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Hex Kittens 3


A Fateforged Supernatural Thirst Trap

Directed by Michael Dalton


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.

Do we need to have read the other books in the Fateforged/Daltonverse?

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

What about audio?

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

How do I participate and listen in?

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


Read Ahead and Support the Authors


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

Pre-Order book 4 HERE

Visit the new number one haremlit website: harem-lit.com

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


Chapter 1: The Girl in the Road, Redux


As the tire smoke from his abrupt stop drifted away, Nick stared in disbelief at the girl he’d nearly run over.

In the three years he’d been working as part of the Fates’ clean-up crew, basically the janitors of the supernatural world who dealt with challenges that were below the Wardens and Enforcers, Nick had seen a lot of things.

Vampires. Eldritch monsters. Ancient undead abominations. This was the first time he’d nearly driven through a portal in the Veil.

Right after Anastasia’s call about a magical anomaly centered on his little team, he’d seen the girl crouched in the center of this lonely county highway. As Tiffany, Moira, and Salma tumbled around the Hellcat’s interior, he stopped just in time to avoid hitting her.

She hadn’t moved as the car approached her, as if she hadn’t even seen them. Then she’d slowly risen to her feet, looking at them in disbelief, like they were the problem.

“Oh, wow,” Salma gasped. “She’s hot!”

Were it not for the swirling portal behind her, he would have called her goth. She had the look—black leather pants, a ripped black tank top, studded leather bracelets, purple-streaked hair, and tattoos up and down her arms.

The girl was indeed very hot, almost like a runway model who was cosplaying some character from Resident Evil. But her overall appearance was less fashion and more like a product of wherever she’d come from.

She was tall, maybe five-ten, lanky and muscular, though her vibe was far more “half-starved-apocalypse-survivor” than athlete or gym-rat.

An “apocalypse” was exactly what Nick saw through the rapidly closing portal behind her. A world in ruins, decaying and decrepit. A lifeless street full of abandoned cars, with a burnt-out building behind her.

Then, just before the portal closed, something jumped through it.

The thing was also black, long, and lanky. There the similarities ended, however. Because long and black was all it was.

“Oh, what the shit?!” Tiffany cried. “What is that thing?”

“Is it another slime?” Salma ejaculated excitedly.

Salma’s question wasn’t out of left field. The monster—he didn’t know what else to think of it as, because he sensed its malevolent aura even from inside the car—was featureless, humanoid in form but otherwise looked like moving, liquid darkness.

And it moved toward the girl.

She spun around, lowering her crossbow and firing. The creature was only ten feet away from her, and she could hardly have missed, but somehow, she shot it in the leg, causing it to stumble.

Nick’s protective impulses roared to life. He leapt out of the car, moving to intercept the thing. As he did, the girl cocked her crossbow and fired again, hitting it in the other leg. He drew his short sword from under his jacket and lunged forward past the girl.

Who let out a gasp of shock and disbelief.

“Fucking idiot! What are you doing?”

Nick struck hard at the creature. The blade passed through it like nothing at all.

“It’s immune to blades!” the girl cried. “Are you really that stupid?”

He stopped short, stepping back as the creature stumbled forward, the girl’s crossbow bolts embedded in its thighs. Somehow her crossbow had affected it, while his sword had not.

“Immune to blades?” he asked. What were they dealing with here? A lot of undead were immune to certain attacks, but this was the first time he’d encountered something that could be hurt by arrows but not blades.

That was when Tiffany jumped out of her car with her crossbow.

“The hell with this!”

Nick’s blonde girlfriend, her big breasts barely constrained in her tight tank top and her long blonde locks streaming behind her, leapt into the fight. She aimed her crossbow at the monster’s torso.

Yet for some reason, the goth girl let out a cry of horror and lurched forward to stop her.

Tiffany fired before she reached her, but the dark-clad woman moved with a speed Nick had not seen since, well, Tiffany herself. The girl thrust her crossbow into the line of fire, deflecting Tiffany’s bolt into the air.

“Stop!”

Recoiling at this unexpected development, Tiffany fell back, reaching for another crossbow bolt. The creature, though injured, had closed with Nick while Tiffany was trying to kill it.

