me after he knew what was happening, rather than before, or so I think. He came in a few weeks ago in a panic, although he was trying his absolute best not to show it. He wanted a tattoo for protection. He said he kept picking up something on the edges of his hearing, some kind of chewing sound."

"Hold up," Nick said. "Tattoos for protection?" He knew about the Celestial and Hucow versions on the other side of the Veil. To his knowledge, mundane applications (ones not related to flavors) didn't apply.

Moira didn't flinch. "This town has a rather familiar relationship with the occult," she said, taking another sip from her mug. "A half-dozen different traditions are still practiced out here in the mountains. You've seen the symbols around the outskirts, no doubt?"

Both Nick and Tiffany nodded.

"Old magic," Moira mused. "Some want those; others ask for runes or Celtic crosses. The secret is that the symbol itself doesn't really matter. Just the intent behind it. The magic."

"Your magic," Tiffany realized.

Moira nodded. She gestured at one of the papers on her desk: a sketch that showed a veritable spider's web of overlapping symbols. It reminded Nick of the spells woven into the glass panes of the store's windows.

"Yes," she said. "Surely you've guessed by now that I have a little power of my own?"

That made sense. "This place is high strangeness central," Nick said. "The Veil's thin in Libusen. You help keep people safe."

"They don't know," Moira said. "But they feel it. They're safer when I'm able to ink a sigil on them. Lighter."

Tiffany whistled through her teeth. "No wonder you've been able to stay in business in such a small town."

"You said he was different." Nick circled back. "He came to you after all this started? Not before?"

"The others were earlier customers," Moira explained. "A miner's husband named Carrie Bloch. A local writer, Lauren Avery. And the man who runs the bookstore next door." Her expression fell. "Used to run it, I suppose."

"So, they weren't reporting anything strange at the time," Nick surmised. "The tattoos came first, then the stalking?"

Moira grew very still. "Are you suggesting something, Nick?"

Huh? "Am I?"

The redhead licked her lips. "At first, I thought it had to be a coincidence," she said, her gaze taking on a faraway cast. "I've done plenty of work for the people in and around Libusen. Was it really all that notable that one or two of them got tattoos from the same place? But when that boy vanished, I knew." Her expression went hard. "He was a repeat customer, you see. I shouldn't technically have even given him the second tattoo. It had been barely two weeks since the first one."

Nick saw the guilt written across her face as clearly as any ink. "They were targeted because of the tattoos," he said.

"I thought I was helping them. Protection magic is supposed to keep threats away, not… not attract them." She set the mug aside, wringing her hands. "To think I might have signed those poor people's death warrants by trying to aid them…"

Suddenly Moira was blinking back tears.

"Hey. Hey." Tiffany rose from the couch, grabbed a box of tissues and put them in Moira's lap. "It's okay. You didn't know what was happening. You're not to blame for any of this. Whatever's causing these disappearances is."

"I know that," Moira said, dabbing her eyes. "I… I like to take care of people. To help them. I have ever since I was a member of the Sisterhood. I'm sure you've already noticed. I've been doting on the two of you since you got here."

"I don't mind a little doting," Salma said.

Some of the color was returning to Moira's face. "Five years I've been in this town," she said. "Five years of marking people, weaving protective spells over them, thinking I was keeping them safe. How many have I put in danger? How many have I marked for death?"

"No more," Nick said, shaking his head. "Because we're going to take care of it."

She looked into his eyes, the set of her jaw easing as she realized he was telling the truth.

Because he was.

And not just because making his next car payment depended on it.

"First, we've got to figure out what's behind this," Nick said. "I've got a few ideas, although we've got to do some sleuthing. It almost sounds like there's two different monsters at play here. One performing the stalking and the hallucinations, the other… well, the other one's eating people's faces."

Moira was already shaking her head. "It's just one," she said. "I'm almost certain of it."

"So am I," Salma jiggled. "You really haven't figured it out yet, Nick?"

"What?"

"Tssk tssk," the slime said. "All that banging's got you slow on the uptake lately. It's obviously a Nachzehrer. A whole pack of them, probably."

Nick frowned. "The cannibal zombies? Salma, this is America. There hasn't been a Nachzehrer sighting on this side of the Atlantic in… ever! Maybe if this were the Black Forest, but this is Appalachia."

"You know what they are?" Moira asked the slime. "I'm surprised. There aren't many who do."

The slime puffed itself up. "I know everything."

"Wait." Nick blinked. "You think it's these things, too? Moira, they're German."

"This town has a heavy German heritage," Moira said. "Swiss and German immigrants settled here back in the 1800s. They brought their language, their customs, their beliefs… and their monsters."

"Belief creates reality," Nick muttered. That was how it worked in the Fae Wilds, at least. "You think their folklore followed them all the way across the ocean?"

"Not immediately," Moira said. "But this area is… wrong. You probably sensed it on your drive up the mountain."

"She means the death magic," Salma prompted helpfully. "Tons of it. Probably driving the property values down like the Undertaker's tombstone Piledriver, too."

"Exactly." Moira thought for a moment. "There's an old sanitarium up in the mountains. It was once a twenty-minute drive from Libusen, although the roads are terrible now and unmaintained. The Hesperus Asylum." Her tone grew hushed. "Terrible things happened there before it was shut down by the state in the 1960s. Many people died. The flowers that grow in that soil are choked by grief. The death magic is concentrated there."

"Let me guess," Tiffany said. "The Nachzehrer are using it as their nest."

"That's my working theory." Moira wrapped both hands around her coffee cup, as if a chill had washed over her. "It's a dangerous place. This entire area, these woods, are dangerous. It's part of why I came here. Why I started this parlor in the first place. It gives me an excuse to mark locals with protective sigils, to weave my magic into their very skin. Wards against domestic abuse, against addiction, possession, against…"

She broke off with a small sound.

"But the magic I've been putting into my tattoos is making people more attractive to the Nachzehrer," she said, grimacing. "Four people are dead because I made their skin taste better."

"I don't get the skin thing," Tiffany whispered.

"Nachzehrer eat people from the outside in," Nick explained. "They'll eat just about anything. The myths say the first thing they eat is their own burial shroud after death, followed shortly after by their clothing. They sicken their targets from a distance, probably what's causing the victims to hallucinate and get all paranoid, then they consume them. Skin first. They're cannibals, on top of being revenants. Ghouls. Zombies, although I'm not a fan of the z-word. Too much Hollywood baggage."

"Ugh, wow. That's disgusting."

"You said they eat their clothes?" Salma asked.

The room went silent.

"So… we're not just going to be fighting cannibal ghouls, we're going to be fighting naked cannibal ghouls?"

Going any further with that would just be encouraging her.

Nick set his coffee down, met Moira's eyes. "If this really is a Nachzehrer attack, then none of this is on you. You know that, right?"

Moira didn't look convinced. "I'm a witch. I've been following Mater Lactea's teachings for years. I should have known better than to mark people without considering the consequences."

"You were trying to help."

"Four people are dead because I thought I was helping."

He shook his head. "Four people are dead because something evil decided to eat them. That's not the same thing in the slightest."

Tiffany leaned forward and put her hand on Moira's. "It's okay. Nick and I, we know what we're doing." She tilted her head in his direction. "I know he looks a little rough, but he's a smart guy. Pretty much the most dedicated hunter I've ever met. Definitely someone you want in your corner during a fight."

"Oh my God, you're adorable," Salma said. "Just rip each other's clothes off already!"

"Right now, we need to focus on stopping the things that did this." Nick's mind worked the way it always did when he started a hunt: wheels turning behind his eyes, making checklists of what to pack and who to kill. "Can you take us to the sanitarium?"

"Yes, but not today," Moira said. "It's nearly dark, and the Nachzehrer are nocturnal. Bringing you up there at night is tantamount to leading you into an ambush."

"Tomorrow, then," Tiffany said.

"Yes. Tomorrow." Moira rose, brushing off her jeans. "There is something else you should know before you head up the mountain. I don't believe the Nachzehrer are working alone."

Of course not. That would be too easy, wouldn't it?

"What do you mean?"

"There's been a great deal of supernatural activity in the area lately," Moira said, her color returning. "I spotted an Alp two nights ago. The little bastard was trying to suffocate a drunk patron next to the dumpster behind the local bar. And a week or so ago, the town librarian told me she spotted an Erlking riding through the woods."

"An Erlking," Nick repeated slowly. "As in, the child-killing elf that's also part of Germanic folklore?"

"They all are," Moira said. "Whatever's happening here, it's bigger than just the Nachzehrer. They're the most visible part of it, but something is transplanting the myths of the Old World to this quiet Appalachian town." Her lips formed a tight little line. "And if it keeps doing it, the Veil is going to tear right in two."

Nick stood up, paced to the bookshelf, pretended to read the spines while letting his mind work through the problem. Nachzehrer, Alps, Erlkings. All creatures from German folklore, all showing up in a town founded by Swiss and German immigrants.

That couldn't be a coincidence. It pointed to one thing.

"Someone's running a summoning operation," he said. "Or something."

Moira hesitated, then nodded. "That's just what I'm afraid of. I've been asking around, but outside of a few people I'm close to, the residents are reluctant to volunteer information. Everyone's scared out of their minds, and not particularly fond of outsiders at the moment."

"You've been here for five years," Tiffany said with a frown.

"The blink of an eye in these mountains. Trust me, I'm still very much an outsider."

"What about your coven? Could we tap them as backup?"

An invisible shutter slammed down over Moira's face. "No."

Tiffany didn't see it. "Why not?"

"Because I left." Her tone brooked no discussion. "No help from that quarter."

"Suits me fine," Nick said, favoring her with his most winning grin. "I'd rather not split the reward with a bunch of witches who'll probably just slow us down. Moira's all we need."

The redhead looked surprised, almost touched. "I'll be happy to help you put this matter to bed. These people deserve a safe place to live."

Nick raised a finger. "There is something suspicious about you, though."

Moira froze. "Excuse me?"

"I'm not saying my talking boob is right. You're not involved in any of this. Not unless you're possessed and don't know it, or you're the world's greatest actress. But there's something about you that's been confusing me since I walked through the door."

She gave him a wary look. "Very well. Let's clear up the confusion."

"You," Nick said with a smile, "don't have any tattoos."

Moira blinked. "What?"

"You run a tattoo parlor. You mark people with protection magic. But you don't have any tattoos of your own." He gestured at her arms, her neck. "Can you really trust a tattoo artist who doesn't have at least a little ink?"

For a moment, Moira just stared at him. Then, slowly, a smile spread across her face. It was the kind of smile that made Nick's pulse take off like a rocket, in a way that had nothing to do with hunting down monsters.

"Oh, I have ink," she said softly. "Just not where most people can see it."

The tension in the room ratcheted up another notch.

Tiffany glanced between them, her brows shooting skyward. "Is that so?"

If Tiff's tact was thin, Salma's was translucent. "Let me see! Let me see!"

Moira laughed. "Maybe some other time," she said, giving the pair a significant glance. "When I have less weighing on my mind."

Nick tried very hard not to think about where Moira's tattoo might be hidden.

And failed miserably.

"You're going to need somewhere to stay while you're in Libusen," she said, polishing off the last of her coffee. "I don't recommend the local motel. It's crawling with bedbugs, and the proprietor sells meth on the side."

"Bold of you to assume we don't like meth," Salma jiggled.

"I… have a place," she said, coming to a decision. "A little off the beaten path. A cottage, Swiss-style, a little beyond the town limits. It's not fancy, but I have space, and neither of the upstairs bedrooms are currently occupied by anything other than old books and tattoo equipment. You're welcome to stay there with me if you like."

Nick was stunned. "That's generous of you."

"It's practical of me," Moira countered. "If we're going to be working together, I might as well keep you close. And I'll sleep easier tonight knowing you don't have to worry about monsters out of German folklore dragging you into the woods. My protective wards are strong."

Tiffany looked at Nick, waiting. Your call, her expression said.

"I don't know," Salma said. "Going to the witch's house in the middle of the German forest feels a little too on the nose, doesn't it? Is the house made of sweets? Are you going to fatten them up and bake them into a pie?"

"I'm a good witch," Moira said, smiling at the slime. "They are Nick and Tiffany, not Hansel and Gretel. But I will fatten them up. Do you two like wiener schnitzel?"

"I like anything I don't have to cook myself," Nick said.

"Heh," the slime chuckled. "Wiener."

"We've been living on Waffle House hash browns and gas station food for the last two weeks," Tiffany said, her eyes going big at the thought. "Literally anything home-made would be ambrosia right now, Moira."

Nick blinked. Did Moira stiffen just a bit when Tiffany said the word 'ambrosia'?

Whatever it was, it only lasted a moment. "Perfect," Moira said. "I'll make dinner. Assuming you'll both agree to stay the night?"

Nick considered it. His instincts, the same instincts that told him to never split the party and to always have two exits memorized for every room, told him sleeping under the roof of someone he'd only just met could be bad news, regardless of whether Anastasia had put them in touch. But an even deeper, more primal instinct told him he could trust this woman.

Moira Orchard was exactly what she appeared to be: a witch with a guilty conscience, trying to do the right thing.

"We'd appreciate that," Nick said at last. "Thanks."

Moira's smile widened. "Wonderful. Give me your number. I'll text you the address. Come by around six. We'll eat, plan, and in the morning, we'll go and kill those bastards."

"Sounds great to me."

Once Moira's info was in Tiffany's phone and vice versa, the redhead walked them back through the beaded curtains and into the main room. Empty cans of tuna waited on the floor. The cats had long since finished their meals and were grooming themselves with the single-minded determination only cats were capable of.

At the door, Moira put a hand on Nick's shoulder. "Thank you for your help," she said, her grip lingering just a touch longer than propriety demanded. "I mean that."

"You're welcome," Nick said. "And I'm serious about seeing that tattoo. At least show Tiffany so she can tell me what it looks like."

A wry smile spread across Moira's face. "I'll see you at six," she said, her voice promising a hell of a lot more than that.

They stepped out onto Main Street. The sun hung low in the sky, casting deep shadows across the pavement. The streets weren't quite as empty as before. Hell, they almost looked normal. But there was still a haunted quality to the place that Nick couldn't shake.

Neither of them spoke until they got back into the Hellcat.

"So…" Tiffany said. "Where do you think it is?"

Both of them laughed, the tension dissolving.

"I have no idea," Nick said, starting the engine. "It's probably something really embarrassing. Like a tramp stamp."

"You think tramp stamps are embarrassing?" Tiffany asked, mock-outraged. "Well, that changes my plans for your birthday."

"What?"

"I was going to ask Moira to give me a tattoo," the blonde purred, leaning over Salma on the armrest to put her head on Nick's shoulder. "'Property of Nick' on my lower back. So, no jerkwads think of grabbing my ass when we're out on a mission."

"You cannot be serious."

Tiffany grinned. "I'm kidding about the 'property' thing. But the ink? Why not? You only get one canvas, you might as well scribble all over it. Plus, it would be super hot for you to pick something out and know I'll always have something on my body that you chose for me."

Salma sniffed hugely. "That is the most romantic thing I've ever heard!"

"I think she'd do it, too," Tiffany continued. "That Moira is certainly something."

"Yeah, she is."

Tiffany pursed her lips. "You like her."

"She's got a good head on her shoulders. She's going to be a real asset on this mission."

She elbowed him in the ribs. "That's not what I'm talking about and you know it."

Nick sighed. "Can we not do this right now?"

"Do what?"

"The thing where you make me admit out loud that I'd like to turn this into a threesome situation."

Tiffany's grin turned as wide as Christmas morning. "So, you would?"

From the armrest, Salma let out a delighted squeal. "Hell yes! Oh, I knew it! I knew the two of you were harem material!"

Nick put the Hellcat in drive and pulled away from the curb. "I hate both of you."

"No, you don't," they said as one.

"No," he admitted. "I don't."

Tiffany yawned, then glanced down at the slime. "So… we've got like two hours before we're supposed to be at Moira's. And according to the GPS, it's like a fifteen-minute drive."

Nick had an idea where this was going. "Yeah?"

Tiffany nibbled her bottom lip. "So, you want to find an alley or something? I'll suck your dick and then you can fuck me in the backseat?"

Nick slid a hand between Tiffany's thighs. "Sounds like a plan."

The blonde groaned at his touch. "Good. Fuck, I need some Nick time. I got all keyed up in there flirting with that hot MILF. I'm so fucking horny I could scream!"

"Can I watch?" Salma asked. "You promised I could watch."

"I specifically told you no," Nick said.

"But your heart was saying yes!" the slime protested.

Nick sighed. "Only if you stay on the dashboard. And keep quiet."

"Make sure the coast is clear," Tiffany added.

"Understood!" The slime's sensory nodule did a little swirl, like a satellite scanning for a signal. "And, uh, is there any chance you could keep the engine running? The way those tremors rock the frame of the Hellcat really adds to the whole frisson of the experience…"

"Don't push it," Nick warned.

At least finding a quiet place to bone would be easy in this town.


Chapter Four: Dinner in the Witch House


Two hours and several rounds of front and backseat stress relief later, Nick and Tiffany made their way down the gravel road leading to Moira's cottage.

The house sat at the edge of the woods, surrounded by trees and an old but well-maintained garden fence. The whole place looked weathered but well-loved, with a big front porch and a set of flower boxes that were blooming despite the chill. Nick suspected magic was involved in that last part.

Smoke poured from the chimney as they approached. They could almost smell dinner.

"Oh my God," Tiffany said as Nick cut the engine. "This. Is. Adorable."

"I'm surprised it doesn't have chicken feet," Nick said.

"I am serious," the blonde said, arching her back as she leaned forward in her seat. "When I get rich from killing monsters, I'm gonna buy a house just like that one."

"We're getting rich from this?" Salma demanded. "Are you two hiding money from me?"

"I'll let you see my bank account whenever you want," Nick said. "I promise it's more withdrawals than deposits."

"Yeah, all the deposits you're making are in Tiffany."

"You're too much," the blonde said, smiling. "Look how cozy this place is!"

"It's very her," Salma observed from her perch on Nick's shoulder. "Very maternal. Place your bets now: what's the over-under on how many cats she's got? I'm going with five."

Nick blinked. "She's got cats back at the tattoo shop."

"Yeah, but something tells me she's the kinda girl who collects strays."

Tiffany glanced over at Nick. "Ouch."

The front door opened as they climbed out of the Hellcat. Moira stood in the doorway, a smile on her face and an apron tied over her Pixies t-shirt. Flour stains covered the fabric, and the hair that had been so perfectly coiffed back at the tattoo shop now surrounded her head like a messy red halo.

And yet, when she smiled…

She looks like she's ready to welcome me home, Nick thought.

Despite loving his current life, and the value it brought to the world, the thought of settling down was sometimes appealing.

Never more so than when looking at a woman like her.

Tiffany looked just as charmed. Her fingers laced through Nick's, giving his hand a squeeze that communicated more than most conversations he'd had.

Moira smiled down at them from the porch. "Glad you found the place. You're early." She turned. "You can help me set the table."

They followed her inside.

As Nick looked around the foyer, he couldn't help but wonder: what was it Salma called the Dark Canuck's decor? The 'Stevie Nicks' stuff?

Moira's place had Stevie Nicks in spades.

Cozy and lived-in, with bookshelves dominating nearly every scrap of available wall space. Grimoires, herbology, dirty romance novels. The woman had a wide body of study, clearly. A huge, insanely comfortable-looking papasan chair stood in one corner, surrounded by candles.

"I could curl up in that and read for hours," Tiffany murmured, her eyes going wide. "I'd only get up for sex and to go to the bathroom."

"Have sex in the bathroom," Salma suggested. "Two birds, one stone. Oh! Is that Married to a Minotaur, Now Part of a Literal Cowboy Ranch 5? I didn't know it was out yet!"

As Nick walked through the room, a cat emerged from beneath a nearby couch. It meowed up at him, as friendly as the ones he'd met back at the tattoo shop.

"That's Gord!" Moira called over her shoulder. "And that's Paul, Johnny, Gord, and Robbie. They're friendly, for the most part."

"You said 'Gord' twice," Nick said.

"That's right," Moira replied. "I have two Gords."

Salma jiggled from inside of Nick's coat. "Ha! I knew it! You owe me ten bucks."

"Witches and cats," Tiffany said, leaning down to pet the other Gord. "I guess they go together like peanut butter and jelly, don't they?"

"They do," Moira agreed. "They're not familiars, though. Just lazybones. Make yourselves at home. I'll be ready for you to set the table in a bit. There's beer in the fridge if you'd like one."

Tiffany had already turned to the bookshelves and was devouring the titles with her eyes. Nick left her to it, wondering how many volumes she was going to ask to "borrow" from Moira's library, and decided he'd better be useful if his girlfriend was going to start asking for favors.

He found Moira in the kitchen, checking on something in the oven. Definitely not Gretel.

"Anything I can help you with?" he asked.