Before he could do anything, it slammed its arm against him, knocking him backward with a force he had not expected. Tiffany cried out as he landed at her feet.

“Nick!”

Tiffany cocked her crossbow again, but the girl stepped between her and the creature.

“No! Stop!”

Nick suddenly wondered if this thing was the girl’s partner, or pet, or something else she was working with. He was just about to reorient his assessment of her as a potential enemy when she spun around again.

And shot the creature herself. In the leg.

Again.

“What the hell is going on?!” Tiffany cried. “Why are you protecting that thing?”

The girl shoved the thing backward with her boot, causing it to stagger closer to Nick.

“I’m not protecting it, you airhead!” she cried. “We have to wound it!”

Nick got to his feet just as the creature turned on him. Whatever the hell was going on, he’d had enough of this. Stepping past her, he drew back and punched the creature in the head.

Or so he’d intended. It didn’t unfold the way he expected.

Nick’s fist passed right through the monster’s empty face. The lack of resistance was so complete that he lost his balance and fell forward against the creature’s chest. But the three crossbow bolts in its legs had slowed it down, and it fell backward with him as his errant punch sent him tumbling back onto the pavement.

Scrambling away from it, he lurched to his feet. The creature struggled to come after him.

Nick had definitely had enough of this now. If crossbow bolts were the only thing that could affect it, then that’s what he was going to use.

The girl cocked her crossbow again, but this time Nick tore it out of her hands. He aimed it at the creature’s head just as the girl screamed in rage and tried to stop him.

“Nooo!”

As she jumped on his back to tackle him, he fired, and the bolt struck the creature in the center of its forehead.

It fell over.

Dead.


Chapter 2: Oopsie


Things then got even stranger.

Rather than thanking him for killing the monster, the girl screamed in frustration and pounded her fists on Nick’s back.

“You fucking idiot! Do you know what you’ve done?!”

That was when Tiffany crashed into them, knocking the girl to the ground, where the two of them began to wrestle.

“Leave him alone!” Tiffany yelled as the two girls punched and clawed at each other. Their athletic bodies tangled, flashes of supple skin in stark contrast to the violence.

“He killed it!” she cried back. “With my fucking crossbow!”

The sense that Nick was missing something very important here began to swell in his mind. And the only person with the necessary answers was the goth girl.

He lunged at the two of them and pulled them apart, dragging Tiffany behind him. She got to her feet, as did the other girl.

She staggered away from them. Nick squared himself in front of her, pointing right at her face.

“Enough! Will you explain to me what the fuck is going on here?”

She snarled right back at him, then threw up her hands in frustration as if she were speaking to a toddler.

“You killed the groom! With my crossbow! Now it’s immune to it!”

Her reaction was enough to make him put a leash on his annoyance and confusion. He drew his hand back and took a slow breath.

“Immune?” he asked.

“The what?” Tiffany asked in disbelief, straightening her top and pushing her hair back over her head to clear her face.

“The groom!” the girl yelled.

Tiffany threw up her hands. “Is this a wedding? Was that thing your boyfriend or something? This seems like an awfully toxic relationship if it was.”

The goth girl’s face contorted in anger. “Not the groom! The Grume!” She spelled it out for them. “G-r-u-m-e.”

“The Grume?” Nick asked after a moment. “What the hell is a grume?” He’d dealt with an awful lot of supernatural monsters, but he’d never heard of this one.

Panting for breath, the girl stood there looking around at Nick, Tiffany, and Moira, who had just gotten out of the car. Her eyes fell on the Hellcat, then slid back to Nick.

Her anger slipped a few notches.

“Wait a second. Where am I?”

“You came through that—” Nick pointed. He was about to say portal... except the portal was gone.

The girl turned and looked. “‘That’ what? All I saw was a bright flash of light, then you—” she paused. “How is that car still running?”

“On gas?” Tiffany asked, her rage having been replaced by bafflement.

“There’s no gas left, you dingbat.”

Tiffany’s annoyance came flaring back in an instant. “Dammit, stop calling me names! I’m the Chosen One! I have an IQ of 180! And I have much better fashion sense than you, post-apocalyptic Wednesday Addams!”  