Moira turned. "If you really want to be useful, you can set the table now," she suggested. "The cabinet over there," she gestured with her chin, "has the plates, and the drawer by the fridge has the silverware. Be careful, it gets stuck sometimes. Terribly annoying."

Nick set the table, listening to Moira's humming and an occasional amazed question from Tiffany ("holy shit, is that a first edition copy of Salem's Lot?") from the other room. In no time at all, he started to feel right at home. He liked the feeling.

Not enough to ever give up the road, mind you.

But it was nice to reach a checkpoint every now and then.

An incredible smell filled the kitchen as Moira opened the oven. "You said something about wiener schnitzel?" he asked, glad Salma was in the main room with Tiffany. The slime would have made another dick joke.

"That's right," Moira said. "Plus, roasted potatoes, asparagus, and red cabbage. Nothing terribly fancy, but I have a great deal of experience with it."

"It smells amazing," Nick said, meaning it. "Did someone teach you how to do that, or are women like you just born with this level of talent?"

Moira looked pleased by the compliment. "My grandmother. Taught me a great deal about magic, too," she said. "But that's a story for another time. Is the table set?"

It was.

A few minutes later they were gathered around the table, Salma in a little highchair made from old textbooks. Nick served the food, took a bite of the schnitzel, and instantly decided the drive through the mountains really hadn't been all that bad after all.

"Moira," he groaned. "This is delicious!"

"This is better than that time I ate at Disney," Tiffany said. At a look from Nick, she added: "It was during a hunt with my mentor."

"I'm glad you both like it." Moira uncorked a bottle of wine, a deep red with a worn label, almost certainly brewed up by some local hillbillies, and poured herself a glass, gesturing to see if her guests wanted some. They did. "Eat as much as you want. Any leftovers go to the cats."

"Poor things are gonna go hungry, then," Salma said, undulating back and forth in the high chair. "Tiffany's got an appetite like an entire football team."

"Being the Chosen One requires a lot of calories," the blonde protested.

"I wasn't talking about your appetite for food."

"Yes, you were," Tiffany said, sipping her wine. "You just wanted to make another sex joke."

The slime jerked as if struck. "Gods, she's becoming self-aware!"

"This is the best meal we've had in weeks," Nick said. "Let's not ruin it."

They ate in silence for a while after that, save for an occasional moan of bliss from Tiffany or Nick. It really had been a long while since they'd eaten so well. Even Salma was quiet, which felt like a minor miracle all on its own.

"This is so nice," the familiar said as the feasting began to slow. "Very cute. Very domestic. Got a whole Practical Magic vibe going on." The sensory nodule shifted towards Moira. "Can you adopt my humans?"

"We're not stray cats!" Nick said.

"Yeah, stray cats can be house-trained," the slime said to Moira. "But I promise I'll try to domesticate them."

"They're quite well-mannered," Moira said. "You should be proud of yourself, Salma."

Nick searched around for something to get the slime to stop comparing him to a cat. "You mentioned your grandmother taught you magic?" he asked.

"She did," Moira said, her smile going warm at the memory. Then her expression changed. "And then the coven."

They were all quiet for a moment.

Moira sighed. "We might as well rip the Band-Aid off," she said. "How much would you like to know?"

"Everything?" Tiffany grinned. "I'm a nerd. Sue me."

"Fair enough." Moira leaned back in her chair, the stem of the wineglass in her hand, her lips pursed in thought. "I am, or I was, a member of a very old, very powerful sisterhood. Our traditions go back to pre-Christian Europe, but they've adapted over the centuries. The Order of the Quaternary Bosom always does."

Nick frowned. Something about that rang bells in his head. But very faint ones.

"Does bosom mean tit?" Salma asked.

The corner of Moira's mouth curled in a smirk. "We worship Mater Lactea, the Mother of Milk. A goddess of life, health and nourishment."

"And lactation," Salma added. "That's kinda the main thing she's the goddess of, actually."

Moira gave the slime a look that said further interruptions would not be appreciated. "Among other things," she said, taking another sip of wine. "Everyone focuses on that part, but really, Mater Lactea is about so much more. Protection. Motherhood. Life itself. Her followers provide for those who cannot provide for themselves, by giving healing and sanctuary."

Nick shifted uneasily in his chair. The more Moira talked about this order, the more he was beginning to remember. Something similar existed out in the Fae Wilds, though he hadn't been aware there were those in the human world who'd taken up similar forms of worship. Everything Moira was saying: the help, the protection, all that was true.

But Mater Lactea was better known for something else she gave her followers.

Milk. Magical milk that healed fatigue, amplified the senses, and tasted like the nectar of the Gods themselves.

Milk which was delivered directly from her priestesses.

Don't look at her tits, Nick told himself. Don't look. She's going to be expecting it…

He looked at her tits.

How the fuck could he not!?

"It sounds noble," Tiffany said. If she'd had a similar realization, she was doing a lot better about not leering at their host like a cartoon wolf.

"It is, when it's done right," Moira said with a hint of bitterness. "The sisterhood runs shelters, orphanages, even some of the local food banks. They do a great deal of good."

"They must do something not so good, though," Nick surmised. "Because you left."

Moira's jaw tightened. "Yes. I did."

The atmosphere in the room thickened. "You don't have to talk about this if you don't want to," Tiffany said.

For a long moment, Moira didn't answer. Then she sighed. "It's alright. The Quaternary Order have wonderful goals, but sometimes they believe the ends justify the means. The High Priestess of my chapter wanted to cross a line I wasn't willing to cross." Her voice went flat. "I disagreed. Violently. And so, I left."

Nick and Tiffany shared an uneasy look.

"She had a Voluntary, didn't she?" Nick asked.

Moira gave a start. "You have heard of us," she said softly.

"What's a voluntary?" Tiffany asked.

"Human sacrifice," Nick said. He swallowed hard. Blood magic wasn't exactly in the same ballpark as what Moira was talking about, but there were those in the magical world who'd have lumped them together all the same. "One person's life, given over for the many. Sacrificed in the service of one extremely powerful spell or enchantment."

"Oh, wow," Tiffany said. "Yeah, fuck that."

"But the sacrifice is willing," Nick clarified. "They die for whatever it is the coven wants, or needs. For the greater good."

Moira snorted. "I didn't believe the good was great enough," she said. "And I had my doubts whether the sacrifice was truly willing. But willing or not, it's still murder. I wanted no part of it."

"Good!" Salma said, giving a jiggle. "Murder's one of my hard boundaries. Well, that and condoms. Wearing one of those feels like tap dancing in cowboy boots."

Moira laughed at that, which told Nick their senses of humor might be sick enough to be compatible. "I like you, Salma."

"I'm very likeable. Any chance you could scatter some Legos on this seat? I'm not getting any friction from the cover of this book…"

"Anyway, I left." Moira's gaze went misty, unspooling backwards through time. "I traveled for a long while, searching for another coven or a group to which I could pledge my aid. And then I found Libusen. Smelled the magic on this place." She smiled. "I still worship Mater Lactea, but now I do it in my own way. Providing for others honors the Mother of Milk. Protecting them." Her gaze traveled to the table. "Even cooking for them."

"That's… that's really beautiful," Tiffany said. She looked halfway ready to sign up for Mater Lactea's street team already.

"It can be." Moira poured herself more wine. "I miss it sometimes. Not so much the rituals, or the debauchery they can be sometimes, but the sense of community. Of belonging. Even after five years in Libusen, I'm still an outsider. It's nice to have people to share a meal with."

Nick was touched.

"Tell us more about this debauchery," Salma said.

Moira's eyes narrowed. "I suspect you already know all about our rituals."

"I do," the slime admitted freely. "But I wanna hear you narrate it. C'mon, talk milky to me!"

Moira let out a sound halfway between a scoff and a laugh. "Some other time, perhaps."

"Oh, I get it," the slime burbled. "You're gearing up for a face-to-face demonstration."

"Salma!" Tiffany laughed, shaking her head. "We are this woman's guests!"

"It's alright," Moira said, chuckling pretty hard herself. "I don't blame anyone for being curious. The… prurient aspects of Mater Lactea's worship are the ones everyone is always interested in."

"People like sex," Tiffany said simply.

"Yes," Moira said, giving the pair a long look. "They do."

In the silence that followed, Salma made a noise almost like clearing a throat. "So. You got a mountain man in your life, Moira? A hillbilly hookup? An Ozark Mountain daredevil? Some lucky guy getting Rocky Top?"

"Those are, like, three different mountain ranges," Tiffany frowned.

Moira was laughing. Her ability to roll with Salma's sense of humor, to laugh at things that had offended no end of people both on the road and in the Fae Wilds, felt more and more appealing by the minute. More than that, it felt… warm. Cozy. Like a favorite jacket.

Shit, Nick thought. I'm really starting to like her.

"No, I'm single," Moira said. "And 'available', I suppose. Why, do you know any handsome young men who wouldn't mind a slightly older woman?"

"Just one," Salma said. "And he's kinda taken."

"Oh."

"But he and his girl are working on that."

"I see," Moira said, taking another sip of her wine. "How interesting. Who's for dessert?"


Chapter Five: Dairy Princess


The rest of dinner went perfectly. Moira pulled out a final surprise, apfelstrudel fresh out of the oven, and it disappeared so quickly Nick found himself wondering if he'd imagined it. Afterwards, Moira insisted on doing the dishes.

"You're guests," she said with a smile when both protested. "Guests don't do dishes."

Nick and Tiffany retreated to the living room, where Tiffany browsed the books while Salma rolled back and forth across a few of the knots on the fringe of Moira's living room rug. Her cats watched, unsure whether to run fleeing or attack the slime.

"This is so frustrating," Salma groaned. "I haven't been able to get a decent release since the Hellcat."

"I can't believe you're going to be like this for a whole month," Nick muttered, throwing himself onto the couch with a sigh.

"You could help."

Tiffany glanced over from the bookshelf. "Help how?"

"Uh, the same way he helps you?" The slime jiggled. "I can double up, you know."

Nick stared silently into space for a moment.

"No. Hell no."

"But what if I became a really hot pair of boobs? Like Christina Hendricks—"

"Salma. I've put my dick in some exceptionally questionable fae in the past. But I am not giving a tittyfuck to a pair of sentient, talking breasts. Besides, you're my familiar. That's super not okay."

"Oh, yeah, I forgot about the time you were with the two-headed lizard girls," the slime said with a sigh. "They were so sweet on you."

"Salma," he warned.

"Okay, fine. You're right. It would ruin everything."

"Good. I'm a little surprised you understood that so quickly—"

"Hey, Tiffany? Could you…?"

"No," the blonde said with a laugh. "This place is awesome. I could get used to this."

"Don't get too comfortable," Nick warned. "We're only going to be here for a few days."

"A few days should be just about long enough to start the harem," Salma suggested.

Tiffany snickered. "I'm not sure who's more excited about the idea, you or Nick."

"Can't help but notice you didn't list yourself. You're not champing at the bit to have that hottie protecting and nurturing you in the bedroom—"

The slime fell silent a second before Moira entered the room. From the look on her face, though, she'd heard every word. She took a seat with a wry smile, setting a cup of tea on the table next to her. "Dishwasher's running," she said to nobody in particular. "Should we discuss our plan of attack for tomorrow?"

Nick nodded. "We drive up first thing in the morning. Scout it out, get a feel for how many Nachzehrer we might be dealing with. Entry points, hidden exits, patrol patterns if there's any of them moving around in daylight."

"There won't be," Moira said. "They're nocturnal. Hunt at night. They're not vampires. They can move in the sunlight, but it makes them… sluggish."

"Catch them in the daylight, annihilate them," Tiffany said. "Got it."

"You'll want to wear comfortable shoes," Moira said. "The roads around the asylum are in terrible shape, so we'll have to hike the final section."

"We?" Nick asked.

Moira blinked. "I'm coming with you, of course."

Nick and Tiffany shared a look. "That's not necessary," he tried to say. "We needed information, and now we've got it. It's going to be dangerous up there—"

"Which is exactly why I'm going," Moira said. "You don't know the area like I do. And if there is something in the ruins of the sanitarium aiding the Nachzehrer, you'll want someone capable of performing healing magic."

"I can do healing magic," Nick said.

She met his gaze for a moment. "Blood magic," she said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. "Yes, I know about that. Anastasia told me. Don't look so shocked."

It must have shown on his face.

"She also told me the spells you know aren't precisely scalpels," Moira continued. "If you use them during a fight, you'll be useless afterwards." Her hand strayed to her stomach, right where the hem of her t-shirt met her jeans, and a strange look flickered across her face. "My magic doesn't cost every drop of mana I have, or blood for that matter. If things get hairy, I can use it to keep you and Tiffany upright while you save your strength for destroying those creatures."

Nick wanted to argue. But she had a point. A damned good one, too.

"Alright," he said. "But if things get rough, you stay behind us."

Moira nodded. "I should show you the guest rooms," she said, rising from her seat. "They're not much, as I said, but they should be comfier than any of the motels in the area."

She was more than right. The bedrooms were quaint and cozy, their doors facing each other on either side of the upstairs hall. A glance inside showed the beds had been recently made, the covers upturned, while most of the books and tattoo equipment were cleaned up and stored.

"The bathroom's at the end of the hall," Moira said, jerking a thumb. "If you get hungry in the middle of the night, you can help yourselves to anything down in the kitchen." She glanced at Nick, then Tiffany, a wry smile spreading across her face. "You don't need two rooms, do you?"

Both of them shook their heads. "I was going to sneak into Nick's as soon as you left," Tiffany admitted.

"I thought so. Actually…"

Nick stiffened. Beside him, Tiffany did the same.

Moira's hand went to the hem of her shirt. "There is one last thing I need to tell you about the Sisterhood," she said, a hint of nervousness in her tone. "Something you asked me about earlier."

There was only one thing it could be. "The tattoo?" Nick asked.

Moira nodded. Slowly, she reached for the hem of her t-shirt and tugged it up, just enough to reveal the bottom of her stomach and the top of the valley between her thighs.

Oh, Nick thought. Oh wow.

It was incredible.

The tattoo was roughly V-shaped, rising from beneath the fabric of her jeans in two long, twirling vines of color. They wound around each other in an intricate spiral, looking like nothing so much as one of those staffs with the two snakes around it doctors used as the logo of their profession. A caduceus.

Smaller lines radiated from it, so fine and detailed they reminded Nick of lace. And not just because he could see the top of Moira's panties, which were both lacy and black. No, this wasn't your garden-variety tattoo. It was art. It was magic.

It was…

"A womb tattoo?" Nick blurted. "You've got a womb tattoo!?"

"It's just like the Hucow and the Celestials!" Salma blurted out, to which he waved her to silence.

"The sisters call it the Mark," Moira said, her tone turning dreamy. "It channels Mater Lactea's power. It's what allows me to protect and heal others. Every time I place ink beneath someone's skin to create a protective sigil, I draw upon this magic." She paused. "Certain other activities draw upon the magic, as well."

Nick didn't need to ask what those were. Or where Moira's tattoo ended. He knew.

He'd seen womb tattoos before. They were increasingly popular in the Fae Wilds, thanks to the exploits of a certain trailer park and the recovery of a lost order of hucow priestesses. But on a human? That was… rare, to say the least.

It could have been his imagination, but he thought he could see a faint pink glow emanating from the tattoo the longer he looked.

Okay, definitely not his imagination.

"That. Is. So. Cool!" Tiffany leaned in closer, her eyes going as wide as saucers as she devoured the tat with her eyes. "Oh my gosh, you look so badass. How much did that hurt?"

"Less than you'd think." Moira lowered her shirt, covering up the top half of the tattoo. The room seemed a little less bright and warm with it gone. "Even within the Sisterhood, only a few are worthy of receiving the honor of the Mark. The High Priestess performed the ritual herself, shortly after my eighteenth birthday."

"Wait a second," Tiffany realized. "You say they chose you to carry this power?"

Moira frowned. "Is something wrong? Don't tell me you think I'm selfish for depriving the sisters of the Mark. They made enough noise about that when I decided to leave—"

"Not at all." Tiffany was grinning so hard she couldn't stand it. "But you're the special girl the Order of the Quaternary Bosom chose to wear that tattoo. The Chosen One."

"Told you," Nick murmured. "They're more common than you think."

The air in the hallway felt charged. Moira stared at Nick for so long that he felt certain what the next words out of her mouth were going to be. Forget the guest bed. Mine is plenty big enough…

That tattoo. That magic.

That milk.

"I…" Moira broke off, glancing away. "I should get to bed. We have a long day tomorrow."

Tiffany looked disappointed. "Of course."

"Get some rest, you two. Try not to be up too long, alright? And don't startle the cats."

"Goodnight, Moira," Nick said.

"Goodnight."

She retreated down the hall. A few moments later they heard her footsteps on the stairs. Nick and Tiffany stood there for a long moment, not saying anything. Even Salma was uncharacteristically silent.

"Did you feel like she was about to take those jeans off, or was that just me?" Tiffany finally asked.

Nick shook his head. "No. But I could tell she wanted to."

Tiffany grinned. "You like her."

"We've established that."

"Well, I like her, too," Tiffany said, taking Nick's hand. "If we were auditioning harem girls, she'd definitely be at the top of my list."

Nick paused. "Are we auditioning harem girls?"

Tiffany bit down on her bottom lip, pulling Nick towards the bedroom. "I mean, yes? She's definitely a keeper. And you've seen it, right? The way she talks about this place? These people?"

Nick nodded. "She's lonely."

"We could fix that."

"Maybe." Nick kissed the top of Tiffany's head. "Let's kill those monsters first. Then we'll have a talk with Moira about whether or not she wants to take things further."

"Works for me." Tiffany glanced up at him. "And you'd better do a hell of a lot more than kiss my forehead when you tuck me in tonight, mister."

Nick grinned. "Can do."

As they walked into the bedroom, something occurred to Tiffany. "Hey. That whole goddess of lactation thing…"

"I know what you're thinking," Nick said, his hand sliding to Tiffany's ass. "And yes."

Her jaw dropped. Her hands opened in front of her breasts, mimicking a budding flower.

"So, her tits would—?"

"Yes."

"And the milk—!?"

"Ayup."

Tiffany paused, blushing. "Do you think she'd let us…?"

Nick nodded. "She would expect us to. It's considered a gift where she comes from. Why, are you having second thoughts?"

It took Tiffany a second to find the words. "You mean am I okay with drinking magic milk straight from the tits of the woman my boyfriend and I are hooking up with?" She grinned. "Hell yes. Hell fucking yes, Nick."

"Awesome." His gaze dropped to her shirt. "Maybe I should get a little practice first."

Tiffany's eyes gleamed. "Toss me on this bed and fuck my brains out, stud. I'll give you all the practice you could possibly want."


Chapter Six: Practice Makes Perfect


Nick didn't hesitate. The one hand on Tiffany's ass became two as he lifted her into his arms, carrying her into the bedroom and kicking the door softly closed behind them. He threw Tiffany onto the mattress hard enough to make the hinges squeak and then tossed the slime onto the nightstand with a whispered command ("don't say a fucking word,").

Crrreak.

She bounced with a delighted gasp, turning around on all fours to grin at him, wiggling her ass in those tight jeans. A lock of blonde hair was stuck to her cheek, and her face was already flushed with arousal.

"Put it in my mouth first," Tiffany said, licking her lips with a wet little smack. Her free hand worked at the button of her jeans, tugging them down to reveal a pair of pink cotton panties with little hearts on them. "Moira told me if I got hungry, I could have anything I wanted in this house. I want your dick."

Nick didn't need to be told twice. He dropped his pants and his boxers in one motion, stepping out of both and kicking them into a corner of the room. His cock stood straight out, as hard as an iron girder, a bead of precum already oozing from the tip.

"Fuck," the blonde groaned. Still on all fours, she leaned in and ran her tongue along the underside of his shaft with a long, slow liiiiick. "Mmmmm. I love this dick so fucking much." She paused, glancing up at him with a naughty gleam in her eye. "Do you think Moira will like it, too?"

Before Nick could reply, Tiffany opened her mouth and swallowed him.

Glllrrrk.

No teasing, no foreplay. Just her lips going all the way down to the base of his shaft, the crown of his cock hitting the back of her throat as he bottomed out inside of her.

No matter how many times she did that or where he was when it happened, in the shower, the driver's seat, the alley behind a Medieval Times, it never felt like anything less than heaven on earth.

Nick guided her rhythm as she bobbed up and down on him, his fingers tangling in her long blonde locks. "Good girl," he growled, rocking his hips to match. "Ah, no hands. Use your mouth, that's right."

Tiffany did. She gazed up at him, her eyes filled with love and devotion as she gagged gently around his thick rod. Keeping eye contact was a personal challenge of Tiff's. Even when he fucked her face and her eyes watered with tears, she loved to watch him watch her.

And maybe watch something else, too.

Slurrrrp. Shhhhlurrrrrp. Gluk-gluk-gluk.

Tiffany pulled back, her lips leaving Nick's cock with a wet little pop. "Mmmwah! Moira's so jealous of me tonight," she gasped, running her lips down the side of Nick's shaft with a slurping sound. "She's probably down there frigging herself senseless, thinking about what you're going to do to me with that big fucking cock!"

With a grunt, Nick thrust himself between Tiffany's lips.

"Mmmmmphhh!"

She moaned around his length, the vibration sending sparks shooting up his spine, and this time when his hips started to rock forward there was no stopping him. Tiffany took it with all the enthusiasm of the cheerleader she'd portrayed on their very first mission, eyes watering as she pushed herself to get him allll the way down her throat. Her eyeliner ran down her cheeks in messy smears. She knew how much he liked it.

Hmmmhmmm. Mmmmmmmmm. Slurrrrp! Gllrrk-gllrrk-gllrrk!

Her moans of delight filled the room, perhaps a shade louder than normal.

Nick's hips jerked as his cock swelled bigger and thicker inside of Tiffany's mouth. "Here it comes," he rasped, grabbing her hair with both hands and using it like handles to thrust himself deep into her throat. "Fuck, babe, take it all. Drink every fucking drop…!"

Tiffany hummed with glee as he hit the peak.

One more hard thrust and Nick was there: fireworks exploded behind his eyes as his toes curled, every muscle going taut as his cock jerked one more time before exploding in her mouth. Thick, hot ropes of cream sprayed against the back of Tiffany's throat, each one sending a pulse of pleasure that felt like an orgasm all on its own.

"Mhmmh! Unnnnnyesssss! Glllp, glllp, glllp!"

Articulating around his cock was never completely clear, but he got the message as she took it all like the greedy girl she was. Tiffany's lips formed a tight seal around Nick's cock as his balls drained, not wasting a single drop. He felt her swallow once, twice, the muscles of her throat clenching around his dick as she savored the taste of his seed. Once he was dry, she leaned back and looked up at him with a filthy, satisfied grin.

Tiffany licked her lips with a satisfied smack. "So good," she whimpered, her eyes glazed with pleasure. Her panties clung to her mound, soaked through from her arousal. "I love the taste of your cum, Nick. Almost as much as you love feeding it to me."

"Your mouth is amazing," he replied, a little winded.

"Your dick is amazing," she countered, her gaze straying to it. "You're still so fucking hard. You never miss a beat, do you?"

He looked her over, devouring her with his eyes. "How could I, when I get to tap that every night?"

She grinned. "Come here," she said, tugging off her panties with a soft whisper of fabric. "Fuck me like you mean it."

Nick climbed into bed and flipped Tiffany over, savoring her groan of bliss at how easily he could throw her around like a rag doll. He pinned her wrists above her head with one hand, the other giving a sharp slap to her perfect, heart-shaped ass.

SMACK!

"Oh fuck!" Tiffany arched her back, her eyes shut tight. "Don't tease me, Nick! Fuck me into the mattress!"

A cruel smirk spread across his face. "I don't know. You keep talking about other women. I might have to punish you."

"Only because I know how fucking hard it makes you," she said, wiggling her rear. "Didn't I earn that dick, baby? If you bruise my ass and Moira sees it, she's going to ask all kinds of questions—"

"Unnnhhnnnnn, fuckfuckfuck!"

Tiffany's words cut off with a groan as Nick pressed the crown of his still-hard cock into her folds. The blonde let out a whine, trying to impale herself on his length, but with her wrists pinned above her head she was helpless before Nick's strength. The constant, slow, teasing was agony, and within the span of a few moments Tiffany had pretty much completely lost the power of speech.

God, he loved it when his dick made her brain switch off.

"You want me to fuck her," Nick growled, pushing an inch of himself inside her.

"Nggggh," she groaned. "Uh haaaaah…"

He put his other hand around her throat, clasping it gently from beneath. "That tattoo of hers is special," he said, leaning down and biting her shoulder. "Picture it lighting up, Tiffany. The magic making her tits big and heavy, so swollen that they start leaking with that magical milk." He leaned in close, his lips against her ear. "You, watching me drink it straight from her tits while I fuck you just like this."

"Please," Tiffany gasped, her nails clawing at the pillow. "Please fuck me, Nick…!"

He thrust in hard, burying himself to the hilt inside of her.

SCHLAP!

The hand around Tiffany's throat clapped over her mouth just in time. She screamed with pleasure against his palm, so loud it would've woken half of Libusen. Her pussy clenched around him like a vice as he hit that special, spongy spot deep inside of her, ringing it like a fucking bell.

And that was just the first stroke.

Nick set a hard, brutal pace. His hips slammed against Tiffany's ass, like he wanted to fuck her right through Moira's bed.

She took each thrust like a queen, impaling herself back onto him as best as she could, her eyes spinning madly with lust. Every thrust scooted them forward a bit until Tiffany had her hands pressed against the headboard to keep it pinned to the wall and stifle most of the squeaking.

With a grunt, Nick flipped her over. Her ankles went straight to his shoulders as he drove himself inside of her, angling this way and that to feel every heavenly, velvet contour of her tight, slick interior. Honey dripped from her with every thrust, filling the room with the feral tang of her horny pussy.

"I want to drink it with you," Tiffany gasped, her eyes rolling back in her head as Nick rearranged her guts. "I want to watch you suck the milk out of Moira's titties while you fuck her. While we fuck her. Milk dripping down our chins while you pound us both senseless…"

Fuck. Nick could almost taste it. He fucked her harder, deeper.

Schlap! Schlap! Schlap! Schlap!

"She's so fucking hawt," Tiffany gasped. "I bet she'll want us to call her Mommy while we're sucking on her titties! I bet she'll want to spray that milk all over you and watch while I lick every single drop off of your body…!"

Nick slid a hand between Tiffany's thighs. His thumb circled her clit, rubbing it fast and rough. "Cum," he commanded. "Now."

It sent her over the edge.

"AHHHHNNNN! NICK! NICKNICKNICKNICK—!"

Tiffany shattered beneath him, her pussy clenching like a fist around his cock as she shuddered and sobbed and whimpered his name. Her whole body shook like a leaf, her walls milking him madly as he leaned down to kiss her, pinning her to the bed.

He pulled up and buried himself all the way inside of her. Everything between Tiffany's legs was hotter and wetter now. He knew there was no holding back.

"Gonna shoot," he grunted. "Where do you want it?"

Tiffany locked her legs around his hips. "Inside me," she purred. "I want you to come inside me, Nick. Moira's going to want you to come inside her, too. I can tell."

A vision filled his mind: Tiffany and Moira in bed together, their freshly fucked pussies dripping with his seed. Moira straddling him, pushing her breast into his mouth…

"Cum in me," Tiffany begged. "Cum in me the way you're gonna cum in me tomorrow when you're sucking that milk out of Moira's funbags…!"

He hit the point of no return and crashed right through it.

Nick grunted like a caveman, losing his rhythm as he slammed home and erupted inside of Tiffany's pussy. He flooded her womb, grinding against her walls tight enough to throw sparks as he emptied every drop of cum left in his balls directly inside of her. Tiffany clung to him through the orgasm, smothering his mouth with hers, digging her nails into his back.

"Mmmmm! Mmmmmm! Yesyesyesyes!"

When it was over, they collapsed into a messy heap beneath the bedsheets.

Tiffany let go of the headboard and nuzzled up against Nick, resting her head on his chest with a contented sigh. One of her legs rubbed up and down his, smooth where his was rough.

"Jesus," Tiffany whispered. "We both really needed that, huh?"

Nick leaned over and kissed her temple. "What, to fuck each other's brains out while talking about the hot MILF we've been flirting with all night? The one who showed us her fertility magic tattoo? The one we've both been fantasizing about banging?"

"That," Tiffany said with a nod. "Exactly that."

"Yeah. Definitely."

Both of them were quiet for a few moments, basking in the afterglow. Just the feel of Tiffany's naked body against his in moments like this was wonderful.

After a long day, it was everything.

"Just so we're clear," Nick said softly. "We do want to turn those fantasies into reality?"

Tiffany chuckled, nuzzling closer. "No sense in denying it," she yawned, rolling onto her side and snuggling against him. "I guess your talking boob's right. I'm a harem kind of girl. Or at least I am now that I've found a harem kind of guy."

"Just making sure," he said, a warm feeling spreading through his chest. "Whatever happens, we're solid, right?"

"Oh, totally," Tiffany said. "Moira sounds like a keeper, but this dick I know is a keeper. If it doesn't work out, we can keep having smoking hot sex with each other. But I really hope it works out."

"Me too."

Salma's voice floated over from the dresser. "You two were louder than a sack of banshees," the slime said. "Don't be surprised if Moira's cats are acting differently around you two tomorrow."

Tiffany laughed. "Don't worry, Salma. Nick knows how to treat a pussy."

Both of them drifted off to sleep within minutes.


Chapter Seven: The Hot-Crazy Axis


Nick woke the next morning to something furry sitting on his chest.

For a long, semi-conscious moment, he wondered if Tiffany wasn't about to wake him up with some morning sex. Then he opened his eyes to find himself nose-to-nose with a huge black cat, purring gently against his chin. Another lay curled up between Tiffany's legs at the foot of the bed.

Moira's cottage. Libusen. Right.

"Morning, Gord," he said, reaching for the cat. "Or are you the other Gord?"

"Huh?" Tiffany snorted, rolling over as she arose from her slumber. "Holy cow this beats the crap out of a Motel 6. I haven't slept like that in ages…"

Nick felt pretty well-rested, too. Pretty easy to do when the two of you used several rounds of vigorous sex as a sleeping pill. "Rise and shine," he whispered, pulling Tiffany to him for a few moments before kissing her and climbing out of bed. "We've got some monsters to hunt."

After a quick shower (no surprise visit from Tiffany this time, never right before the big game), Nick dressed, threw on his coat, and headed downstairs. Moira waited in the kitchen in a flannel button down, a skintight pair of jeans and cowgirl boots. A backpack lay on the counter, presumably filled with her supplies.

"Morning," she said. "Sleep well?"

He eyed her as he poured himself a cup of coffee. "Great. Tiffany woke up raving about how comfortable that bed is. You?"

Moira waited for a beat. "A few interruptions," she said, giving him a knowing smile. "But after that, things quieted down considerably."

He had a feeling she was going to say that.

"Yeah, sorry about that," he said, rubbing the back of his neck.

Moira shook her head. "You have nothing to apologize for. It's clear that the two of you are very good for each other." She gestured with her chin at the oven, where a pan of eggs and bacon lay next to each other on the still-warm stove. "Breakfast, then we head out? Twenty minutes sound alright to you?"

"Perfect," he said, happy to have something to do that took him out of Moira's direct line of sight. She was ribbing him in about the most gentle, maternal way possible, but he could still tell she was enjoying it. "Tiff's still washing up. She'll be down soon."

He was in the middle of plating his breakfast when he felt Moira behind him.

"Let her know I enjoyed the show," the redhead chuckled, her lips against his ear.

Then she was gone, leaving him with a raging hard-on and several unanswered questions.

Nineteen-and-a-half minutes later, Nick's Hellcat sped up the mountain road, scattering gravel as the trio made their way to the Hesperus Asylum with Salma in tow.

"No armrest riding this time?" Nick asked as the trees thickened around them.

Salma had decided to hang out with Moira in the backseat. Tiffany rode shotgun, scanning the woods around them for threats in between blowing bubbles with her chewing gum.

"Gotta keep my head clear when you kids go running off into danger," the slime said, jiggling beneath the seatbelt Moira had insisted it strap in with. "Besides, there's such a thing as too much sensitivity. This gravel plus the Hellcat means you're all going to spend the whole drive up being too jealous of me to plan."

"I think you just wanted to sit next to Moira," Tiffany said.

Moira draped a hand over the familiar. "Don't tease her. You're adorable, Salma. I'm grateful for the company."

"She thinks I'm adorable!" Salma said, making a noise like blowing a raspberry. "She has even better taste than I thought."

The drive up the mountain turned treacherous more quickly than any of them anticipated. A half-mile out from where the GPS indicated the asylum was located, the road deteriorated rapidly. Half-rotted KEEP OUT signs littered the path. The ground became pitted with potholes, making the Hellcat bounce and jump no matter how carefully Nick steered through them.

"We're going to have to get out and walk soon," he announced.

Trees pressed in closer, their dense canopy blocking out the sun. Morning looked more like evening as Nick cut on the headlights, the beams illuminating piles of fallen branches and weeds in the path ahead. He slowed the Hellcat to a crawl, sweat breaking out on his forehead, his heart thumping as he went into high alert.

"You feel that?" he asked.

Nods throughout the car. "It's death magic," Salma said, the slime's sensory nodule twitching. "This whole place is choked with it. The Veil feels thin as a fucking playing card up here."

"We're close," Moira confirmed. "Park up there by the next tree. We'll hike the rest."

They did. The group climbed out and into the unseasonably chilly morning, Moira carrying the slime on her shoulder like a pirate's parrot. A thick fog rolled between the trees, like it had just been waiting for them to show up.

"Great, it's Silent Hill, too." Nick muttered. "Let's get moving. Keep your eyes peeled."

Their 'trail' was barely worthy of the name. Any pretense of it actually allowing people to easily get to and from the sanitarium had been given up long ago, abandoned as the forest reclaimed what had once been a service road. Branches littered the path, and the undergrowth teemed with bugs and other creepy crawlies.

Moira led the group, carefully picking her way through the trees. The landscape sloped gently upwards as they walked until all of them were huffing and puffing and trying to ignore the burning sensation in their thighs. The temperature kept dropping until Nick could see steam rising from his lips.

This time, it was Tiffany who noticed the symbols first. "Look," she said, gesturing at a nearby tree. "More hex symbols."

These weren't spray paint. They'd been carved into the wood. Nearly every tree up ahead had one, though no two were exactly alike. And unlike the hasty symbols sprayed on the barns and outbuildings around Libusen, these didn't look hurried or haphazard. They were deliberate.

"Some of the locals put these here back when the asylum first closed," Moira explained. "Back then, the corruption was nowhere near as bad. It was thought that a circle of protection sigils could ward the evil away, keep the problem contained." She paused. "It worked. For a while."

They walked in silence after that, their ears tuned for any signs of danger. At one point Nick heard something rustling in the underbrush and felt for his weapon, only for a squirrel to come racing out of a pile of leaves and take off like a miniature rocket.

It was just about the only living creature they saw. The forest was so quiet they could have heard a pin drop. No birds, no deer, almost no signs that anything was living up here at all.

Then they pushed through the branches and saw it.

They stood before a chain-link fence, rusted and torn from the elements, and beyond it loomed the Hesperus Asylum. It was a massive, Gothic structure, its white marble walls covered in moss and lichen from years of disuse. Windows stood at intervals, high and narrow like the eyes of a disdainful psychologist about to lock a patient away in a cell for the rest of their life. Half the roof had collapsed, and what remained looked like it could fall at any moment.

The wide double-doors at the front were gone. The entrance was black and empty: an open, silently screaming mouth.

Tiffany froze in her tracks. "Jesus," she whispered, shaking her head. "This is bad."

"I know," Nick said.

"We're going to have to go in there…"

"Yep. It's not gonna be fun."

"I can feel the death," Salma said. The slime's voice had gone uncharacteristically taut, its usual jokey manner nowhere to be found. "It's like being yelled at underwater by a thousand terrified people. You can almost make out what they're saying, but not quite."

"You've been yelled at underwater?" Moira asked.

"Nearly drowned once in a lazy river. Super embarrassing story."

Moira stopped at the limit of the chain-link fence, staring up at the building. "It's earned its reputation," she said gravely. "Some of the stories I've heard about the things that happened in this place: electroshock therapies, lobotomies, procedures performed without consent and sometimes without warning… it chills the blood."

"Perfect place for a bunch of Nachzehrer to call home," Nick said.

Moira nodded. "Stay close and don't wander off. I'll lead you to where I think the nest is." She paused, deciding whether to say more. "And if strange things start happening to you, tell me immediately."

Tiffany turned. "Like what?"

"Like what happened to those people." Moira grimaced. "Nachzehrer sicken their targets from a distance to soften them up. The auditory hallucinations, the phantom tongues, all of it means they're trying to drain your energy. Let me know it's happening and I'll cast a counterspell."

"Sounds good."

They approached the entrance cautiously. The asylum's interior had been open to the elements for years and looked like it: what little paint remained on the walls had faded away from its original color to an unseemly gray, while the furniture had been reclaimed by nature and lay beneath a carpet of leaves and weeds. Unmentionable things crunched beneath Nick's boots with every step.

"There's some graffiti over here," Tiffany said. "Looks like we're not the only people to come up here recently."

The far wall of the lobby reminded Nick of the walk-up to an old wooden roller coaster he'd ridden a lot as a kid. Decades of park guests had vandalized every square inch of space, filling it with the names of families or the initials of couples with a big heart around them. In some places old names had been blotted out by new ones, forming a palimpsest of tourist encounters.

This looked like one of those.

Except fucking terrifying.

The names of urban explorers and the dates of their visits covered the stone. A few people added lewd drawings, others shouted out their graduating class or a local band. But what made the hair on Nick's neck stand up wasn't all the names. It was what had been sprayed over them.

TURN BACK

DON'T LISTEN TO THE CHEWING

RUN WHILE YOU CAN

"That… is disturbing," Tiffany said.

The letters were six inches high, red and blocky, each missive erasing years of urbex history. Unlike the rest, these had clearly been made in a hurry, like their author was terrified whatever they were warning people off from was about to get them as well.

"Visiting this place was once something of a tradition for students from the college," Moira whispered. "It's a common dare: spend a night up here in the old asylum." She shuddered. "Maybe it will be again once we cleanse this place."

They made their way deeper inside. The smell grew worse, musty and mildewy, along with a sharp tang that reminded Nick of blood. The hallways ironically grew a little less cluttered once you were inside the asylum proper. To their sides Nick could see operating theaters, storage closets, the remains of 1960s breakrooms. The latter contained an overgrown vending machine with the words RC COLA on the front, as dead as a stone.

And around the next corner, they found their first sign of the Nachzehrer.

A pile of clothing lay in the middle of the hallway, nearly mistakable for rags until they got closer and took a look. The fabric was shredded, torn, chewed. And beneath it lay bones.

Human bones.

"These didn't come from the asylum," Nick said, a sick feeling settling in his gut. "Not unless they were giving their patients Wu-Tang Clan t-shirts back in the 1960s."

"Oh Christ," Tiffany muttered. "They ate him."

"Or her," Salma whispered.

"They move from the outside in," Moira said, her expression hard and cold. "Skin first, then muscle and organs. Until nothing but bones remain."

"How long ago? Is this one of the four?"

"I… I can't tell." Moira blanched. "You'd think I'd be able to recognize them, wouldn't you? But this… there's nothing identifiable here. It could be one of the disappearances, it could be an urban explorer who got unlucky."

Nick nodded. "We're close."

They moved slowly through the halls, flashlights at the ready. The rest of the operating rooms were empty, save for weeds and bits of rusted medical equipment. One room's walls were covered in scratch marks, but it was impossible to tell if they were recent or if they'd been made by one of the sanitarium's original patients.

"Wait… there!" Salma's sensory nodule stiffened. "I'm picking up something in that direction."

They followed the slime's course. And found themselves at the top of a set of concrete stairs leading into the darkness.

"Oh, hell no," Nick said. "We're not going down there."

"But—"

"It's the sanitarium's basement," Nick snapped. "The first rule of fighting in a basement is do not fight in a basement. Haven't you ever seen Inglorious Basterds?"

"It's the nest," Moira said, her hands balling into fists. "It has to be."

"So, we pour some gasoline down the stairs, light the whole thing on fire, and kill whatever comes out."

Tiffany was already shaking her head. "What if someone's alive down there?"

Nick thought about it. Then swore.

"Fuck it, you're right," he said. "Weapons."

He drew his silver blade, the weight reassuring in his palm. Tiffany tugged her pistol from her belt and carried it in both hands, but not before loosening the strap holding the kukri in its sheath attached to her thigh. She'd need that in a hurry if they got swarmed.

"Stay behind us," Nick warned Moira.

She nodded.

Together, they made their way down the stairs.

The temperature dropped with every step. The smells of rot and decay were muted down here, replaced with something sharp and acrid that made Nick glad he'd gone easy on breakfast. The flashlight beams illuminated the path ahead of them as they descended, finally reaching the basement proper.

It didn't take long for them to find the bodies.

There were three of them, laid out on the floor in lines too neat to be the aftermath of an animal attack. Their clothes were gone, nowhere to be found.

And so was their skin.

For a half-second, Nick managed to convince himself he was looking at anatomy training dummies meant to showcase the muscles of the human body. But they were people, corpses, their skin flayed with almost surgical precision, leaving only raw muscle and bone. Their faces were flayed but otherwise intact, eyes wide open and frozen in expressions of terror.

Behind him, Moira sank to her knees.

"Oh God," she said, choking on the words. "It's them."

Nick glanced over his shoulder. "Moira?"