“Ladies,” Moira said, stepping forward between them and exuding a motherly influence that seemed to take the tension down a few more notches. She turned to the goth girl. “What is your name?”

The girl eyed them suspiciously for a moment before answering.

“Grace.”

“I’m Moira. This is Nick and Tiffany. Salma is still in the car.”

“That’s me!” the silicone slime called out. Grace’s eyes widened at the realization that the slime was talking to her.

“Can you, calmly, please explain to us what just happened here,” Moira went on, her enormous boobs heaving as she took a steadying breath. “And I will ask you to assume that we know nothing. Because we don’t.”

Grace glanced around at the group. “Well, that’s obvious.” She took a deep breath and stared at them, wide-eyed. “You really don’t know what a Grume is?”

“No,” Nick replied.

She stared down the dead creature in the road, letting out a long noise of disgust.

“You fucked up. Bad.”

“How?” Moira asked before Nick could, holding up a hand to stop him. “Just explain.”

“You can’t kill the Grume. Not permanently, I mean. If you do manage to kill it temporarily, it becomes immune to that weapon. Then it will hunt down the last person who killed it. No matter where you go, where you try to hide, it will find you.”

Grace sighed heavily.

“I killed it a while ago, which is why it was chasing me. I realized it could still be hurt by crossbow bolts, meaning no one had ever killed it that way before.” She sighed again. “Well, that’s out.”

She took her crossbow from Nick and tossed it to the ground beside the road.

“Got any other ideas? Because I’m fresh out of them.”

Nick put a hand on his head. “It’s immune to everything?”

Grace laughed weakly. “I suppose if you could find a way to hurt it with marshmallows, that might work. But guns, blades, arrows, bombs, fire, fists, just about anything obvious, yeah, it’s been killed that way already.”

“There’s nothing?” Moira asked her, face going pale.

“Not that I’m aware of. And, by the way, Nick, when it comes back to life in an hour or so, it’s going to be coming after you. Since you were the last one to kill it.”

There were a few uncomfortable moments of silence. Tiffany cringed.

“Oops.”


Chapter 3: The Chosen One 3.0


Nick’s old Nokia erupted with the familiar strains of All Star. He jammed his thumb into the speaker button. “Anastasia, this is not the best—”

His handler’s smoky French accent cut him off.

“Nicholas, dear, I need an update! What happened with that explosion of Aetheric energy? It went off the charts and then died. I do hope you and your girls are uninjured.”

“Girls?” Grace asked, looking at Moira.

“She’s French,” the busty redhead replied. Her miraculous breasts hadn’t stopped their gentle sway. If anything, they’d found a circular rhythm that was downright hypnotizing.

“But France is...” The tall goth girl’s voice trailed off as she looked around at the highway they were still standing on, as well as the Hellcat. Another car went past, honking at the group blocking the left lane before continuing. Grace watched it go by in disbelief.

“I’m somewhere else, aren’t I? That was that flash of light?”

“Nicholas, are you there?” Anastasia asked. “Who is that person speaking?”

Having finally regained his bearings after nearly running over Grace and then battling the Grume, Nick took a moment to get a better look at the goth girl.

The contrast with Tiffany was so striking as to seem almost deliberate. Where his girlfriend was short, blonde, and stacked, Grace was tall, dark, and built like a volleyball player. Tiffany was a clotheshorse who was constantly dressing either to hide her identity or distract Nick with her sex appeal.

Grace looked as if she’d spent the last year or two fighting for her life. Her clothes were functional at best and heavily worn. Her leather pants seemed to be less fashion than protection, and her tank top—while it did show off her midriff and perky rack—was clearly intended to keep her arms free and the rest of her cool.

Tiffany had one tattoo: the heart on her lower back that she’d just gotten from Moira. Grace had sleeves on both arms and more tats under her tank top, along with a belly stud. Nick suspected there was plenty more he couldn’t see at the moment.

Over the tank top, she wore a bandolier of throwing knives, and a battle-scarred sword hung from the back of it. She had more weapons on a heavy nylon utility belt around her waist.