The redhead pointed, her hand trembling ever so slightly. "Carrie. Lauren." Her finger moved from one body to another. "And that one is Harris Freemont. I only just saw that poor boy…"

Nick took a step forward. And as he did, something shifted in the air around him.

It clicked. The bodies, arranged not according to human necessity but in a crude approximation of mockery. The shadows in the back of the room, solidifying when his flashlight hit them into metal tables, lockers, drawers. The metal instruments lying scattered, discarded.

The quiet sounds of chewing.

"This isn't a basement," Nick realized, his hand tightening on the hilt of his sword. "There's no basement underneath the Hesperus Asylum."

On the edge of the flashlight's circle, something moved. Several somethings.

"We're in the fucking morgue."

The Nachzehrer came lunging out of the darkness.


Chapter Eight: Waking the Witch


"Oh shit!" Salma cried. "They really did eat their clothes! They're all hanging dong!"

Nick had no time to register the Nachzehrer's nudity. He threw himself at the first cannibal monster that dared step into arm's reach, swinging his silver blade. The creature shrieked as the metal made contact, slashing through its rotted throat like a serrated edge through a loaf of bread. The monster staggered backwards, black ichor spraying from the wound onto the filthy tiles of the morgue floor.

The second it hit the ground, three more took its place.

"Fucking basements!" Nick roared, shoving one of the Nachzehrer backwards as he reached for one of his stakes. "I told you we should've filled this place with gasoline!"

"We don't have gasoline!" Tiffany barked. "And this is a morgue, not a basement!"

"Same." Nick jabbed his blade through a Nachzehrer's chest and shoved it backwards. "Fucking." Another jab. "Principle!"

"Less talking, more stabbing, Nick!"

Tiffany raised her pistol and fired, the sound nearly deafening in the enclosed space. Her first shot hit a Nachzehrer right below the eye, exploding its head in a burst of gore that sounded like a rotten pumpkin being hit by a sledgehammer. Chunky shrapnel struck Nick in the face.

Thank God his mouth was closed.

The next shot went wide, hitting a gurney and pinging off into the darkness. Three more of the creatures swarmed Tiffany, and she swore, lowering the gun and drawing her kukri.

"Come at me, you cannibal fucks!" she snarled. "See how you like fighting someone you haven't gaslit into believing they've gone insane!"

Another Nachzehrer lunged at Nick, its claws reaching for his throat. Naked, yellow-eyed, it opened its mouth wider than wide as it tried to devour him the way it had devoured the faces of four of Libusen's citizens.

Nick's blade slammed through the roof of its mouth, turning it to dust. The Veil cleaned up the mess.

Behind them both, Moira stood on the stairs, Salma on her shoulder. The redhead glared into the darkness, fear written across her features, but also determination. A glow filled the edge of Nick's vision, and when he turned, he saw Moira's tattoo shining so brightly beneath her shirt it nearly turned the fabric transparent.

"Haha, yes!" Salma cackled. "Blast 'em, baby! Die, trash!"

Moira shook her head. "My magic protects, it doesn't destroy," she said, watching the battlefield like a hawk. "But I'm ready to heal you! And I can aid you in other ways!"

"We could really use the other ways!" Nick roared. One of the Nachzehrer grabbed his arm with both hands, its jaws snapping madly as it tried to bite him. Its teeth were yellow and half-rotted, which distracted him from the fact that the thing's dick was slapping against its thighs every time it lunged forward.

Jesus, they were hanging dong.

Moira scrunched up her face in concentration. She traced a symbol in the air, and a wall of light slammed down between Nick and the half-dozen Nachzehrer flanking him. Suddenly he had breathing space.

"Hell yes!" he said. "Okay, new plan! Moira, you funnel them towards us, and we pick them off in ones and twos. Like those Spartan guys in that movie!"

"I never saw that movie," Moira admitted, her eyes glowing faintly with magic. "But I think I get the general idea!"

More walls of light cut through the room, sizzling as they sliced the very fabric of reality. Nachzehrer roared as they clawed at them, forced to move through a makeshift funnel to reach the spot where Nick and Tiffany stood in front of the stairs. Enraged, the beasts tore forward heedlessly, their hunger driving them on. The hunters stood their ground.

They were outnumbered.

But they were winning.

Tiffany cursed as a Nachzehrer she'd cut in half crawled across the floor and grabbed her leg. She kicked it across the room, sending it bouncing off of one of Moira's walls and into one of the morgue's cabinets. It slid open, the entire drawer toppling from the unit and pummeling the monster flat.

"How many of these freaks can there possibly be?" she shouted.

"Doesn't matter! We'll kill as many of them as we need to!"

"Hold up!" Tiffany stiffened. "Do you hear that?"

Nick didn't, and then, sickeningly, he did. The sound of chewing, echoing from all around them. A snapping and crunching like teeth gnawing on bone.

The Nachzehrer were attacking them the same way they'd attacked the others.

Whispers filled Nick's ears. He felt a presence behind him, lunging, and only his keenly honed senses as a monster hunter told him there wasn't actually anything there. Hallucination, he thought, bracing himself. Which means that next is…

A phantom tongue lapped at his cheek.

"Oh, gross!" Tiffany retched, looking like she might puke. "Stop licking me! I only like it when Nick does that…!"

"They're nibbling on my titty!" Salma roared, sounding more horrified than Nick had ever heard. "Stop it, stop it you fucking perverts…!"

A wave of something cool and minty washed over the group.

And the hallucinations vanished.

"You bastards," Moira growled, her voice augmented with a note of magic. "How dare you try to meddle with their minds!"

Counterspell, Nick thought, focusing. Good. If the walls hadn't made him glad they'd brought the witch, this did. None of his magic could counter hallucinations that easily. The remaining Nachzehrer retreated back into the darkness. Moira slumped over, her forehead soaked with sweat, the walls of light around them dissolving. For a moment Nick dared believe they'd broken them, that all they had left to do was mop up the few they'd routed.

Then they heard a new sound from the shadows. A skittering, chattering noise, like a thousand tiny legs scraping against the tiles.

"Oh no," he groaned. "If there are fucking snarchers down here, I'm going to scream…"

The creatures came out of the shadows.

It wasn't snarchers.

It was Alps.

They came skittering across the floor, their claws clicking on the tile. Dozens of them, tiny little goblins covered with fur from head to toe and pointed bat's ears, smiling with mouths stuffed with too many teeth.

"Gizmo fell on hard times after the Gremlins movies, didn't he?" Salma yelped as the creatures surrounded them. "Someone must have fed these guys after midnight…"

"You've got to be fucking kidding me," Nick growled.

One of the furry creatures leapt at Tiffany. The blonde didn't even flinch. It was too close to get with her kukri, so she slugged it in the face as hard as she could. The sound of bone splintering filled the morgue as its face popped, bursting like a balloon. Nothing but dust remained by the time it hit the ground.

"Hot damn!" Salma cried. "Nice hit, Tiff!"

"Thanks!" she said. "They're weaker than they look, Nick! They're used to crouching on sleeping people's chests. They can't handle a good hit!"

Nodding, he waded into the fray.

What unfolded next was nearly as hilarious as it was grotesque. Nick and Tiffany grabbed each Alp as they attacked, smacking them hard enough in the face to crack their skulls and make them go pop. The carpet of shrieking, furry monsters had just become the world's most disgusting roll of bubble wrap, and Nick didn't intend to stop until the whole thing was gone.

Snap!

Crackle!

Pop!

Nick glanced up from the collapsing form of an Alp to see a Nachzehrer roaring out of the darkness. "They're coming back!" he warned, drawing a stake from his jacket and slamming it between the eyes of another furry monster. "Get ready!"

"Let 'em!" Tiffany ripped her crossbow off her back, a bolt already loaded. "Let's finish this!"

Nick didn't need to be told twice. He drove his blade into another Nachzehrer's stomach, twisting as the thing began to dissolve into dust. Beside him, Tiffany was a whirlwind, shrugging off bites and glancing blows as she pumped crossbow bolts into monsters and finished off the rest with her blade. Every thirty seconds or so, another wave of that cool magic washed over them both, healing the shallow cuts and bruises they'd taken and filling their mouths with the now-familiar taste of mint.

They were winning. Nick could feel it.

The energy in the room had shifted. The Nachzehrer were numerous, but slow and clumsy. The daylight must have been affecting them even all the way down here. And the Alps were more annoying than anything else.

The more they fought, the more Nick realized the Nachzehrer had probably been counting on their ability to drive him and Tiffany insane. Anybody else who'd fought them had probably succumbed to the hallucinations, lost their wits in the middle of the fight, been swarmed and downed and then eaten by a bunch of naked cannibal zombies.

Thank the Fates for Moira.

He was really going to enjoy drinking milk straight from her tits later.

They pushed forward to the edge of the darkness. Only a few creatures remained, and they weren't even trying to fight very hard, like they knew they were finished. All they had to do was keep pushing a bit more and the nest would be clear…

All the lights came on.

Nick shielded his eyes as the walls blazed with light, filling the room with a sickly, radioactive green glow. With the shadows banished, he could see what he hadn't before: symbols covering the walls, written in blood. Some he recognized, some he didn't.

They were pulsing. The whole room was pulsing gently, like it had a heartbeat.

Oh no. Oh no.

"Um," Salma said, gesturing with her nodule. "Who the hell is that?"

Nick followed the slime's nipple. At the far end of the room, standing where the occult symbols lay thickest on the walls, was a female figure, her hand dripping with blood where she'd just painted a new glyph.

She turned.

The slime went stiff. "Oh no, she's hot!"

Salma was exaggerating, but the creature was beautiful, or had been, once. Half her face was coldly gorgeous, the other rotted away to reveal the skull lurking beneath the skin. Her hair, long and dark, ran in messy tangles all the way to her ankles, shot through with streaks of gray that were limp and dead. A ragged tunic and nothing else covered her body, leaving her barefoot and pretty much half-naked. Under less dangerous circumstances, Nick would have admitted the pale flesh peeking out from underneath was pretty good looking.

But one look in her eyes dispelled that notion. This creature was dead.

It moved with a grace that tried to deny that truth, her bony fingers trailing across the symbols on the wall as she floated an inch above the filthy ground. Her rotted mouth curled in a smirk.

"Fuck me," Nick said, ice filling the pit of his stomach. "It's a Drude."

Salma jiggled. "The Sandstorm guy?"

"It's you," the Drude said, its voice sweet but laced with poison. "Finally!"

The Drude pointed. Not at Nick, and not at Tiffany.

It meant Moira.

"The one who provides such wonderful fuel for my summoning," the Drude said, gesturing at the symbols on the wall. "I owe you much, human."

Moira's face went paler than milk. "I never meant to do any of this!" she shouted, her resolve faltering. "I was trying to protect them from you!"

"Yes," the Drude continued, cocking its head to the side. "You shielded them with your devotion. Your protection. Your love." It grinned. "They were delicious."

Moira screamed.

The Drude spread its arms. The symbols along the walls unspooled, glowing as the solid surface of the walls beneath them gave way. Portals tore open in the spaces where they'd stood, showing Nick a nightmarish glimpse of a forest that had only existed in the imaginations of millions of frightened German children. It was the Black Forest, but gnarled and dark, filled with every monster that had ever lurked in the human subconscious.

"You killed my pets," it chuckled. "I'll have to summon new ones."

The trees beyond the portal rustled. Nameless things pushed through the brush, Alps and Erlkings and worse, darker things. Too many of them.

"You hurt them, not me!" Moira roared, her eyes alight with magic. "You bitch…!"

"Forget the argument," Nick snapped. "We need to get out of here!"

They had about ten seconds before this room became a killing floor.

"Move!" Nick grabbed Tiffany's arm and tugged her up the stairs. Moira was still standing there, her teeth grit with rage as the Drude's laughter echoed through the chamber. "Come on!"

"No!" Moira protested. "I can't let this thing keep killing people!"

His hand gripped Moira's wrist. "You can't stop it if you're dead," he said. "We need a new plan. Now move!"

They ran.

The portals pulsed as they reached the top of the stairs, returning above ground into a world that at least made some semblance of sense. The second they reached the hallway, Moira turned around, light flashing around her.

"God damn it," Nick snarled. "Moira, we've got to run…"

The redhead traced a symbol with both hands, hard and fast. A wall of light settled like a stone on the top of the stairs, blocking the only exit from the morgue.

"That will hold them for a minute or two," she told the group. "Let's go!"

They raced through the halls, emerging into the daylight with a gasp as cold air washed over them. They made it back to the Hellcat in half the time it took them to hike to the asylum, partially because it was downhill rather than up, but mostly because they could all hear unearthly groaning and growling spilling from the asylum's windows like the place was alive.

Alive and angry.

They found the Hellcat right where they'd left it. Nick flung open the driver's side door and climbed inside as Moira and Tiffany clambered into the backseat, Salma dropping to the leather beside them. None of them had time to buckle up. He just floored it, backing down the gravel road into a three-point turn and gunning the engine hard enough to spray gravel in a fan of rocks and dust.

As they retreated, Nick risked a final glance in the rear-view mirror. Only the roof of the Hesperus Asylum was visible from this distance, but an unearthly light spilled from the building and up into the sky. Whatever the Drude had decided to summon, it was bad news, indeed.

He could practically feel the undead bitch laughing at them.

"What do we do now?" Moira gasped, buckling her seatbelt.

Nick's mind was already in motion. "You want the good news or the bad news first?"

Somehow, Moira managed to smile through her nerves. "The good, please."

"The good news is, this job just got a lot simpler. This is a summoning racket, and the Drude's the one behind it. She's weakening the Veil, bringing all her Brothers Grimm buddies through to terrorize the local populace. We kill her, all of it falls apart." He paused. "But Anastasia better pay us for more than just the one monster."

"And the bad news?"

"The bad news," Nick said, snapping his own seatbelt closed, "is that bitch has an army."

The car was silent for a few moments.

"We can't kill that many monsters," Tiffany said, wiping a lock of sweat-soaked hair away from her face. "Even if we do, the Drude will just summon more." She sighed. "The Veil is going to tear any day now at this rate. It could even be tonight. I hate to say it, but this is becoming a Warden-level problem. We're going to need to call for backup…"

"She thanked me," Moira said, her tone filled with quiet fury. "For bringing those people to me. She called them delicious."

Nick swallowed hard. "Listen, don't beat yourself up over that," he said. "She's just trying to get under your skin. It's no different from what the Nachzehrer tried to do to Tiffany and me…"

"I'm not." A strange look spread across Moira's face. "She just told me how to beat her."

What!?

Nick glanced at her in the rearview mirror. "You, uh, want to share with the class?"

Moira paused, her brow furrowing with concentration. "I will," she said. "But first, we need to regroup. You need to take me back to town."

"Can do." Nick shifted in his seat. "We'll head back to the cottage…"

"I'm not talking about the cottage."

"No?"

Now Moira was smiling.

"Take us to the tattoo parlor," she said. "The Dark Canuck. And step on it." She smiled. "And this time, I promise I'll provide snacks."

The Hellcat tore down the mountain road, leaving the asylum behind.


Chapter Nine: Old Evil, New Tattoos


The street in front of the tattoo shop was empty when Nick pulled the Hellcat up to the curb. Moira’s cats stood in the windows like silent guardians and curled up around Nick’s legs when they entered the main room of the parlor.

“Take a few moments to decompress,” Moira said, stepping behind the counter. “Relax. Tiffany, would you mind making tea? There’s a bottle of whiskey in the bottom drawer of my desk. Go ahead and add some to it when you’re done. I need to get a few things ready.”

While Tiffany went to do that, Nick stood alone in the middle of the room and pondered, Simon and Hecubus snuggling at the hems of his jeans.

“You want to tell us why we’re here?” he asked.

Moira returned from the back room carrying a freshly cleaned tattoo gun. She set it on the counter with a thud, then moved to a cabinet and began removing bottles of ink and protective gloves. Lastly, she opened a small refrigerator at her feet and took out a tiny gray vial, covered in frost.

“We’re here because I know how to defeat the Drude,” Moira said in a matter-of-fact tone. Something about it set Nick’s teeth on edge. She sounded determined, but also like she expected something terrible to happen in the process.

Nick nodded. “I’m listening.”

Moira held up the tattoo gun. “This is what drew those people to the Drude,” she explained, setting it back on the counter as she scrutinized the bottles of ink. “My tattoos. They made those people delicious because of the magic infused in the sigils. Mater Lactea’s magic: her protection, her nurturing, her love.”

“We know this,” Nick said. “You didn’t know what you were doing…”

“No,” Moira said, her eyes almost manic. “But now I do. Which means that now I know how to do it even more.”

It started to dawn on Nick. “Another tattoo?”

Moira nodded. “Infused with every drop of protective magic I can put into it. Not just a taste of my power, like I gave to those people. A three-course meal of it. Something so delicious that when the Drude catches a whiff of it, she won’t just want it. She’ll come running like I rang the goddamned dinner bell!”

Nick thought it through. “You think that would work?”

“I know so. You and Tiffany love your nerdy references. I can do one, too. This tattoo is the Bat Signal. Except it’s not summoning a super hero. Just the monster we need to kill.”

“But…”

Tiffany stepped out from the back carrying three mugs of lightly spiked tea. “It’s brilliant,” she said, giving Moira a nod. “It’s like you said, Nick. Our problem is that the Drude’s got an army surrounding her. We can’t beat that. So, we have to get her to leave it behind.”

“What’s keeping her from bringing the army with her?”

“Hunger,” Moira said, her eyes glowing with that same quiet fury he’d seen in the monster’s lair. “Summoning all those creatures weakened her. If we set a trap with the right bait, she’ll come running.” She paused. “We don’t need to defeat her army. We just need to dangle something in front of her face so irresistible, so delicious, that she has no choice but to abandon the asylum to get it.”

Slowly, Nick nodded. “Alright. What do we give her?”

Moira took a mug of the whiskey tea and tipped it back, drinking half in a single gulp. She wiped her hand with the back of her mouth.

“Me.”

“No,” Nick said immediately.

“It has to be me,” Moira protested. “You saw the Drude. That creature is connected to me. It’s eaten so many of my creations that it feels a… a sick, twisted sense of kinship with me.”

“Which is exactly why you’re not going,” Nick said.

But Moira was shaking her head. “I’m going to infuse myself with as much magic as I can,” she said, as if speaking to herself. “Enough to make me glow like a beacon. And then I’m going to Fiddler’s Green, whether you give me permission or not.”

“Fiddler’s Green?” Tiffany asked.

“A park at the center of town,” Moira explained. “It’s where the original settlers performed their rituals back in the 1800s. Old magic. Old evil.” She met Nick’s eyes, her own steely with determination. “She’ll come for me. And then you’ll destroy her.”

“This is ridiculous,” Nick said. “She’ll destroy you first. Especially if you turn yourself into some kind of flavor bomb like you’re the magical equivalent of Guy Fieri…”

“It. Doesn’t. Matter.” Moira stood firm. “No one else dies, Nick. If I have to sacrifice myself to make certain that happens, then I will.”

“No. Fuck no. You have to let go of your guilt, Moira! I’m not going to let this psycho corpse-witch eat your face just so you can feel good about yourself!”

“My protection magic will shield me,” Moira protested, tears forming in her eyes. “I can keep myself safe long enough for you and Tiffany to defeat the Drude…”

“And what if she doesn’t come alone? You’re right, one sniff and she’s sure to leave all those freaks at the asylum behind. But there’s other monsters in these woods she can recruit on the way over. You said the librarian saw an Erlking!”

“She thought she saw an Erlking…”

“Moira, stop!”

Both of them went silent.

Nick wasn’t sure he’d ever heard Tiffany raise her voice like that before.

“You’re not going to die,” the blonde said. “Because you don’t need to die, Moira. What you need to do is to snap out of it.”

Moira gave a jerk like she’d been slapped. “I beg your pardon?”

Tiffany stepped forward and put both hands on Moira’s shoulders. She met the redhead’s eyes, her fingers squeezing.

“Snap out of it,” she whispered. “You don’t get it, do you? You don’t see it.”

Moira looked as confused as Nick felt. “See what?” she gasped.

“What the Drude is doing to you,” Tiffany said. “The Nachzehrer. All of them. Why do you think they laid the bodies out like they did in the asylum, Moira? To intimidate Nick and me? Two trained monster hunters who’ve seen worse things like that before breakfast?”

Moira faltered. “I don’t understand.”

“What you’ve been feeling, it’s not natural. There’s a little guilt monster inside of you, eating you from the inside out instead of the outside in. Some of that is real, but the Drude’s twisted it. Amplified it.” She inhaled, as if giving Moira time to brace herself. “I think the plan is the right one. But it’s also exactly what the Drude wants you to do.”

Nick could see comprehension dawning on Moira’s face. “This isn’t about them. Is it?”

Tiffany shook her head. “It’s about you. It’s always been about you, Moira. The Chosen One. The one carrying a special Mark filled with the power of life, and health, and comfort, and all the good things you’ve given us since we arrived in Libusen. The people the Nachzehrer have been killing are the appetizers. You’re the main course.”

It hit Nick like a slap in the face. “You’re how the Drude’s going to tear the Veil.”

“And you’re going to load yourself up with magic and deliver yourself to her on a silver platter,” Tiffany said, shaking her head with a laugh. “The fucking undead bitch has messed with your mind so much, she’s got you thinking you want to do that. That you need some grand sacrifice to defeat the ultimate evil.” She paused, her gaze sharpening. “Except that’s not you, Moira. That’s exactly what you left the Sisterhood to escape from!”

“A human sacrifice,” Nick said. “Willfully given.”

“And one that would get everyone in this town killed.”

Moira was quiet for a moment, stunned. Without a word, she picked up the mug of whiskey-spiked tea and plopped down heavily on the couch, staring into space.

“That monster,” she whispered. “That… abomination. How do we kill her?”

Tiffany laughed. “By giving her what she wants, of course.”

Moira’s head shot up. “You just said that I…”

“You’re not the bait,” Tiffany said. “We just want the Drude to think you are.” She turned to Nick, her smile going all Cheshire Cat. “I am.”

Nick’s stomach dropped. “Tiff…”

“Think about it.” Tiffany picked up her tea and took a sip, bracing her elbow on the counter as she outlined it. “The Drude wants Moira’s magic, right? The more of it the better, and the better it tastes. Well, I’m the Chosen One. I’ve got my own magic. Load Moira’s on top of mine and I’ll be twice as appealing as I already am. The Drude won’t be able to resist.”

“She’s already a snack,” Salma said, wobbling. “Now she’ll be a whole banquet.”

“Absolutely not,” Nick said flatly.

“It makes sense and you know it,” Tiffany said. “I’m tougher than Moira. I heal faster. I can take a few hits and keep on fighting. The Drude will be up close, expecting its feast, which means I’ll have the element of surprise. Moira can heal me from a distance, while you hit the Drude from the back.”

“Hit meaning kill in this instance,” Salma clarified. “I don’t think even you’re horny enough to try to tap undead ass, Nick.”

“Not with me around,” Tiffany told the slime.

“I can protect you both,” Moira said slowly. “Like I did at the asylum. With shields, with healing. It will work.”

“You don’t know that,” Nick said. “I’m not using my girlfriend as monster bait!”

“Um, you kinda already did,” Salma chimed in. “With the shapeshifters?”

“That was different!”

“Was it? Really?”

Tiffany stood before Nick, went up on tiptoe to look into his eyes. “Nick. Babe. Look at me.”

He did.

“I can handle this,” she told him. “Plus, it’s totally the best birthday present ever.”

Despite everything, Nick laughed. “My birthday is eight months away, Tiff.”

“I know,” she said. “That’s why I’m such a good girlfriend. Already thinking about it.”

“You’ve been thinking about getting a tattoo?” Moira asked.

“A tramp stamp,” Nick snorted.

“A lower back tattoo,” Tiffany corrected. “A small, tasteful one. With an absolute fuckload of Mater Lactea’s magic infused in the ink. Whatever my boyfriend chooses for me.”

“If you think I’m actually going to make you get ‘Property of Nick’ above your ass…”

Moira’s mouth dropped open. “I don’t know that I’d be comfortable with that.”

“It’s a joke,” Nick clarified. Then he hesitated. “You really want me to pick it?”

Tiffany nibbled her bottom lip. “I’m really sure I want something,” she said, unconsciously running her fingers over the spot Moira was planning to ink. “I’ve been sure since the moment I walked through the doors of this place. I’m not sure of what.”

“So, I get to choose.”

“Pick something you’ll like looking at,” she giggled, beaming up at him. “In whatever context that means to you. But not just during sex. It’s gotta be badass for everyday stuff, too.” She gave his hand a squeeze. “It’s possible you could be looking at it for a long, long time.”

I hope so, Nick thought.

For a few moments, the only sound in the room was Simon and Hecubus’s purring.

“Alright,” Nick said, agreeing to both the plan and the tattoo at the same time. “But if things go sideways, you don’t stand there and try to fight the Drude alone. You run. Deal?”

“Deal,” Tiffany said. “So… what are you going to pick, Nick? What design am I going to wear for the rest of my life, knowing it was the one you wanted to see on my body?”

Moira pursed her lips. “If you need any inspiration, I have plenty of sketches,” she said, gesturing at the art on the walls. “I could throw out a few suggestions, if it’ll get the creative juices flowing?”

“Ooh,” Salma chortled. “Juices. Hey, does that gun vibrate when you use it?”

Moira glanced at the slime. “Using this on you would be extremely painful.”

“I’m already interested, Moira. You don’t need to keep selling me on it!”

Nick rubbed his chin, his gaze traveling to Tiffany’s lower back. Putting aside his thoughts of the Drude and the battle to come felt almost impossible, yet the longer he stared at that perfect expanse of skin just above her ass, the canvas Moira intended to mark at his command. The more ideas filtered into his mind.

Eventually, one came that was too good to pass up.

“How about a heart?” he said, the idea coalescing in his mind. “A heart with a stake through it.”

Tiffany’s eyes widened. “Okay, sick. That’s totally badass. Very Buffy.” She twisted at the waist a bit, as if already imagining it. “Why a stake, though? What’s that got to do with us?”

“It reminds me of our first gig,” he said, chuckling. “With the shapeshifters. When I realized that this was going to be a whole hell of a lot more than a simple monster-killing gig.”

“I definitely put a lot of stakes through hearts,” Tiffany agreed. “And yeah, you were already doing something else to mine. Commemorate our first date, huh? You don’t actually want to put a stake through my heart?”

“It’s metaphorical,” he said, stepping a little closer. “Though I have staked you plenty of times. Just not there.”

Tiffany’s grin turned wicked. “I knew that’s what you were really thinking. Dirty boy!”

“That’s why you love me.”

“Yeah,” Tiffany said, beaming up at him. “I do.”

Moira made a show of rolling her eyes, but she couldn’t hide her smile. “That sounds very doable. I’ll infuse the tattoo with as many protective spells as I can muster. And then, I’ll add this.” She held up the tiny, frosty vial she’d pulled from the icebox.

“What is it?” Nick asked.

“Something I took with me when I left the Sisterhood,” Moira said. “I’d been saving it for a rainy day, and I suppose it’s pouring in Libusen.” She turned to Tiffany. “This will give your protective signal a tremendous amount of power, but only once. When you’re ready, you can flare it. The tattoo will glow like mine does, burning a tremendous amount of magic all at once. The Drude won’t be able to resist it.”

“And then we destroy it,” Tiffany said with a grim smile. “How do I flare it?”

“You’ll feel it when the time comes. The magic will respond to your intent.” Moira walked across the room, tattoo gun in hand, and pulled aside the beaded curtain separating the waiting room from the parlor proper. “Come on. Let’s get you set up.”

Tiffany followed her inside, Nick right behind her. Salma jiggled along behind him, frightening the hell out of Moira’s cats.

“Hop on the table,” Moira instructed. “You’ll need to take your jeans off.”

Tiffany didn’t hesitate. She downed what was left of her tea, kicked off her boots and shimmied out of her pants with the ease of someone who’d spent the last two weeks getting naked anywhere and everywhere in very short order. Underneath she wore nothing but the orange thong he recognized from her Velma outfit.

Tiffany climbed onto the table, face down. “Is he staring?” she asked Moira without turning around. “He’s totally staring at my ass, right?”

She even gave it a little wiggle. Nick’s mouth went dry.

Moira chuckled. “If you’d prefer we do this in private…

“Oh, hell no!” Tiffany arched her back, spreading her legs just enough to show the way the fabric of her panties clung to the contours of her mound. “If I’m going to lie here and get my ass tattooed, I want my man to appreciate the view!”

“Technically, it will be right above your ass,” Moira said. “And this is what you both want? I have to warn you: magically infused tattoos are almost impossible to remove. This will be permanent.”

Tiffany shook her head. “It’s perfect. I love it already.”

“Alright, then. Let’s get to work.”

She wiped the small of Tiffany’s back with an antiseptic cloth until it shone. The blonde wiggled a bit, preening for Nick, but settled down when it was time for business. The tattoo gun cut on with a whirring hum.

“Try to relax,” Moira warned. “This is going to sting a little.”

“Bring it on,” Tiffany said, sounding eager. “I’ve taken way worse from Nick’s other stake.”

Moira’s lips twisted. “Last night was proof enough of that,” she said, placing the gun against Tiffany’s skin before she could fully process knowing Moira had heard everything. “If you need to take a break for a few moments, just let me know. Alright?”

“Sure,” Tiffany said breezily. “But I won’t.”

“She won’t,” Nick chuckled.

“I know,” Moira said, leaning in with a conspiratorial whisper. “You’ll take it like a good girl, won’t you?”

And before Tiffany could react, Moira pressed the needle to Tiffany’s skin.

A humming sound filled the room as the gun did its work. Tiffany hissed, her eyes going heavy-lidded, fingers clutching the sides of the table ever so slightly.

“That’s nothing,” the blonde said. “Shit, I might actually enjoy this…”

“The outlining is the least painful part,” Moira warned. “Filling in the design will burn.” She paused, smiling. “Imagine Nick kissing it better later.”

“I’ll make sure he does,” Tiffany said with a glance over her shoulder. “Don’t I need to put plastic on it or something?”

Moira was already shaking her head. “The magic will take care of that. The tattoo will look fresh, but like you’ve had it for a few days, with no rawness, no inflammation. And the ink won’t fade, even if you keep it out in direct sunlight.”

“Sounds like someone needs to take me to the beach, then,” the blonde purred. “You want to see this heart over a hot little bikini, Nick? Watch me work on my tan?”

“I’m happy enough watching this,” Nick grunted.

He really was. He stood like a man spell-bound, mesmerized as Moira slowly worked the gun back and forth over Tiffany’s lower back. Gradually the tattoo took form: a pink heart with a bold outline, the wooden stake cutting through the center in a way that looked about as sexual as it could without actually risking getting Tiffany a public indecency charge. Moira worked with the confidence of someone who’d done this a thousand times before, stopping only to wipe sweat from her brow or check if Tiffany needed water.

As she worked, Nick noticed a faint glow beneath her shirt. She’s putting her own magic in the tattoo, he thought. He knew she would, but knowing it and seeing it were two very different things.

“You’re doing wonderfully,” Moira murmured, wiping away a bead of blood with a cloth. “I’m going to fill it in now. This won’t take long, but it will burn worse than before.”

The second the gun touched Tiffany’s flesh, she let out a groan. “Oh damn. Oh wow, I regret being such a cocky bitch before. That’s like fire ants nibbling on my ass!”

Nick leaned down, tearing his eyes from the sight of the tattoo. “Think about how badass it’s going to look,” he said, gently stroking the back of the blonde’s neck. “Every time you bend over, I’m going to see it.”

Tiffany shivered through the pain, grinding herself against the table the tiniest bit. “You tease.”

“No, if I was going to tease you, I’d tell you how hot it makes me that I’m going to see the ink I picked for you every time I fuck you from behind.”

“Oh, that is so romantic,” Salma sighed dreamily. “I’d cry, except it comes out of my nodule and that freaks people out for some reason.”

Moira worked in silence for a moment. When she spoke, her voice was too casual by half. “As long as we’re on the subject, perhaps we should address the elephant in the room.”

Tiffany and Nick shared a look.

“What’s that?”

Moira hesitated. “The two of you are… quite the couple,” she said, a faint flush rising to her cheeks. “I’m attracted to you. Both of you. And I flatter myself to think that the two of you might also be attracted to me.”

“Oh, I totally have the hots for you,” Tiffany said without hesitation. “And so does Nick. Trust me, I know what he looks like when he’s picturing having a threesome with me and someone else. He hasn’t stopped since he walked into your shop yesterday.”

“Tiff…”

“I’m just being honest,” the blonde laughed. “And for the record, I’ve been into it ever since you showed us your womb tattoo. I was interested before, but that sealed it.”

“Is that so?”

Tiffany inhaled. “No, that wasn’t honest. It was earlier than that. It’s your whole vibe, Moira. The whole kind, caring, maternal thing? I never had a lot of that in my life. I like it. A lot.” She glanced over at Nick. “I want you to help me take care of my man. Shit, I want you to take care of both of us.”

The tattoo gun paused. “That’s… very direct,” Moira said, the flush deepening.

“We don’t really do subtle,” Nick said.

“What’s the point?” Tiffany asked. “We’re monster hunters. I’m about to get tied up and left on an altar as bait for an undead corpse-bitch. I could get my face ripped off by a Nachzehrer tonight.” Her lips flattened. “Any fight could be my last. So why wouldn’t I want to enjoy every moment I’ve got? Why not take the hot MILF who makes bomb-ass apfelstrudel to bed and share her with my boyfriend?”

“I’m not a MILF,” Moira corrected.

“You have more MILF energy than anyone I’ve ever met,” Salma said seriously.

“Maybe not,” Tiffany said, swallowing hard. “But I still want to call you Mommy.”

The words hung in the air, stunning them all into silence.

“That was basically a marriage proposal,” the slime said. “Just so you know.”

Moira’s mouth hung open, the tattoo gun temporarily forgotten. “I’m… I’m flattered,” she said, looking at the pair like a present so perfect she was a little terrified to open it. “I’m not used to people being so direct with me. I’ve been alone for a long time, a very long time, and while I know this is sudden, I feel drawn to the two of you. I feel such a connection between us, but I didn’t want to presume…”

“We’re big on presuming,” Nick said. “And directness. Tiff’s right: we want you.”

“If you want us,” Tiffany said, batting her lashes.

Moira didn’t need to say a single word to let them know what she thought of that.

“I do,” she whispered. “More than I’ve wanted anything since leaving the Sisterhood.” She paused. “But you have to understand… I come with certain complications.”

“You’re giving me a tramp stamp so we can use it to go kill a sixteenth-century monster from German folklore,” Tiffany said, giving her ass a wiggle. “I think you’ve more than learned how to roll with our weirdness already. We’ll learn our way around yours.”

“I’m not talking about personality quirks,” Moira said. “It’s my magic.”

Nick’s cock jerked in his boxers. Tiffany’s hips shifted against the table, slowly and with lots of friction.

“It’s part of why I’ve been single for so long,” she explained. “When I’m with someone, someone I care about deeply, in that sense… Mater Lactea’s blessing chooses to express itself in a very unorthodox way…”

“We know,” Nick said.

Moira paused, her throat moving up and down. “You’ve been to the Fae Wilds,” she said. “I suppose you do, don’t you?”

He nodded. “Your body changes. It’s the fertility magic.”

“And that’s not a deal breaker for either of you?”

“A dealbreaker!?” Tiffany snorted. “That you turn into a freaking milk goddess whenever you get wet? You think that’s a dealbreaker?”

“It’s definitely not.” Nick added.

“One hundred percent not. You should have heard the shit coming out of Nick's mouth last night when we were talking about it.”

Nick started. “My mouth? You were the one who kept saying the M-word!”

“It’s a lot,” Moira warned. “The milk, the changes to my body… even my personality shifts. In Mater Lactea’s ritual chamber it’s understood, even welcomed. But when it comes to more ordinary encounters, it’s…”

“It’s sexy as hell,” Nick finished for her. “I’m looking forward to it, Moira. Trust me, you’re not too much for us to handle. We like you just the way you are.”

Moira glanced away. “I’m older than both of you…”

“Which is super hot,” Tiffany cut in.

“And I’m not the most adventurous woman in the world…”

“You worship a lactation goddess and you’ve spent the last five years running a tattoo parlor in a haunted town. You’re way more interesting than you think, Moira.”

Moira threw up her hands. “Alright. In that case, I accept.”

“Hell yes!” Salma shivered with delight, practically bouncing up and down where she lay. “I knew you were harem people! I was right!”

A relieved smile spread across Moira’s face. “Do you think your handler will hire me?”

“Anastasia?” Nick rubbed his chin. “She hired Tiffany. If we keep doing good work, I don’t think she’ll mind putting another person or two on the payroll.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Moira said. “I’ll go with you, regardless.” She glanced down at Tiffany’s lower back, snapping back to attention. “And now I’d better finish this.”

“Go for it.”

“I’m going to fill in the center,” she said. “This will sting, Tiffany…”

The gun buzzed, and Tiffany hissed. “Damn, that does hurt!”

“You’re doing so well,” Moira purred, stroking Tiffany’s hip with her free hand as she worked. “Just a little bit more for me, alright? I know this is intense. You’re being such a good girl.”

Tiffany whimpered. “Oh my God.”

Nick’s mouth went dry.

“Yeah, you three are gonna get along like a house on fire,” Salma said. “Um, Moira? You might need a washrag. There’s gonna be a puddle underneath Tiffany by the time you’re done.”

Moira leaned in closer, her smile turning wicked. “It’s okay, sweet girl. You can hump the table a little bit if you need to. But only a little.” She bit her bottom lip. “A few more minutes, and Nick and I will take such good care of you.”

Tiffany’s eyelids fluttered. A noise between a moan and a sob escaped her throat.

Nick felt like his heart was about to explode.

“There we go,” Moira purred a few minutes later. “All done. Take a look.”

She held up a mirror so Tiffany could see. The little heart was pink and perfect, the wooden stake spearing it at a slight angle. Tiny veins of protective magic, nearly invisible, ran along the sides, fading as the tattoo went from fresh and raw to clean and dry in a matter of moments.

There was a final, personal detail.

Written in the corner of the heart were Tiffany’s initials, TC.

And carved into the stake?

Nick.

“That,” Tiffany pronounced, “is the hottest fucking thing I’ve ever seen.”

Nick’s cock throbbed in his boxers. “Yeah,” he grunted. “God damn.”

“It’s the most powerful protective ward I’ve ever created,” Moira whispered. “I put nearly everything I had into it, leaving back just enough to heal you and Nick during the battle if need be. Once it’s activated, every supernatural creature for miles will feel it glowing like a beacon.” She paused. “Especially the Drude.”

Tiffany’s fingers grazed the ink. “I can feel it,” she said, amazed. “All I have to do is focus on it when the time is right?”

“You’ll know what to do,” Moira said.

“It’s amazing. It almost feels alive!”

“It is, in a way,” Moira said wistfully. “There’s… a great deal of love in that ink. Some for you, and some for the man who inspired my work.”

Tiffany rolled over and carefully slid off the table. She stretched, her hands on her lower back, and walked over to the full-length mirror on the wall. “It’s fucking great,” she said, checking herself out from the side. “Makes my ass look even hotter than it already did.”

“Do you like it?”

Nick gave a start. Moira stood next to him, staring into his eyes.

“It’s amazing work,” he said. “You really brought it to life, Moira. I love it.”

“Good,” the redhead said. “Because Tiffany’s isn’t the only heart you’ve staked…”

And she threw herself into his arms.

His hands went to Moira’s waist; her next words smothered in a groan as his mouth met hers. All the tension, the pressure, the cooking and the caring and every look they’d shared since the moment he stepped into her tattoo parlor, all of it had led to that exact moment. That giving in. That final recognition of what had become too powerful for any of them to deny.

By the time Moira broke the kiss, she was gasping. “Take me home,” she said, her gaze flickering from Nick to Tiffany and back again. “We have a few hours before midnight. And I fully intend to make the most of them.”

Nick grinned. “Let’s do it.”

“Miiiiilk time!” Salma roared.

For once, the slime was right.


Chapter Ten: Dairy Debauchery


The night was quiet and cold by the time they made it back to Moira’s cottage. The house’s windows were dark, a thin layer of frost covering the wooden boards of the front porch. Nick cut the Hellcat’s engine, gesturing silently to Tiffany as the pair climbed out of the car, Moira following just behind.

All three of them thrummed with anticipation. A glance at Tiffany confirmed she was still riding high on endorphins, the pain of the tattoo and the pleasure of finally knowing Moira was joining the group combining to form a truly intoxicating mix. Nick had barely been able to contain himself the whole drive over. It still didn’t feel entirely real.

But it was about to.

Moira’s cats scattered as they stepped into the living room, as if the creatures could sense that their human was going to want her privacy tonight. One of the Gords stopped at the bottom of the stairs, its yellow eyes gleaming as it looked over at Nick. Somehow, he caught a faint feeling of approval.

They took good care of Moira, he realized. And now we’re going to be doing the job.

Nick locked the door behind them, his pulse a drumbeat in his ears. “So,” he said. “How do you want to–”

Moira kissed him.

This time, she didn’t stop at hands on hips. As Nick shoved her up against the wall, his tongue sliding into her mouth, the redhead’s hands went under his shirt, nails digging into his chest, fingers reaching lower for his belt. The sound of it being unlatched filled the living room like the starting gun at the beginning of a race.

Moira tugged the belt off and tossed it across the room, then grabbed the back of Nick’s head and kissed him, hard. She melted against him, her nipples stiffening through the fabric of her shirt as the two of them made out hot and heavy.

By the time Nick pulled back, he was so hard it hurt. Thoughts came slow, like they had to wade through a sea of molasses to get through the pleasant buzz of arousal in his head.