Staring at him as his eyes roamed over her body, Grace defiantly tossed her long purple-black locks over her shoulder.

“That’s a good question,” he finally said to her. “Who are you?”

“Grace. Like I said.”

“Just ‘Grace’? That isn’t what I asked.”

“Does it matter anymore?”

Tiffany stepped up now. “What I think Nick means is, what are you? Where did you come from?”

“Nowhere. What about you?”

The two girls glared at each other. “I’m the Chosen One,” Tiffany shot back. “I was raised from birth by the Order of the Vigilant Dawn to kick supernatural ass and look hot while I’m doing it.”

“The Chosen One?” Grace laughed, taking in Tiffany’s cutoff shorts and too-small tank top. “You? You look like Daisy Duke got lost in a Hot Topic. I’m the Chosen One.”

“Hot Topic? I’ll have you know—” Then she stopped short. “Wait, what? Chosen by whom?”

“Ladies, what is going on?” Anastasia hissed from the phone.

“I need to call you back,” Nick replied. “Five minutes, I promise.”

“Five minutes, Nicholas. Not a second longer.”

He ended the call and gently moved Grace and Tiffany apart again. He turned to the new girl.

“Continue, please. You’re the Chosen One?”

Grace looked back and forth between him and Tiffany, who continued glaring at her.

“Yeah. I, uh, I was raised by a secret group called the Sisterhood of the Golden Hour, and I was trained from birth to...” She looked back at Tiffany. “What the actual fuck?”

“That’s a good question,” Tiffany replied.

“It’s like she’s the anti-Tiffany,” Salma called out.

Grace turned to the car and stuck out her arm toward Nick’s sidekick. “Can someone explain to me what that talking blob of goo is?”

“I’m a silicone slime,” Salma replied. “You are quite rude, do you know that?”

Moira went to get Salma and returned so Grace could get a better look at her. Having settled into her casual pose, Salma had adopted the shape of a curved dome, her sensory nub perkily thrust upward.

“Is that a fake boob?” Grace asked.

“Breast is best. I don’t care for your attitude, Miss Tall, Dark, and Tatted. I’d like to speak to your manager in this Sisterhood of whatever.”

“Oh, no,” Nick muttered. “She’s shifted personalities again.”

Tiffany gulped.

“I think she’s entered her Karen phase.”


Chapter 4: Band on the Run


“Uh, guys,” Moira said, “I hate to break up this banter, but—”

They all turned to see her pointing at the Grume. It had been lying limp and motionless on the pavement after Nick killed it. Now it was twitching and quivering.

“It’s coming back to life,” Grace said with an edge in her voice. “We have to get out of here.” She grabbed at Nick and Tiffany, pushing them toward the car. “Go!”

The four of them piled into the Hellcat, Nick and Tiffany in the front seat, and Moira, Grace, and Salma in the back. Nick put the car in gear and stomped on the gas. The tires briefly broke loose and squealed loudly, leaving a cloud of smoke behind them as the Hellcat fishtailed and then straightened out, rocketing down the road.

“Can we just escape it?” Tiffany asked, turning around to talk to Grace. “It can’t kill us if we’re gone.”

The goth girl shook her head. “No. The Grume will chase us. It will keep coming after Nick until it catches up to us. It knows. It will never stop, and it’s faster than you might think.”

Nick pushed the car over ninety, determined to put as much space as possible between them and the Grume before it fully revived. Fortunately, this stretch of road was nearly empty. They went over a rise, where the Hellcat briefly left the pavement before landing and continuing down.

He checked the rear-view mirror, watching the road behind them for any pursuit.

“All right,” he said after a few moments of seeing nothing, “I’m getting the impression that you came through that portal from... I don’t know where. Your world is like this one, but different? You know about Daisy Duke and Hot Topic, but you’re acting like your world is in ruins.”

“Just like your manners,” Salma spat.

Grace’s eyes widened, but she didn’t take the bait.

“Things aren’t ruined here? Is that why your car works, and Tiffany looks like—”

“Like what?” Tiffany shot back, putting her hand on her hip.

The other girl bit back whatever insult she’d been preparing. “Your hair and makeup are... They aren’t a big mess. You’re wearing makeup in the first place. No one does where I came from, not anymore.”

“Grace, this world isn’t a ruin, no,” Moira said in a soothing voice that was clearly meant to dial back the bickering again. “There are supernatural things the three of us are working to stop, but most people don’t know that.”

“What happened to your world?” Nick asked.

“I’m sure it was overrun by girls as pissy and rude as she is!” Salma cried.

“Salma!” Moira hissed. “Control yourself.”

“I’m just telling it like it is. My facts don’t care about your feelings.”

“Salma, will you just let her talk, please?” Nick grunted.

“Why do you have a sentient breast implant as a sidekick?” Grace asked in annoyance. “And how?”

“Long story. I’ll explain later.”

“I used to work for a troll,” Salma replied with a huff.

“A troll?” Grace asked in disbelief.

“A troll with manners. Who knew how to speak to her betters with respect.”

“Salma, she was masquerading as a hooker to eat people,” Nick said in exasperation.

“Yes, but she did it respectfully.”

The car fell silent, as if none of them wanted to continue this line of discussion. Grace waited to see if Salma had anything else to contribute. When the slime remained quiet, Nick continued.

“Grace, you were telling us about your world.”

“Uh, yeah, okay. So about four years ago, there was a virus. They called it CORVID. It was—”

“Wait, corvid?” Tiffany asked. “Not COVID?”

“No, CORVID, with an ‘R.’ They called it that because it was some kind of bird flu that came from crows. It spread all over the world like wildfire.”

“We had that too,” Nick said. “A lot of people died, but the world didn’t fall apart. It was called COVID, like Tiffany said.”

“Well, CORVID didn’t make my world fall apart either. The ‘cure’ did.”

All three of them gaped at her. “The cure?” Tiffany asked.

“Apparently CORVID was the kind of virus that would be really hard to make a vaccine for. So, they engineered a counter-virus. I don’t really understand it. I was still in high school when it happened, and I was already working with the Sisterhood. But the cure-virus spread out of control, and it made people go crazy. Turned out the government was so afraid of what CORVID might do that they used sorcery to make the cure. It didn’t work.”

“So, it was just like The Walking Dead,” Tiffany said to Nick.

“Wait — you have that here too?” Grace asked.

Tiffany spun around excitedly to look at her. “We do. Did your version start to suck around Season 5?”

“Actually, yeah, the way they all got so stupid was—”

“Can we please get to the Grume?” Salma asked in a high-pitched voice. “All this backstory is quite tedious, missy.”

Grace glared at her, then nodded.

“Okay, yeah. I don’t know exactly where they came from, but the Grume are connected to the cure virus. When people finally died from it, their bodies would ooze this black fluid that looked just like a Grume. There are actually a bunch of them, if you listen to people, but the one that was chasing me showed up in our area about six months ago. It attacked people, and when they killed it, it would come back to life. Every time it died, it got harder and harder to kill.”

Nick finally saw it. “Because it gained immunity to the method people used. Just like a virus does.”

“Actually, that’s bacteria,” Tiffany said. “They get resistant to antibiotics.”

“Well, he’s right,” Grace replied. “However it worked, that’s what happened. Eventually, the Grume found me, and I tried to run. The weapons I had at the time didn’t work, and I ended up having to crush its head with a cinder block when it was about to kill me.”

“And after that, it was chasing you?” Moria asked.

“Right. That’s what it does.”

“Can’t say I blame it,” Salma muttered.

Grace ignored the quip. “I didn’t have my crossbow handy when it first found me, but after that, I discovered that the bolts could hurt it. So, I was trying to wound it and slow it down rather than kill it. There’s not much else you can do.”

“For how long?” Nick asked.

“Weeks. I don’t even know. I’ve barely slept since it started following me.”

Grace’s pale appearance and prickly personality began to make more sense now. Nick could see clear signs of exhaustion and sleep deprivation in her hazel-brown eyes.

Tiffany turned to Nick. “How do you think she ended up here?”

“Who knows? Weak spot in the Veil. Concentrations of mana or Aether can breach it sometimes, and it sounds like this thing is a concentration of the enchantment they used for this ‘cure.’”