“You,” Moira gasped, “are a wonderful kisser.”

Nick grinned. “That’s not all I’m good at.”

“I think it’s going to take me a very long time to get tired of doing that,” Moira said, running a finger over her lips. “In fact, I don’t think I’m ever going to want to stop.”

Suddenly Tiffany was next to them. “Well, if you do,” she groaned, running her fingers through Moira’s hair, “I can give you a little variety…”

Oh. Oh fuck.

There were plenty of things in Nick’s life he’d referred to as ‘the hottest thing he’d ever seen.’ Tiffany herself comprised a score of them, but there’d been plenty of others: Christina Hendricks in Mad Men, Jamie Lee Curtis in True Lies, the first time he and his girlfriend at the time got drunk in a hot tub, made out with another woman, and brought him to the realization that bigger things than one-on-one sex were possible in this life.

But the sight of his beautiful blonde cheerleader soulmate making out with a gorgeous, redheaded MILF?

Yeah, that was actually the hottest thing he’d ever seen.

Tiffany’s mouth moved down to Moira’s neck, making her groan and squirm. “She is so ready,” the blonde gasped, grabbing a handful of Moira’s ass. “Where do you want to do this? Right on the couch, or should we go upstairs?”

“Upstairs,” Moira managed. “When the magic takes hold of me, it’s going to be…”

Messy, Nick thought. “Don’t worry. We’ll clean up after. We’re good houseguests like that.”

They moved upstairs, shedding clothes at a rapid rate. Moira’s flannel wound up on the carpet, a plaything for the cats. Tiffany tore off her tank top, leaving her topless in the redhead’s arms. Nick found a hook to hang his jacket on in the hallway.

By the time they reached the guest bedroom they’d left empty the previous night, Nick was down to his boxers and nothing else. Tiffany wore her orange thong, soaked of course, and a smile. Only Moira had enough clothing on to walk around outside in, and Nick sensed that wouldn’t last long.

Moira hesitated at the threshold. “Looks like you two have gotten a head start on me,” she gasped, her cheeks ruddy with arousal. “Get in bed. I’m going to catch up.”

Tiffany grinned. “Can do.”

Nick pulled the blonde into bed with him, his heart hammering like mad against his ribs. He trailed kisses down Tiffany’s chest, licking and sucking on her perky breasts as she arched her back and moaned. His fingers went to the thong, sliding it down her thighs, already preparing to tug off his boxers and ram hilt-deep inside of her.

Before he could, a blast of light filled the room.

Both Nick and Tiffany turned. Moira stood at the foot of the bed, completely naked. One hand shielded her heavy breasts, like she was a little nervous to fully reveal them, but the other was nowhere near her thighs.

Her womb tattoo was glowing.

“Woah, she comes with her own mood lighting,” Salma murmured from a nearby dresser.

Nick pointed. “You say another word and I’m putting you downstairs with the cats.”

“Eeep!” Salma went stiff and fell silent.

Moira cupped her breasts with each hand, her palms over the nipple. “Are you ready?” she asked, practically trembling with nerves. “As soon as I let Mater Lactea’s power flow freely, I won’t be able to hold back.”

“We don’t want you to hold back,” Nick said. “We want you, Moira. All of you.”

Every drop.

Moira relaxed and closed her eyes. The womb tattoo glowed brighter, so brilliant it hurt Nick’s eyes to look at. A low humming sound echoed on the edge of his hearing. The air in the room grew thicker, so stuffy it was intolerable…

The bubble popped.

And suddenly there was no way Moira could keep her breasts hidden behind her hands.

They expanded in an instant, swelling until they flowed over her fingers. The slight sag they had vanished, her bust growing not just fuller but firmer with each passing second. Moira arched her back, crying out with bliss as the goddess’s magic filled them.

So big. So heavy. So full.

The magic didn’t just transform her breasts, though that’s what made Nick’s cock feel like it was about to take off like a rocket and fly around the room. Moira hadn’t been skinny before, but now her curves were lush, voluptuous, not just announcing her health and fertility but trumpeting it to the very heavens. Her waist stayed wasp-slim, but her hips and ass were now the stuff of legend.

She looked like a goddess who could birth dynasties. Who could ensure a bountiful harvest with a wave of her hand and make every maiden in town achingly fertile with a wink.

Nick. Fucking. Loved it.

“Oh fuck,” Moira gasped, groping her own breasts as they took on their new proportions. “They’re so full! They ache!” She squeezed her thighs together, her eyes rolling back in her head. “Nnngh, the soreness is positively divine…!”

“It is divine,” Tiffany whispered. “Holy Mater Lactea…!”

“I need you,” Moira gasped, climbing onto the bed. “Both of you. Please, please I need to be milked so badly! If I don’t share this bounty with you, I’m going to lose my m… my mmmm…”

Nick knew what she was trying to say.

But for all the world, it sounded like the woman wanted to moo.

Moira climbed onto the bed and straddled Nick. Her tits, her blessed knockers, her gravity-defying funbags, her udderly holy breasts, hung in front of his face, pearly drops of milk leaking from her nipples.

“Taste me,” Moira whimpered. She was so wet she practically squeaked as she mounted him. “For the love of all that is holy, mortal, drink!”

Nick buried his face in Moira’s cleavage. He found one stiff, engorged nipple, pulled it into his mouth, and…

And kind of went away for a while.

Nick had heard stories of hucows in the Fae Wilds. That their milk was ambrosia, the literal nectar of the gods, and that once you tasted it, no ordinary food or drink could compare. It was the ultimate high: one without withdrawal symptoms, that you could indulge in again and again without ever risking addiction. He’d half-believed the tales, but privately he’d told himself they had to be exaggerated. Nothing could be that good, not even on the other side of the Veil.

He was wrong.

This was even better.

The nipple exploded in his mouth, flooding it with milk. It tasted like warm summer days and good things growing in the ground, like the excitement of Christmas morning and the bliss of losing your virginity all rolled up in one loving, nurturing package. Nick lost track of the number of times he swallowed, but he never forgot the feeling: the warmth like concentrated love and care coursing through him, washing away aches and pains he hadn’t even realized he’d been carrying with him.

Moira gasped, her head lolling back on her shoulders. “Yes! Take it! Take it all, please, it’s for you! It’s for youuuuuuu!”

As the sound of Moira’s voice became something guttural, animal, the redhead gave a jerk like she’d been hit with a taser. Suddenly her breast wasn’t just in his mouth but grinding against his face, a flood of honey covering his thigh as Moira ground herself against his quads. A high, keening cry escaped her, her hand grabbing a handful of Nick’s hair as she begged him with her body to keep drinking and never stop.

Holy shit, he just barely managed to think. Did Moira just CUM?

She had.

Just Nick’s mouth on her nipple and his leg between her thighs was enough to send her over the edge. The goddess’s magic coursed through her, amplifying every sensation.

And making sure the gorgeous MILF was nowhere close to done.

The next time Nick opened his eyes, Tiffany was beside him. “I want some,” she gasped, her tongue tasting the milk-scented air. “Please can I have some… Mommy?”

Moira smiled like Mother Nature herself. “Come here, sweetheart,” she purred, guiding Tiffany’s mouth to her other breast. “This one’s all for you!”

Tiffany latched on with a moan of pure bliss. Her eyes rolled back in her head like an anime girl as she drank, her slurps going from hesitant to eager in the span of a single heartbeat.

Nick could have watched her doing that forever.

But then Moira guided her other breast back to his lips.

They drank together, stoned out of their minds on goddess milk. Moira lay back across the mattress and let both of them play, their mouths on her teats while their hands roamed over every square inch of her body. Nick’s fingers dug into Moira’s ass and hips, manhandling her in ways he never would have dared just a few hours ago, while Tiffany’s hand slid between the redhead’s thighs, cupping her dripping folds and tracing the outline of her womb tattoo.

“Yes,” Moira said, her voice amplified with fertility magic. “Touch me. Drink from me!” Tears spilled down her face. “It’s been so long! I’ve missed this so much!”

“You’re finally home,” Nick said, looking into her eyes. “Welcome home, Moira.”

Moira groaned like a woman slipping into a hot bath after a long day. “Don’t stop,” she mewled, running her fingers through Tiffany’s hair. “You’re both doing so well! I’m so proud of you, drinking everything Mommy’s made for you!”

Tiffany whimpered around Moira’s nipple, humping the mattress like a woman possessed.

Nick pulled back, warm milk dripping down his chin. “She fucking loves it when you say that word.”

“I love it, too,” Moira purred. “I love taking care of you both. So much. Do you like drinking Mommy’s milk, sweet girl?”

“Oh, fuck it’s so good,” Tiffany whimpered, milk dripping from her open mouth. “I’m gonna cum and I’m not even fucking anything…”

“We can fix that,” Moira said. “Arch your back, beautiful. Show Nick that gorgeous tattoo you got just for him.”

The blonde grinned. “Fuck yes!”

She rolled onto her hands and knees, presenting both her ass and the fresh tattoo just above it. The heart and the stake both gleamed in the womb tattoo’s light, her initials and his name pulsing with a faint golden glow.

When Nick tore his eyes away from it, he found Tiffany staring at him over her shoulder. “Look at it,” she purred, bending like a bow. “Moira did the ink, but you put this on me, Nick. You marked me for the rest of my life. Every time you see this, you’ll know that I’m yours!”

Nick couldn’t take it any longer. He mounted Tiffany from behind, pressed the crown of his cock against her tightest, most forbidden opening, and thrust home.

The motion propelled Tiffany right into Moira’s tits, where she latched onto the redhead’s nipple and drank greedily. The interior of her ass gripped him like a fist, so silky that it sent sparks up and down his cock every time he bottomed out inside of her all the way down to the balls. He fucked her hard and fast, the milk inside of both of them amplifying their senses and removing even the slightest trace of pain from Tiffany’s expression.

“Oh fuck,” she whimpered, lifting her face from Mona’s knockers. “He’s in my ass, Mommy! He’s fucking me so deep!”

She was right. The sight of that tattoo made Nick positively feral.

“That’s right,” Moira cooed, cradling Tiffany’s head as Nick pummeled her from behind with bed-shattering thrusts. “It feels good, doesn’t it?”

Tiffany nodded. “Everything feels so fucking good right now!”

“You’re taking him so well,” Moira assured her, her gaze flickering from the blonde’s face to Nick’s caveman savagery. “Drink while he fucks you. Take everything we’re giving you, Tiffany. You’re being such a good girl.”

Tiffany sobbed around Moira’s breast, her whole body trembling.

“She’s going to come,” Moira said, looking lovingly at Nick. “Does that make it even better? Knowing she’s going to come from having your big cock buried in her ass?”

Nick grunted, beyond words. His hips blurred as he pounded Tiffany hard enough that she’d have needed back surgery if she wasn’t a Chosen One.

“Let go, sweetheart,” Moira purred, leaning back and spraying Tiffany’s face with a jet of milk. It looked so much like a cumshot that Nick’s dick stiffened even harder inside of her ass. “Cum for us both. Be a good girl and cum hard for Nick…”

Tiffany opened her mouth wide, catching Moira’s milk on her tongue. “Yes, yes! Don’t fucking stop, ohmigawd Nick, I love you, oh fuck, Mommy Holy shit, I’m… I’m… oh FUCK YES!”

Tiffany shattered beneath him, going weightless in his arms as she crashed into her orgasm. The walls of her ass clenched around him like a fist, her body wracked with huge, shuddering sobs as she buried her face in Moira’s tits and cried with bliss.

Nick buried herself hilt-deep inside of her and hit the point of no return. Fireworks went off behind his eyes as he shot, pumping Tiffany’s tightest channel full of thick ropes of hot, liquid lava. The pleasure went on for what felt like hours, his balls emptying over and over again as he stared down at that beautiful symbol of Tiffany’s submission.

Then he pulled out of her, as hard as if he hadn’t gotten laid in a week.

Things started to get hazy after that. They’d had so much of Moira’s milk that the world was beginning to blur, making every moment feel like an hour and every sensation like the greatest thing that had ever happened to them. Nick felt drunk on it, high on the goddess’s power, and from the way she did absolutely anything without hesitation, he knew Tiffany felt the same.

Moira sprayed his cock with milk, coating it. Tiffany buried her face between his legs and licked it clean, the pearly fluid purifying every inch of him as the blonde teased him with her tongue.

Just as he started to fuck her face, Moira was there. “Here,” she said, kneeling before him. “Take these, my love. They belong to you.”

She squeezed her breasts together and lay back, inviting him to claim her.

Nick moved like a man in a trance, mounting Moira’s chest and straddling her cleavage. She wrapped her funbags around his rod, both cock and breasts covered in milk, and when she squeezed the supple titflesh around him he nearly came apart a second time right then and there.

“Fuck them,” Moira commanded. “Use Mommy’s tits, Nick. They’re all yours.”

God damn.

Nick thrust between her glorious Mommy milkers, the crown of his cock emerging from her cleavage every time he bottomed out inside of it. Each pump made her leak harder, spurts of milk spraying upwards onto his chest, across his stomach, drenching the sheets surrounding them both. Tiffany pounced, her tongue going everywhere, lapping it up like a cat as she dragged her mouth across every spot on Nick’s body the milk touched.

“This is fucking insane,” he managed at one point.

“This is worship,” Moira corrected, her eyes glowing with magic. “You’re worshipping Mater Lactea, and I’m worshipping you.”

Nick grabbed her tits with both hands and buried himself between them as hard as he could, losing his rhythm. Another orgasm bubbled within him, the familiar rush working its way up his spine as he felt the world lock into place.

He was going to cum all over those tits. That face.

“Do it,” Moira begged. “Pour out your offering for the Goddess, Nick!”

He thrust one more time and roared, tossing his head back as the world went white.

The next time he opened his eyes, Moira was drenched with more than milk. Thick, hot ropes of spunk covered the entirety of the redhead’s upper body, streaking across her tits and glazing her face. Moira’s mouth was open and eager, a thick gob of his cream covering her tongue.

“Holy shit,” Tiffany whispered. “How the fuck are you still hard?”

Nick wasn’t sure. It seemed impossible, but he was so stiff it hurt. He needed another release almost as badly as Moira had needed to be milked when her tits first expanded.

Moira saw it and grinned. “The ritual’s not done yet,” she purred, sliding to the edge of the bed. “I need you inside me, Nick. Tiffany, I want you to ride Mommy’s face. I need to feel both of you, right now!”

“Don’t need to tell us twice,” Tiffany giggled.

Nick rose and went around to the front of the bed. He grabbed Moira’s legs and dragged her to the absolute edge of the mattress, her goddess ass hanging halfway over the side, and lifted her ankles onto his shoulders. The head of his cock pushed into her folds.

Jesus. She was soaked. Something sweeter than honey dripped from her pussy.

Tiffany straddled Moira’s face on all fours. “Taste me, Mommy,” the blonde giggled, her voice dropping into that special bimbo octave that always made Nick’s cock go diamonds. “Please. I need your tongue in me while I watch Nick fuck you!”

Moira grabbed Tiffany’s thighs, pulling her down, and buried her face in her snatch. Tiffany’s eyes rolled back in her head as the redhead’s tongue went deep, hitting every special spot inside of her and then some.

“Oh my god please fuck her!” Tiffany gasped, hearts in her eyes as she looked at Nick. “Fuck Mommy while she eats my cunt! Oh, fuck I want to watch you unload inside her so fucking bad…!”

Nick thrust into Moira, hammering her back walls. The MILF groaned against Moira’s pussy, her tits bouncing up and down as Nick grabbed her hips for leverage and tried to fuck her right through the mattress. The blonde’s hands went to Moira’s breasts, squeezing them, spraying jets of milk into Nick’s face and mouth while he rearranged Moira’s guts.

They moved in perfect time: Nick pounding Moira as hard as he could, Moira devouring Tiffany’s pussy, Tiffany grinding against Moira’s face and squeezing her titties dry. The bed shuddered with every thrust, the frame cracking as the glow of magic in the room intensified to nearly unbearable proportions.

“Nick,” Tiffany gasped, so close to an orgasm Nick knew she was just waiting for him to shoot to let herself go over the edge. “Oh my God, baby, look at her! She’s glowing!”

She was right. Moira’s entire body was suffused with a brilliant white light, radiating outwards from the tattoo on her womb. Locks of her hair rose into the air like a brilliant halo as the air in the room thickened, droplets of milk floating in mid-air like some kind of crazy Hollywood special effect.

“I’m close!” Moira gasped, lapping at Tiffany’s pussy. “Don’t stop, Nick, for the love of all that’s holy please don’t stop!”

Tiffany shuddered, one eye rolling back in her head as her brain short-circuited with bliss. Nick slammed deeper than deep, his cock swelling bigger and thicker as he prepared to shoot his load. All three of them were going to hit the peak at the same time.

“Moira…”

“Inside me,” she gasped against Tiffany’s pussy. “Flood my womb. Please!”

“It’s safe,” she groaned, her nails digging into Tiffany’s hips. “I promise. I just need to feel you…!”

Nick let go, his orgasm building.

Tiffany rode Moira’s face, leaning forward at the last moment to grab Nick for a sweaty, sloppy kiss. “I love you so fucking much, baby,” she babbled, her thighs trembling. “I love this so fucking much I want to keep doing it forever oh my god I’m CUMMING!”

It happened in the same heartbeat. Tiffany screamed against Nick’s mouth as she went over the side of the cliff, babbling enough ‘love you’-s and ‘yes, mommy’-s to last a lifetime. Nick roared as he joined her, a final orgasm draining everything that was left in his balls.

And Moira…

Her breasts erupted.

Milk sprayed everywhere. Their bodies, the sheets, even the ceiling. It was like someone had turned on a goddamn sprinkler system, milk jetting from both nipples in thick streams as Moira bellowed her pleasure loud enough for them to hear all the way in Libusen.

“FUCK!” she cried, her inner walls gripping Nick’s cock tighter than tight. Welcoming him inside of her. Welcoming his load.

Welcoming him home.

The milk kept spraying. And spraying.

By the time the flow ebbed, the entire room looked like a dairy tanker had crashed through the wall and unloaded across the furniture. Puddles of the stuff pooled on the carpet. The room stank like a dairy factory, mixed with the raw, primal scent of sex.

Slowly, Moira’s transformation began to fade. Her breasts returned to their normal size, her hips and ass shrinking back to their usual, but beautiful, proportions. She slumped to the mattress, trembling with delight, and pulled both monster hunters to her in a sloppy, maternal hug.

No one dared speak for a while. Not even the slime, who looked equal parts awe-struck and traumatized by the show.

Finally, Nick managed to raise his head. “You should bottle that shit,” he chuckled.

Moira laughed, too. “I could make a fortune,” she admitted, relaxing into the blankets. “The healing properties of Mater Lactea’s offerings are… potent. I’m sure you’re both still feeling the effects…”

“You got that right,” Tiffany said dreamily.

Moira glanced down. A small amount of milk still leaked from her nipples, what was left over when the goddess’s transformation reverted. “That’s a wonderful idea,” she said, rising from the bed.

“Wait, what?” Now that the sex was done, Salma no longer feared being exiled with the cats. “Are we in the dairy business now? Are we hucow drug dealers?”

Moira opened a drawer of tattoo supplies and took out several empty vials. “Just in case,” she said, filling them each with a long squeeze. “If my healing spells can’t reach you, or I’m tapped out, you can drink this in an emergency. It should remain stable for a day or so.”

“Probably give you a raging boner, though,” Salma said. “But I guess that’s preferable to being dead.”

Tiffany sat up slightly in bed. “Those rituals your Sisterhood do,” she whispered, her voice rough. “Is that what they’re like?”

“No, ours was much more depraved,” Moira said, sighing with a smile. “You two… thank you. No matter what happens to us tonight, I will never, ever forget this. I never thought I would feel like this again.”

Tiffany rolled over, sticking her arm in the middle of their heap. “Harem,” she said.

Grinning, Moira walked over and put her hand over the blonde’s. “Harem.”

Nick just managed to add his own palm to theirs. “Hell yeah. Harem.”

The three of them were united. Bound by the goddess’s magic and the love they shared.

Forever.

As long as the Drude didn’t eat all of their faces.


Chapter Eleven: Grief’s Infernal Flower


Fiddler’s Green had seen better days.

While most of Libusen was a perfect, Swiss-made time capsule, the faded park near the center of town looked practically abandoned, as if the memories of what happened there in the past caused the locals to give it a wide berth. Half the streetlights on the park side of the street were dead. The fountain at the property’s center, three women standing over a stone pool, the tallest with her hand extended towards the mountains, was similarly blighted, clearly not having run in years.

It was dreary and dead.

Which, ironically, made it a perfectly appropriate place for what they were about to do.

Nick stood at the mouth of an alley across the street from the park, Salma perched on his shoulder. Moira leaned on the wall of a building a few steps away, a pair of binoculars held to her eyes as she watched the square like a hawk. A faint golden glow shone beneath her shirt, indicating her tattoo was active and she was ready to cast protective spells, healing or otherwise, at a moment’s notice.