That was when something in the corner of Nick’s vision drew his eye upward.

He looked in the rear-view mirror, seeing red-and-blue flashing lights behind them. Then he glanced down at the Hellcat’s speedometer. They were going a hundred-and-four.

“Oh, shit.”


Chapter 5: Smokey Bear Sandwich


Feeling like they had to be miles away from the Grume by now, given that it hadn’t finished reviving when they left, Nick hit the brakes and pulled over to the side of the road.

“What are you doing?” Grace asked in alarm.

“We can’t run from the cops in this world. And Anastasia can fix the ticket.”

Tiffany put her hand on his arm. “You did promise to call her back, remember.”

Nick groaned, hoping his handler wasn’t going to call in the middle of this. He came to a stop beside the highway as Grace spun around, looking out the Hellcat’s back window. Her eyes searched the road behind them.

“Oh, shit. Oh, shit.”

Salma was not amused. “This is all your fault, you little troublemaker.”

After stuffing Salma into her expansive cleavage to silence her, Moira tried to comfort Grace. “Didn’t you say it would take an hour to revive?”

“Usually, yeah. But it was acting like it was reviving faster just now.”

Struggling against their two competing problems, Nick tried to stay calm. The best way to resolve this was to take care of the ticket politely and quickly and get back on the road.

The cop stepped out of his highway patrol car, coming up beside the Hellcat. He was big, heavyset, with the kind of uniform and posture that reminded Nick of too many bad cop caricatures from TV and movies. He had on dark sunglasses and a big hat.

Nick lowered the window.

“Afternoon, officer.”

The cop leaned forward, looking into the car at Nick and the three women. “Son, do you have any idea how fast you were going back there?”

“Uh, we were a little distracted, sorry.”

“I clocked you at a hundred and seven. You’re lucky I’m having a good day, or I might take you straight to jail.”

“I, uh, I appreciate that, officer.”

As the cop looked around the car, Tiffany forced a smile onto her face and stuck out her ample chest, as if to emphasize what might have distracted Nick.

The officer scowled for a moment. “How old are you, girl?”

Tiffany continued trying to smile. “I’m twenty-one. Fully legal and licensed to chill.”

The joke did not improve the cop’s mood. He finally turned back to Nick.

“License and registration,” he said.

Nick nodded rapidly. “Sure.”

He reached past Tiffany’s toned thighs toward the glove compartment, opening it up. As he did, several stakes fell out onto the floor of the car.

“Uh, shit.”

The cop’s mood dropped a few notches. “What have you got there, son?”

He leaned in further, and for the first time he noticed the knives and sword Grace was carrying. His face tightened in alarm, and he stepped back, putting his hand on his gun.

“All right, everyone out of the car! Keep your hands where I can see them!”

There was a muffled screech of outrage from between Moira’s breasts as Salma tried to launch some objection.

“Nick?” Moira asked.

“Yeah, just a second, officer, there’s nothing to be concerned with here, we’re comply—”

That was when a black mass came flying up from behind them and slammed into the cop, knocking him down.

“It’s the Grume!” Grace yelled, pounding on the back of Nick’s seat. “Get us out of here!”

Struggling between the idea of fleeing from a cop and wanting to get away from the black virus-monster, Nick’s hand hovered over the ignition button for a moment or two.

Outside the car, the cop got to his feet and drew his gun. The Grume turned on the cop as he leveled his pistol.

“What the Scooby-Doo shit is this?” he yelled at Nick and the others. “Is this thing yours? Everyone out of the car and on the ground!”

When the Grume ignored the command, the cop began firing. The bullets passed harmlessly through the black mass of the Grume’s body as if it wasn’t even there.

Then it lunged forward, slamming its arm against the cop’s head. There was a sickening crunch as the blow crushed the cop’s skull.

He went down with a thud.

That was enough for Nick. He started the engine and floored the accelerator, causing the Hellcat to lurch forward. The Grume was right in front of them, and even if the car wasn’t going to hurt the thing, he drove right over it.

The car went bump-bump as the monster went down and the tires rolled over its body. Nick aimed the car back onto the highway as Grace spun around, looking behind them. A second later, she cried out.

“Wait! Wait!”

“What?” Nick yelled back at her.

“I think you killed it again. It’s not moving.”

Tiffany twisted around to see. “With the car? I thought you said—”

“It’s just lying there.”

Something—curiosity, a need to understand better what they were dealing with, or maybe something else—made Nick stop the car and turn around. He drove back slowly.

Sure enough, the Grume appeared to be dead again, lying motionless, flattened onto the pavement by the Hellcat’s tires. He waited for a few moments before shutting off the ignition and opening the door.

Nick stepped out to get a better look. The girls followed, circling around the two bodies.

There was no question the cop was dead. There was a big dent in the side of his head, and blood was flowing out onto the pavement.

The Grume remained motionless, seeming to be in the same state it had been after Nick had shot it with Grace’s crossbow.

“So, it wasn’t immune to cars?” Tiffany asked after a beat.

“Almost none of the cars in my world were still running,” Grace replied. “No gas, like I told you, and no electricity either. So, no way to run one of them over like this.”

“Except now it’s immune to cars,” Nick said.

Grace nodded grimly. “Yep. It is.”

As the others stood there looking at the Grume, she squatted down beside the cop, picking up his gun and taking his spare magazines.

“What are you doing?” Nick asked.

Grace looked up at him as if he was crazy. “You want to leave good weapons behind? One of you go look in his car, there could be more stuff we can use.”

That was when Salma peeked out from Moira’s cleavage.

“So, you’re a thief as well! I’m not surprised!”

“You’re not helping, Salma,” Moira replied. The busty redhead shoved her back down between her boobs, silencing the slime again.

Grace got up and went to the patrol car after no one else seemed interested in doing it. Tiffany looked at Nick as she went, gesturing at Grace in frustration.

“Nick — Can she — Can we really just—”

He shrugged. “Think of where she came from. They have to be scavenging constantly in her world.”

A minute or two later, Grace came back with an assault rifle over her shoulder and an armload of other cop gear.

“Come on, let’s get out of here.”

An appalled Tiffany turned to him as Grace got back into the car.

“Nick?”

He groaned. He figured he could deal with the fallout from this after they’d dealt with the Grume. “Yeah, let’s go.”


Chapter 6: The Evil Twin


The moment they were back on the road, Nick’s Nokia rang again. He put it on speaker.

“Nicholas, dear, it has been considerably more than five minutes,” Anastasia huffed.

“Sorry, we’re dealing with a situation here.”

“That is precisely why I keep calling. What is going on?”

“Basically, that burst of energy was a portal to some parallel, post-apocalyptic Earth. A girl came through it, followed by some monster we’re still dealing with.”

“A girl?”

“Hi,” Grace said. “I’m Grace. Who the hell are you?”

“My name is Anastasia, child, and I am Nicholas’s handler. Has he recruited you into his team already?”

Grace glanced at Nick, then at Tiffany and Moira. “What? No. I work for myself.”

“As if we would have you in the first place,” Salma hissed from Moira’s cleavage.

There was a beat or two of silence.

“Nicholas, what is going on with Salma?”

“She seems to have shifted into ‘Karen mode,’” he replied.

“Karen mode?”

“Wait, shifted?” Grace asked. “You mean she’s not always like this?”

“She changes personality every full moon or so,” Tiffany replied. “She’s not usually this obnoxious.”

“Obnoxious?” Salma retorted in a wounded voice. “Tiffany, how could you?” The silicone slime began blubbering into Moira’s breasts.

“People,” Anastasia said from the phone, “I need updates, not bickering. Nicholas, please continue. What is this about a monster?”

“It’s something called ‘the Grume’ and, according to Grace, it’s next to impossible to kill permanently. We’re working on it.”

“The groom? Is there a bride as well?”

Groaning loudly, Nick tried to explain, first about the Grume and then what had happened after it came through the portal.

“I see,” Anastasia said when he was done. “I will have this matter with the police officer handled. Meanwhile, you should do your thing, Nicholas. I’m sure you and the girls are equal to this challenge. Update me when you know more. Grace, you are approved to continue working with Nicholas.”