They might very well need them.

Because Tiffany had just reached the fountain at the park’s heart.

“We should be closer,” Nick murmured. “She’s too far away.”

Moira’s voice was calm. “We’ll be there before the Drude will. And we need it to believe she’s come alone. That I’ve come alone.” She laced her fingers through Nick’s. “We’ve got her, love. I’m not going to let anything bad happen to Tiffany.”

He swallowed hard. Damn it, even out of the bedroom, that combination of maternal and professional did things to him that would probably take a therapist to iron out.

Not that he wanted to iron out his kinks. Not when they were this much fun.

He turned his attention back to Tiffany. The blonde stood next to the fountain in a leather jacket and matching pants, with half a dozen weapons strapped to her person. Healing spells were nice, and Tiffany had a vial of Moira’s special goddess milk clipped to her belt, just in case, but Nick had insisted she come armed to the teeth.

He patted his own vial unconsciously. Hopefully he wouldn’t need it.

If he made it through without it, it would be his celebratory drink.

“She’s in position,” Salma said, the slime’s nodule moving like a tiny antenna. “Showtime.”

Tiffany stopped, looked back across the street. Blew a kiss.

Then raised her shirt.

They couldn’t see the tattoo from this distance. But even a blind man could have seen the way the glyph across Tiffany’s lower back ignited, flaring the way Moira insisted it would when she focused her power. It lit up the entire park like the midday sun, blazing in a multitude of colors that rippled outward in waves. A plume of brilliant white smoke rose directly above Tiffany’s head, glowing faintly against the midnight sky.

The Batsignal, Nick thought. Only in reverse.

Whatever gift Moira had taken from the sisters and kept in that frozen little vial, it had just been consumed. Every magical creature within a ten-mile radius would have felt that wave of power.

Including the Drude.

Tiffany lowered her shirt as the glow faded, her free hand on the gun tucked into her waist. She glanced back across the street at the pair and their familiar in the alley, then gave them a mock salute.

“Mission accomplished,” Salma muttered. “At least the first part of it.”

And now we wait, Nick thought.

They didn’t have to wait for long.

They came slowly, moving from tree to tree under cover of night. A half-dozen shadows, then eight, then twelve, accompanied by the phantom sound of bones being chewed and gnawed.

Nachzehrer.

“Shit!” Nick said, snapping to attention. “We’re hosed. She brought back-up. We’ve gotta abort…”

Moira took his shoulder. “Wait,” she whispered, shaking her head. “I don’t think this is her army, Nick.”

“Then what the hell is it?”

“They must have been in the woods,” Moira said, thinking fast. “They saw the flare and came running, attracted to the magic in the tattoo. If she brought the whole damn asylum down on our heads, we’d know it by now. There’s not an army. That’s only twelve of them. No, wait, thirteen…”

Moira froze. Her eyes widened.

“Oh no. Oh no.”

“What’s wrong?”

She was already moving. “We need to get to Tiffany. Now.”

Moira took off at a dead run, heading straight for the park. Nick followed, Salma hanging onto his shoulder for dear life, both wondering what the hell they’d just gotten themselves into.

The Nachzehrer emerged from the trees in a tight knot. From a distance, Nick saw Tiffany stiffen, raising her gun and taking aim at the closest cannibal zombie.

Atta girl, he thought.

“What are you, the advance squad?” Tiffany waited. “You want a taste of this tattoo so bad, freaks, why don’t you come and take it…”

Mid-word, the Nachzehrer exploded.

Nick nearly jumped out of his skin as the creatures burst like overripe melons, spraying the entire square with blood and gore. A plume of magic, each the same radioactive green as the light in the Drude’s lair beneath the Hesperus Asylum, rose into the air, sizzling like baking soda thrown into a vinegar volcano.

As the smoke coalesced, that sizzle became a burn. Reality itself tore.

And a new figure entered the square.

The Drude floated through the portal she’d created, her feet hovering six inches over the ground. The temperature dropped twenty degrees as she emerged, steam billowing from Tiffany’s lips as she raised herself from a crouch and removed her hands from over her ears. She looked even more rotted than the last time Nick saw her, bone peeking from beneath several of the huge scratches in her tunic. A long cloak hung from her shoulders, trailing all the way to the ground behind her as she moved. It…

Oh Christ, Nick thought. Oh, fuck no…

The cloak wasn’t made of fabric. That was skin. The knitted-together skin of dozens of the Drude’s victims. A patchwork quilt of death and revulsion.

On each patch of the macabre garment was a tattoo. Moira’s tattoos.

Nick glanced to the side and saw the horror dawning on Moira’s face. This was what the Drude had intended to wear to claim her, not Tiffany. The final touch that had been intended to shatter what was left of the witch’s sanity. The dessert to the grand meal she’d made of Libusen’s citizens.

And if Moira hadn’t met Nick and fallen in love, it would’ve worked.

They needed to get to Tiffany. Now.

“Finally,” the Drude rasped, her coldly beautiful voice carrying across the square. “You see reason at last. You have made the right choice, witch. Your sacrifice will save so many lives. You could have saved even more of them if you’d made the right choice from the start…”

The Drude froze.

Tiffany stood in front of the fountain, her gun aimed square at the Drude’s face.

“Surprise,” she said.

Bang!

The bullet took the Drude right between the eyes.

The creature staggered backwards, hissing as green smoke poured from the hole in its forehead. For half a heartbeat, Nick dared to hope they’d taken the undead bitch down clean, but as she straightened back to her full height, he knew it wouldn’t be that simple. He and Moira doubled their pace, sprinting through the trees.

“You are not the witch!” The Drude stuck a skeletal finger into her wound with a disgusted expression. “And yet I can taste you? How are you so delicious?”

“Fresh tat,” Tiffany said. “Also, I had the best sex of my life like two hours ago.”

The Drude made a spitting motion on the grass, though nothing came out. “Another patch for my quilt, then! Yes, taking someone she cares for this deeply will truly shatter her spirit…”

“You’re not taking anyone else!”

The Drude turned. Moira stepped out from between the trees, her eyes burning with fury. The womb tattoo beneath her shirt burned so brightly Tiffany had to shield her eyes.

“You wanted me? Here I am.”

A look of malicious glee spread across the creature’s undead face. “There you are! My beautiful, guilty witch. Worthless and alone. I brought you a present. See?” It held up the cloak, the tattoos on each patch faintly wriggling in the Drude’s shadow. “Come and join them, witch. Give yourself to me and no one else needs to die. You’ll never disappoint anyone again.”

“No.”

The Drude blinked. A look of genuine confusion filled its half-rotted face. “No?”

“It’s a complete sentence,” Moira said through her teeth. “I’ll repeat it: no.”

It grinned. “Then more will die…”

“Those people you killed were just a means to an end!” Moira’s face filled with anger, a very pure, very righteous anger. “It’s me you’ve wanted all this time. Isn’t it?”

The Drude’s expression changed. “Look at how many people you’ve failed,” it purred, running its bony fingers along the surface of the cloak. “How many innocents died for you.”

“You want my guilt,” Moira said without backing down. “You want me to be so guilty over what you did that I would come to you as a willing sacrifice to make it stop.” She laughed. “I ran across half this country to get away from my High Priestess, and I found her spitting image waiting for me in this town!”

Her hand strayed to the glowing tattoo beneath her shirt.

“This is what you hunger for. The Sisterhood’s power. The wellspring from which my love and devotion flows. Enough goodness for you to tear the Veil and turn this entire mountain into that nightmare forest we glimpsed through your portals.” Moira shuddered. “It won’t work. I see you for what you are now, Drude. And I will tell you exactly what I told the High Priestess when I turned my back on the Quaternary Bosom and decided to follow my own path. It’s also a very simple, complete sentence!”

Light flared from between Moira’s fingers.

“Fuck! You!”

Panic flared in the Drude’s eyes. It turned around to flee, only to find Nick standing behind it, his silver blade at the ready. It twisted as the trio surrounded it, pushing in on all sides.

“I was wrong, witch,” the creature snarled. “You aren’t alone.”

“Never,” Moira said, holding her head high. “And you will never again be able to make me believe it.”

The Drude’s undead lips twisted in a smirk. “Then you’ll all die together!”

And it let out a wail that split the square in two.

Portals sizzled open before their eyes. Two, then three, each with that terrifying Brothers Grimm version of the Black Forest waiting behind them. Nachzehrer surged through the openings, spilling out into the square before Moira could slam down walls of light to bar their passage.

“Kill them!” the Drude shrieked. “Rip the flesh from their bones!”

Tiffany met the first wave of Nachzehrer head-on, her pistol exploding again and again. One fell, then two, then she was backing away as the creatures swarmed her, drawing her crossbow from her back and pumping a bolt through the eye of a third. As more poured from the portals she drew her kukris and moved among the cannibal zombies like a whirling dervish, opening throats and severing limbs with finesse and grace.

It was truly beautiful.

Right up until one of the monsters grabbed her and sank its teeth into her shoulder.

Tiffany screamed in mingled pain and rage, blood spraying across the grass. She snarled, drove her blade through the Nachzehrer’s face, but the blade jammed in its skull for an instant as it turned to ash and two more of the creatures grabbed for her…

And then Nick was there.

His silver blade cut through the air, severing the head of the first creature to lay a finger on her. He twisted at the waist, punching the second in the face with his brass knuckles hard enough for the thing to burst into dust, then drew a stake from his coat and shoved it through the throat of a third.

“Are you alright?” he asked, putting himself between Tiffany and the portals.

“Fine,” she said, scooping up her kukri. “That was incredibly gross, but I’ll live.”

“Moira!” Nick gestured at the portals. “We’ve got to close those things!”

“We can’t!” The redhead’s brow was furrowed with concentration. “I’m working as hard as I can to block them, but she’ll just open more! You have to kill her, Nick!”

“Working on it!”

The Drude floated above their heads, watching the battle with a smile on its face.

“You’re beginning to understand,” it cackled, its voice dripping with venom. “There is no hope here for any of you! Every victory is temporary; every defeat is never-ending! I am grief’s infernal flower, and I will grow from your corpses long after I feast upon your pathetic…”

Tiffany shot it in the eye.

A crossbow bolt bloomed like a flower through its skull, punching through bone and spraying ichor across the square. The creature shrieked in pain, dropping to the grass, its bony fingers clawing at the wound.

“Sorry, did I interrupt your speech?” Tiffany locked another bolt into place. “Please, continue.”

The Drude tore the bolt from its eye socket and swore. “Die!”

More portals sizzled open behind it. Nachzehrer plunged from the forest like they’d been waiting for their summons, racing through the rent in time and space to attack the land of the living.

And behind them, chittering like a whole horde of the Wicked Witch’s flying monkeys, were the Alps.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Nick said. “Not these assholes again!”

They fell into the fray, fighting with everything they had. A wave of healing magic washed over them both, sealing the bite in Tiffany’s shoulder as she slugged an Alp hard enough to turn it to ash. More filled the breach, pouring in a flood from the Drude’s portal.

Lots of them. So many.

Way too many.

The square was suddenly a wriggling carpet of fur. Alps swarmed both Tiffany and Nick, individually weak, but stacked so thick that neither of them could get to their ranged weapons. Three of them leapt onto Tiffany’s shoulders, grabbing her crossbow and tossing it into the underbrush. Nick swung his silver blade into a Nachzehrer’s neck, and two Alps grabbed it by the hilt, twisting it out of his grip.

He drew a stake, then another, each one destroying a monster. But his stockpile was starting to run low.

“Moira, shields!” Nick cried, tossing one of the gremlin freaks into a nearby tree. “We need to split these things up, there’s too many of them! Moira?”

Nick turned.

A half-dozen Alps surrounded Moira, hissing and spitting. One of them had a fistful of her hair and was trying to tug her to the ground.

God damn it! Nick waded through the fray, kicking and shoving. At least brass knuckles didn’t need ammo. He could punch his way to his girls like Doomguy if he really needed to…

Suddenly he was flat on his back.

Two of the Alps scrambled onto his chest. All at once, they weighed what felt like a solid ton, ripping the air from his lungs. They suffocate sleepers, he remembered, gasping. Fuck, I’ve gotta get up!

He swung. Another one of the beasts landed on his hand.

He was down. Down and on the way out.

He scrabbled in the dirt for a weapon…any weapon. An errant stake, a dagger, even a goddamn rock someone left in the path.

There was nothing.

And then his fingers found Salma.

The slime quivered. “Nick! I’m here! Use me!”

“What!?” Nick batted Alps away from his throat with his free hand. “Use what!?”

“Titties, Nick! Titties!”

Nick blinked. You have got to be kidding me.

“I’m in sensory-seeking mode!” the slime shouted. “Let me whack the crap out of these things! Split me already!” The slime’s nodule stiffened. “They’re about to get Tiff and Moira!”

That sealed it. He was going to have to try.

This is going to be the stupidest looking thing I’ve ever done…

He channeled a tiny trickle of blood magic into the slime. Salma divided like a science class diagram of a cell, going from a uni-boob to a hard, solid pair of titties with a wet schlick sound. At his touch, the familiar hardened, turning as heavy and dense as the head of a mace.

“I really would have made a great sex toy,” Salma said. “Just so you know!”

“Shut! Up!”

An Alp leapt at his face. Nick swung Salma as hard as he could, smacking the creature in the side of the head with her right boob.

POP!

The Alp exploded in mid-air, turned to dust.

“Fuck yes!” Salma roared. “Oh, that feels great!”

Nick tried not to think about how much this was pleasuring the slime as he cracked the Alp on his chest upside the head. It rained dust on his shirt, and then he was up, swinging Salma back and forth in what looked like the world’s lewdest shield bash.

“HA HA!” the slime chortled, its voice thick with ecstasy. “Face my wrath, fuckwads!”

Nick fought through the fray, scattering Alps like bowling pins. He reached Moira and brought the pair of tits down on the head of the creature trying to drag her to the ground, shattering it like a plate-glass window. Moira’s eyes widened when she saw exactly what Nick was defending her with, but the relief on her face was still indescribable.

“Tiffany!” the redhead shouted, gesturing at the monster hunter. “Regroup, now!”

The blonde sprinted across the grass, ducking out of reach of the creatures. The instant there was more than a foot of space between her and the carnage, Moira slammed a wall of light down, blocking the creatures from touching her. The Drude roared in fury.

Tiffany took one look at Salma and cackled. “Holy shit. Have you been beating these things to death with boobs!?”

“Any port in a storm,” Nick said, panting.

“He is!” Salma agreed. “And it’s fucking great! I’m Nick’s new signature weapon! Imagine if you didn’t just wield Excalibur, you could fuck it, too!”

“Not happening,” Nick snapped.

“But you just breasted boobily across the whole battlefield with me…”

“Already got my sword,” Nick said, picking it up from the grass. “Thanks, though.”

Monsters clawed at the walls surrounding the trio. The Drude watched, its undead face furrowed in concentration. Waiting.

“We’re no closer to killing it than we were,” Moira said, shaking her head. “As long as it keeps opening portals to its homeland, it can keep up the fight forever. Our only advantage was surprise, and now we’ve lost it.”

“We’ll keep fighting,” Tiffany said fiercely. “She’s got to make a mistake!”

“There has to be something else we can do,” Moira said. The walls of light around them shook, cracks forming in their glowing surface as the wave of monsters drained her focus. “Something I’ve missed. Some advantage we can press…”

The monsters fell back.

And the Drude raised a skeletal hand.

A single portal opened behind her as the Alps and Nachzehrer retreated. A shrill, piercing cry split the nightmare forest, and a figure appeared in the shadows beyond the rent in reality.

A figure riding a spectral horse.

“Oh shit,” Salma said. “There really was an Erlking…”

It rode through the portal with a vengeance, spurring its translucent steed on. The rider almost looked human, with an ancient set of armor and a lance that looked jousting-tournament ready, but one look in those empty sockets where its eyes ought to be was enough to convince anybody this creature was anything but a person.

Rider and mount slammed straight into the wall of light, shattering it in a single blow. Shards flew like shrapnel as Nick grabbed Moira and rolled to the side, dragging her with him out of the creature’s range. Tiffany jumped the other way, just barely managing to dodge the strike.

The Erlking rode right past them, turning in a wide circle for another strike.

“Fuck me,” Tiffany said, brushing a lock of hair from her face. “That was close…”

The Drude grabbed her from behind.

It moved faster than Nick thought possible, seizing the blonde and lifting her into the air with an inhuman strength. Its bony fingers clasped her throat, squeezing, tendrils of gray-green magic seeping from between the digits into Tiffany’s eyes and mouth.

“Tiffany!” Nick roared. “Hang on, I’m coming!”

Nick ran across the square, only for the sound of hoofbeats to ring in his ears. He turned, expecting a strike from the Erlking’s lance. But it wasn’t bearing down on him. The truth was much worse.

The Erlking had Moira.

It grabbed the redhead in an armored fist and tossed her onto the saddle. Moira screamed, the tattoo above her womb flaring with magic, and the Erlking brought that fist down, slamming it into her lower back. Moira groaned and went still.

No. No!

“Foolish mortals,” the Drude hissed. “Did you really think you could trick me? I’ve been consuming adventurers like you for thousands of years.” It turned to Tiffany, more smoke pouring from its eyes. “Your mark is the most delicious one the witch made. I will enjoy peeling it from your flesh. I think I’ll make your friends watch.”

“Nick,” Tiffany cried weakly, her face going gray as the Drude’s magic infiltrated her. “H-help me…”

The Erlking rode around Nick and tossed Moira at the Drude’s feet like a sack of flour. The creature landed, shoving a foot into Moira’s face. The pain knocked her back into consciousness, just in time to see Tiffany’s brave struggles turn to weak gasps above her head.

“No, please!” Moira cried, horror filling her face. “Not them! Not her!”

The Drude cackled. “Your magic heals, not harms, witch. You cannot save her!”

Nick moved. The Erlking moved right with him, blocking the path. Fuck!

“Screw it,” he yelled, drawing his blade. “Last stand time. Get out of my way, you piece of shit!”

Tiffany’s arm jerked spasmodically as her eyes went heavy-lidded. She managed to grab the vial of milk attached to her belt and yank it free, lifting it to her lips, only for the Drude to slap it out of her hand and knock it to the ground. A pitiful moan left the blonde’s lips, and her body went slack.

The vial shattered across the grass, spraying droplets of milk. The Drude hissed, floating to the side, batting it away with its cloak.

Its cloak…

Nick blinked. Were those tattoos glowing?

They were, faintly. Dozens of them, each a victim of the undead bitch-queen, the marks Moira inked across their skin with so much love and care glistening with magic as the droplets of goddess milk touched them. The Drude didn’t notice it, it was too busy watching Tiffany's legs slowly stop kicking, but Nick did.

There has to be something we missed. Something else we can do.

Only not something else.

Someone else.

A whole lot of someones. People who’d been cared about, and cared for, and who’d deserved more than a death in fear and madness.

People who’d carried that little bit of love with them to the grave.

And beyond.

“Moira!” Nick shouted, pointing. “The cloak!”

Moira looked. She saw.

And as the Drude began to realize for the first time what it was really holding, she sprang from the ground and grabbed the undead bitch’s cloak of many colors with both hands.

And lit her the fuck up.

Light blazed from Moira’s fingers, igniting every protective sigil woven into the Drude’s cloak at the same time. They burned white-hot, fire erupting across the skin, turning the creature’s fancy garment into a flaming, magic-infused death trap. The Drude dropped Tiffany, reached for the tie holding the cloak closed around its skeletal neck, only for a bolt to punch through its palm.

“Eat silver, you cunt!” Tiffany shouted, sitting in the grass with her crossbow drawn.

The Drude flailed wildly, screaming in pain. The cloak shrank around the monster’s body as it burned, drawing tight as the protective sigils bled and burned and ran into each other like melting snow. With a horrified shriek, the Drude collapsed in a heap, the cloak smoking and smoldering.

The last of the protective charms burned out, leaving nothing but a pile of ash behind.

The Erlking had been watching from horseback, its ageless face bearing no expression. Without a word, it rode off, its faintly glowing form disappearing between buildings as it headed to the woods. The rest of the monsters had scattered, dead or fleeing.

Tiffany managed to rise to her feet and bury her face against Moira’s shoulder. “Oh my God, that was horrible,” she gasped, retching. “When that thing was holding me, pumping that smoke in my eyes, I saw… fuck.” She shook her head, still pale. “I saw what the world looks like from its point of view.”

“It wasn’t real,” Moira assured her. “Just what it wanted you to see. It’s over, Tiffany. You’re alright now.”

She nodded. “Nick!”

As he rejoined the pair, Tiffany leapt into his arms. The last of her unease dissolved as she wrapped her legs around him and made out, going full sex kitten in the blink of an eye.

“I love you,” she said, planting kisses all over his cheeks, his forehead, his neck. “I love you, I love you, I love you! I can’t believe you saved us all with a pair of boobs!”

“Um, technically I saved everyone with a pair of boobs!” Salma protested. “It was me. I was the pair of boobs…”

Nick turned to Moira. “You were amazing. Way to go.”

Moira closed her eyes, throwing her arms around Nick. “The magic was me,” she whispered, “but the idea was you. And I suspect who we should really be thanking are all the people the Drude hurt…”

The pile of ash shifted.

And the Drude stood up.

Every bit of humanity had been burned away by Moira’s protective magic. What remained was little more than a skeleton, a twisted creature of hatred and spite. It glared at the trio, green flames burning where its eyes had been.

“You again?” Nick snarled. “Why the fuck won’t you die?”

It lifted a bony finger, pointing at Moira. “You…”

“No.” Nick said. “You know what? Fuck this. You’re fucking dead!”

He grabbed the vial of milk from his belt and downed it in a single gulp.

The magic milk hit his system like a bolt of lightning. Every bit of exhaustion, every injury he’d accrued during the fight, all of it vanished, replaced with an energy that felt boundless.

Before Moira or Tiffany could say a word, he shot across the grass like a thunderclap, grabbing the Drude by the collar and lifting it off the ground.

Its eyes filled with pure terror.

“I am fucking sick!” he roared, slashing one of the thing’s arms off with the silver blade, “of you trying to hurt my fucking women!”

The thing struggled in his grip, but with Moira’s milk coursing through his veins he felt superhuman. Invincible. There was no fucking way it could escape.

“This is for all the people you fucking tortured…” he kicked it in the chest, knocking it to the ground. “And killed! This is for trying to drive Moira insane!”

He grabbed a stake from the ground and lifted it over the Drude’s head. It tried to shy away, wriggling backwards in the grass.

“But really,” Nick said, shaking his head, “this is for choking my fucking girlfriend!”

He slammed the stake through the Drude’s heart.

And the thing burst into ashes.

Nick stood over it for long moments, watching the dust settle. When it finally became clear that the Drude was no more, he stalked back over to Tiffany and Moira.

“There,” he said, jerking a thumb over his shoulder. “I took care of it.”

Sirens wailed in the distance.

“Shit,” Tiffany said. “Someone must have heard the commotion.”

“Or they saw the Erlking and got spooked,” Moira whispered. “We need to leave before they get here… ooh…”

Moira nearly collapsed.

“Oh fuck,” Tiffany gasped. She draped Moira’s arm over her shoulder, supporting her with her strength. “Are you alright?”

“I’m fine,” she protested. “Just exhausted. Activating all of those protective spells at once was very taxing. I need rest.” She smiled. “Possibly more whiskey.”

“We’ll get you whatever you need,” Nick promised. “Can you make it to the car?”

With a little help, she could.

The Hellcat roared out of Libusen just as the first police cars reached Fiddler’s Green.


Chapter Twelve: Escape is at Hand for the Travellin’ Man


They let Moira sleep in the next morning.

None of the authorities came sniffing around the cottage. Maybe they were grateful for the assist, or maybe whatever they’d found waiting for them in the aftermath of Fiddler’s Green left them convinced that they were better off not knowing what had really happened.

Either way, there was no trouble.

It was really over.

The sun looked a little brighter over Libusen than it had the previous day. Citizens woke up with a weight on their chest lessened, maybe one they hadn’t even realized they’d been carrying until it was gone. Old horror still clung to the Hesperus Asylum, but it was human horror, not the supernatural kind. In a few months, a whole new crop of college students would be daring each other to spend a night there, with no casualties.

“Wakey wakey,” Nick said. “Time to rise and shine, Moira.”

The redhead rolled over in bed, brushing sleep from her eyes. Five cats surrounded her on the blanket in various states of relaxation, dozing or playfully batting at the fabric. Moira blinked, looking around the room, then remembered where she was. She smiled.

She started to sit up and flinched. “I feel like hell,” she muttered.

“Yeah, that tracks. You ran out of healing spells last night.”

“I can handle things the old-fashioned way.” Moira swung her legs over the bed, flexing her toes. “I’ll be alright. How’s Tiffany?”

The blonde appeared in the doorway next to Nick. “Tiffany just got finished making everyone a bomb-ass breakfast,” she said, grinning wide. “Nick tried to marry me the first time he tasted this, just so you’re warned in advance.”

“I feel certain I’ll do the same,” Moira smiled. “Except I can’t very well marry you both, can I?”

“Who knows?” Nick shrugged. “They do things differently in the Fae Wilds. And I don’t think we need to worry about all that right now, do we?”

Moira shook her head. “Being with you two is enough. It’s everything, actually.”

“Come on,” Tiffany said. “Let’s eat.”

They stumbled downstairs like Nachzehrer in the daylight, wincing at every step. Moira’s cats followed, meowing for their breakfast, as if their human hadn’t fought and nearly died destroying an ancient evil the night before. Once Moira saw the spread Tiffany laid out for them, she really did make a marriage proposal. Everyone laughed.

They ate in comfortable silence, just enjoying each other’s presence. Just like with Tiffany, Moira slotted into Nick’s life so perfectly that it felt like they’d been together for years, rather than all of two days. That was never going to fail to blow his mind.

Nick was polishing off his second cup of coffee when his phone buzzed. Anastasia.

“I’ll be back in a tick,” he said, rising from the table. “Got some business to handle.”

He poured another cup and stepped out onto the wraparound porch, letting the mug warm his free hand. “I’m here,” Nick said.

“Nicholas.” Her voice was pleased, almost warm, though not quite. “I’m getting reports that the Veil has stabilized. Well done. Payment will be sent to you and Miss Cross shortly.”

“Thanks.” Nick paused. “Listen, we couldn’t have done this without a bit of local talent. Moira, she…”

“You want to recruit her.” It wasn’t a question.

“Yes,” he said. “I do. So does Tiffany.”

“I see. Are you romantically entangled with this one as well, Nicholas?”

There was no sense in denying it. “Yes. But it won’t be a problem.”

“Of course it won’t. And neither will this. I’ve already approved the paperwork.”

Nick’s mouth dropped open. “But I hadn’t even told you…”

“Call it feminine intuition,” Anastasia said. “I had a feeling about Miss Orchard. Also, the woman is a perfect fit for your team. Honestly, I would be more upset to hear you were leaving her behind.”

“Understood,” he said, glancing through the front window. Moira and Tiffany were quietly joking over scrambled eggs. “Thank you.”

“And Nicholas?” Anastasia’s tone shifted slightly. “You’re doing well. Building a team; expanding your skill sets. The higher-ups are pleased. They are… interested in your career.”

“That sounds a little worrying,” Nick said. “You never want to have the Eye of Sauron on you.”

Anastasia laughed. “Just don’t screw up. You have some time before your next job. Help Miss Orchard get her things settled before she travels with you. And get some rest.” He heard her smirk without having to see it. “I daresay you’ve earned it.”

The line went dead.

Nick stood there for a moment, letting it sink in. The job was complete, and he and Tiffany had some much-needed R&R to look forward to. A fresh infusion in their bank account didn’t hurt either.

And a new partner.

In pretty much every sense of the term.

He went back inside to tell Moira the good news. She and Tiffany were cleaning up the kitchen, the former scrubbing plates while the latter loaded cups and silverware into the dishwasher. The sight of them together, so natural and at home, made his heart hurt a little bit. In a good way.

Not enough to settle down, of course. Not yet. Maybe not for a long, long time.

But these two could make putting down roots sound awfully appealing.

“So?” Tiffany tried but couldn’t hide the excitement in her voice. “How’d it go?”

Nick smiled. “You’re in.”

Moira’s eyes widened. “Really? Just like that?”

“Just like that. Paperwork’s done, you’re officially part of the team.”

For a moment, Moira stood there, stunned. Then her lips wobbled, and tears, happy ones, streamed down her cheeks.

“Hey, hey, it’s alright,” Nick said, pulling her into an embrace. “We’re not that bad.”

Moira laughed, pressing her face to his chest. “You’re wonderful,” she said. “I just… it’s so nice not to be alone any longer. To have love. To have a… a family.”

“You’re not alone anymore,” Tiffany said, coming in for a group hug. “You’ve got us, Moira. For as long as you want.”

Moira drew back, smiling at them both. “Would ‘forever’ be too long to ask for?”

Both of them shook their heads. “Deal,” Nick said, giving her a kiss.

They held that for a long time. “You really are an incredible kisser,” Moira murmured after. “He’s trouble, isn’t he, Tiffany?”

“Yeah, but usually the good kind,” the blonde said. “Although he has this weird aversion to road head?”

“Oh, we’ll cure him of that,” Moira said. “Stress relief during long drives is very important.”

“Hell yes!” Salma practically jumped up and down on the kitchen table. “You’re already proving you can roll with the pack, Moira. Welcome to the harem, babe!”

Moira looked around, her eyes widening. “Oh goodness!” she said, clutching her hands together. “We have so much to do! I need to pack. I have to figure out what to do with the house, and the tattoo shop, and God, the cats…!”

“We’ve got time,” Nick promised. “We’ll figure it out.”

Tiffany took Moira’s hand. “Together.”

They spent the rest of the morning making phone calls. Moira found a buyer for the house and someone to take over the lease on the tattoo shop a lot faster than anyone expected: almost as if it were meant to be. What was an even surer sign was when Moira paid a visit to her librarian friend and discovered that not only would she be thrilled to watch the cats for a while (and send pictures), the library itself had been discussing keeping a cat on premises as a sort of mascot. They couldn’t decide which Gord they liked better, so they ended up going with both.

In less time than any of them could have imagined, they’d settled all of Moira’s business in Libusen. Nick helped her pack (using his Tetris ability to fit nearly an entire room’s worth of tattoo gear in one suitcase, you never knew when it might come in handy) and within a day or two they were ready to hit the road.

They stood in front of Moira’s cottage, the Hellcat packed and ready.

“I can’t believe I’m really doing this,” Moira said, her arm around Nick’s waist. “This is completely insane.”

“Having second thoughts?” Tiffany asked.

She shook her head. “Not even the tiniest bit,” she said with a smile. “I… I never really felt at home here. I haven’t felt at home anywhere since leaving the Sisterhood. Not until Nick.”

“He’s pretty good at that,” Tiffany agreed. “Home is where the heart is.”

“In that case, home is just above your ass,” Salma said.

“Sounds about right,” the blonde agreed with a naughty grin.

“Home is wherever we are,” Moira said, putting her cheek against Nick’s.

And on that point, they could all agree.

As they pulled onto the main highway, Moira gave Libusen one final glance from the backseat of the Hellcat. The town looked more peaceful than it had in ages, the sky clear and blue over the perfect rows of Swiss-style homes. The Veil held steady, protecting people from any and all supernatural threats.

“I’ll let you take it from here,” Moira whispered.

Tiffany hooked her phone to the Bluetooth as they hit the highway, leaving the mountains behind. Moira took the aux, and in no time at all was introducing them to the wonders of Canadian rock.

“So,” Tiffany said, riding shotgun. “What’s our next move?”

“Waffle House, obviously,” Nick said. “I need some hash browns.”

“Scattered, smothered and covered?”

“Is there any other kind?” Nick put a hand on Tiffany’s knee. “You know, that was almost the tattoo I told Moira to ink on your lower back?”

“No fucking way,” she laughed. “You almost gave me hash browns as a tramp stamp?”

“You told me to go with something important. Not much is more important than that.”

Tiffany laughed, leaning back in her seat. “I’m sure Moira would have done a great job with it,” she said, running her fingers through Nick’s hair as he drove. “I really like her. She’s, like, totally perfect for us.”

From the backseat, Moira’s voice was soft but warm, barely audible over Gord Downie informing them all New Orleans was sinking and he didn’t want to swim. “I can hear you, you know.”

“Oh, I know.” Tiffany grinned. “We’re going to be saying a lot of nice things about you. Get used to it.”

Moira nodded. “I’ll never be upset about you being a good girl, Tiffany.”

The blush that spread across the blonde’s face was a sight to behold.

“Oh my gosh,” Tiffany laughed. “Oh wow, I’m like a stop sign.”

“Quick, hide your face,” Salma suggested. “Between Nick’s legs is perfect.”

“Well, I do owe him some road head.” Tiffany slid towards the center console, already putting her hair in a ponytail. “And this section of highway’s pretty straight. And I don’t see any cars…”

“You’re going to do it with me watching?” Moira asked, amused.

Tiffany blinked. “You have a problem with that?”

“Of course not.” A knowing smile spread across her face as she leaned between the seats. “But if you’re going to do it, Mommy’s going to make sure you do it right.”

“Oh fuck,” Nick groaned. “You two are going to get us all killed.”

They didn’t.

And by the time they made it to the Waffle House, Nick had a new favorite road trip activity.


Epilogue: The Girl in the Road


Sometime Later

“Now this is what I’m talking about.”

The afternoon sun beat down on the Hellcat as it tore down the highway. A heavily curated playlist of tunes—Moira’s Can-Con, Tiffany’s slutty pop hits and Nick’s classic rock best-of—blared from the speakers, Nick nodding along and tapping the steering wheel as he drove. Snacks lay on the center console. Tiffany, as always, sat with her feet up on the dash, her legs almost too distracting in her cutoff jeans.

“Good tunes, good people, good mileage,” he said, checking the rearview mirror out of habit. “And no fucking mountains.”

Tiffany rolled her eyes. “There were like eight of those.”

“Eight hundred, maybe.”

The blonde glanced over her shoulder. “I’m so fucking jealous of her,” she whispered, nudging Nick. “How does she manage to do that?”

In the backseat, Moira was out like a light. The redhead snoozed gently, her arms resting on top of Salma as the slime lay in her lap. (The familiar claimed the position ‘felt motherly’ and they never questioned it). Salma had been less sensory-seeking over the last few days, and she’d only suggested Nick turn her into some kind of sex toy twice yesterday, so odds were good that the slime was getting ready to shift to a new emotional state.

Nick wondered if he was going to miss Horny Salma. Just a little bit.

Nah, not really.

The two women with him were more than horny enough for his tastes.

“She sleeps like a log,” Tiffany said, looking impressed. “Not even the radio keeps her up. I wish I could just conk out like that.”

“Must be a Canadian thing,” Nick mused. “Or a ‘smoking hot MILF’ thing.”

“Whatever it is, I wish she’d teach it to me.” Tiffany’s grin turned wicked. “She’s been teaching me so many other exciting things lately.”

Moira’s ‘demonstrations’ hadn’t stopped at road head. She might have been every bit as submissive as Tiffany in bed with Nick—if not more so—but she clearly had something of a dommy Mommy streak when it came to cute blonde cheerleaders who fucked like porn stars and beat the shit out of monsters for a living.

Not that either one of them were complaining. It was hot as fuck.

“We’ll have to see about getting us a decent room for the night,” Nick said. “Where the hell are we headed, anyway?”

“Anastasia gave me the address,” Tiffany said, reaching for her phone. “It’s—”

Before she could pull up the text, the phone rang.

“Speak of the devil,” Nick said. “Put it on speaker, would you?”

Tiffany connected the call to Bluetooth.

“Hey, Anastasia,” Nick said, keeping his voice just quiet enough not to wake Moira. “We were just talking about you—”

“Nick?”

He sat up straighter. Anastasia sounded slightly stressed, which for anyone else would have been the equivalent of a full-on meltdown. Something’s going on, he realized.

“Talk to me,” he said, instantly alert. “What’s up?”

The fact that there was no preamble told him things were worse than he guessed. “We have a major situation developing,” she said, her voice terse. “There’s been a sudden spike of supernatural energy. Our detection equipment is showing readings that are off the charts.”

“Hell yes,” Nick said. “Alright, point us at it, Anastasia. Where’s the fire?”

She hesitated—which worried Nick worse than anything else. “That’s the strange thing,” she said, sounding like she didn’t quite believe it. “It’s centered directly on your location.”

“Wait, what?” he exclaimed. “On us?

Nick’s gaze shot ahead to the road, scanning for threats.

Which was precisely when he saw the girl crouching in the middle of the highway.

He slammed on the brakes as hard as he could, stopping so fast that he had to brace himself on the steering wheel as the ABS cut in. Moira woke with a start, Salma flying from her lap to splat against the windshield before falling onto the dashboard. Tiffany tumbled into Nick’s lap with a squeal of surprise, her breasts nearly spilling out of her tank top. The Hellcat’s tires screeched in protest, the antilock brakes making the entire front-end shake as the vehicle left a strip of rubber on the pavement.

They managed to stop just in time. Another few feet, and they’d have run the girl over. Which was fortunate, because she hadn’t left the road despite the two tons of automobile barreling down on her.

“What the hell!?” Tiffany gasped. “Nick, what is that—!?”

She was actually gesturing beyond the girl, where a portal sizzled through the air. Nick could see the skyline of a foreign city beyond it, though it sealed itself up before he could get a good enough look to figure out where it was—or whether it was even on Earth.

The girl hadn’t moved a muscle the entire time. Now, at last, she rose to her full height, slowly stretching out a lanky, muscular frame that was clad in black leather, studs, and a lot of tattoos. Nick couldn’t decide which was more striking–her long purple-streaked hair or the black, sticker-covered crossbow she cradled in her arms.

“Oh wow,” Salma gasped. “She’s hot!”

The girl lifted the crossbow to her shoulder and stared at Nick from the road.

Glaring at him like he was the one who’d done something crazy.

“Who the fuck are you?”

END OF BOOK TWO


Moira’s “Welcome Home” Apple Strudel (Apfelstrudel)


A Recipe from the Kitchen of Libusen’s Resident Witch and Tattoo Artist

There’s something almost magical about feeding the people you love. Whether it’s a cup of tea when the world feels too heavy to shoulder alone, a warm meal after a long hunt, or a slice of strudel shared between three people who just realized they’re meant to spend the rest of their lives in each other’s company—food brings us together. It shows love, care, and devotion.

This recipe is my love language: sweet, just a little bit tart, and best enjoyed with gusto. (Eating dessert first is optional, but only if you’ve been a good girl.) Perfect for small parties, intimate get-togethers, and second dates. (If a romantic partner doesn’t faint after the first bite, I’m sorry to say they’re not the one for you).

Now let’s get to it. You’ll Need:

4 cups tart apples (peeled, cored, thinly-sliced)

½ cup granulated sugar (more if your favorite hunters have a sweet tooth)

1 tsp ground cinnamon

¼ tsp ground nutmeg

¼ raisins (if you’ve got a little whiskey left over from your tea, soak them in it first)

1 tbsp lemon juice (to keep apples from browning)

1 cup breadcrumbs

½ cup chopped walnuts or almonds (optional, but adds a satisfying crunch)

1 package phyllo dough

½ cup melted butter

1 egg

Milk (from your local grocer or… other sources)

Instructions:

Prep The Filling:

Toss the sliced apples with sugar, cinnamon, nutmeg, raisins, and lemon juice in a large bowl. Let it sit while you toast the breadcrumbs in a dry pan over medium heat until they’re golden. Stir the breadcrumbs and nuts (if desired) into the apple mixture. Set aside for now.

Handle the Phyllo:

Lay out a clean kitchen towel (preferably one that isn’t covered in cat hair).

Place one sheet of phyllo dough on the towel and brush lightly with melted butter.

Repeat with 5-6 more sheets, stacking them like a cozy blanket.

Combining the Ingredients:

Spoon the apple filling onto the phyllo stack, leaving a border at the top and bottom.

Fold the sides inward, then roll the whole thing up (think burrito, but even more delicious)

Transfer your strudel to a baking sheet lined with parchment paper (foil will do in a pinch)

Baking:

Brush the top with egg wash (or more butter, if you’re really hoping to impress a pair of hunters half your age)

Bake at 375°F for 30-35 minutes, until golden and crispy. When your guests’ mouths begin to water and they ask, “what is that?”, you’ll know it’s perfect.

Serve with Love (and Milk):

Let the strudel cool slightly (assuming your guests can wait for it)

Slice and serve with a generous drizzle of warm milk. If a saucer isn’t handy, use whatever is within reach. Get creative! I do. ;)Ideally, you’ll have no leftovers (hunting monsters is hungry work, after all). But any remaining pie can be covered with cling wrap and placed in your refrigerator for 3-5 days. Remember to reheat in the oven (there’s nothing that says “I care about you” less than a microwave).

Final Thoughts

If you’re feeling lonely, this recipe will help you make lots of friends—and maybe even a harem partner or two. Life is too short for regrets, and it’s most certainly too short for bad strudel. Enjoy with the ones you love, with the blessings of Mater Lactea.

~Moira Orchard

(P.S. If you’re reading this, Nick, I put extra cinnamon in yours. You’re welcome)


Final Thoughts


We hope you've enjoyed Hex Kittens 2. You can pre-order 3 here: uthttps://www.amazon.com/dp/B0GTMXY6YH. Remember to visit harem-lit.com for the latest and greatest of the genre – and to collect waifu cards of your favorite characters.


Men's 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


Bonus Moira!
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