This produced another burst of tears from Salma. “I feel so betrayed! Waah!”

Anastasia ended the call as Moira tried to comfort the slime. Nick looked in the rear-view mirror at Grace.

“You were saying something about being ‘the Chosen One’ in your world. Finish what you were trying to explain.”

The goth girl exchanged a look with Tiffany, whose face tightened, though she remained silent.

“Uh, okay,” Grace began. “Long before CORVID happened, I was adopted from foster care by this couple, when I was like four. They were both total overachievers and pushed me into all kinds of sports and advanced classes at school. I put up with it until I hit high school. That’s when I decided I wanted to be something else. Then—”

Tiffany, whose face had gone pale at this story, spoke up. “You were recruited in that sisterhood and trained in secret to kill monsters.”

Grace stared at her, jaw down.

“Yeah. How—”

“That’s exactly what happened to me. My parents adopted me from an orphanage wanting to raise the perfect daughter for their perfect lives. When I was fourteen, a guy named Gerald recruited me into the Order of the Vigilant Dawn.”

Grace gulped. “I was recruited by a woman named Geraldine.”

“Are you shitting me?” Salma cried.

“Was she ex-Special Forces?” Tiffany asked.

“No. Ex-CIA,” Grace replied. “She was an assassin. I trained with her for five years before CORVID hit. After that, we were focused on surviving. She was killed a couple of years ago.”

Face tight, Tiffany nodded. “So was Gerald.”

“What exactly was the Sisterhood of the... whatever it was?” Nick asked.

“Golden Hour,” Grace replied. “It was an underground organization that fought supernatural threats.”

“Same as the Order of the Vigilant Dawn,” Tiffany added.

“It’s like she’s your evil twin,” Salma said. “With much smaller tits!”

“Hey!” Grace yelled, reaching over to smack the slime. Moira restrained her and shoved Salma back down into her cleavage.

“That’s enough out of you for now,” Moira muttered.

Nick tried to process what he’d just listened to. COVID, CORVID. The Order of the Vigilant Dawn, the Sisterhood of the Golden Hour.

Tiffany, Grace.

He wasn’t sure what it all meant, but he was certain it was important.


Chapter 7: Motel Madness


Nick drove until the Hellcat began running low on gas. It was dark by then, and all of them were tired and on edge. He looked into the back at Grace.

“What happens if we stop for the night?”

The goth girl sighed. “We’ve come a long way, and the Grume usually takes longer to revive if you kill it twice in a short amount of time. I guess we can stop, but someone has to keep watch.” She groaned and laid her head back. “I am so fucking tired. It feels like years since I had a full night’s sleep.”

Moira reached out and rubbed the girl’s shoulder. “You’ve really been running from this thing for weeks?”

“Yes. Wound it, run, wound it, run. Tried to grab an hour or so of sleep when I could. I managed to kill it a couple of times when I got stuck and wounding it didn’t slow it down enough. Once with a broken tree branch, the other time with a big wrench.”

As Nick looked for a gas station, Tiffany turned around again, a thoughtful look on her face.

“So, it’s fairly specific about what kills it?” she asked. “A cinder block, a stick, and a wrench all worked? Like, it doesn’t just get immune to something big and heavy.”

Grace shook her head. “No. What you use seems to matter. But the longer it goes on, the harder it gets. I used the wrench after a hammer didn’t work.”

“Ugh,” Tiffany replied.

Nick had begun feeling increasingly bad about Grace, now that he understood what she’d been through. They needed rest if they were going to beat this thing.

“We’ll stop as soon as I can gas up. Tiffany and I can keep watch tonight.”

Tiffany nodded, reaching back to rub Grace’s leg. “Yeah, we’ve got it.”

“I can get up early and stand the morning watch,” Moira added.

“Then let’s do it,” Nick said.

A few minutes later, Nick spotted a gas station ahead on the highway. When they stopped to fill up, Tiffany and Grace went inside to gather some food for dinner.

“That poor girl,” Moira said through the window as she watched them go. “We need to help her, Nick.”

“I’m not sure she wants the help. She seems kind of aggressively independent to me.”

Moira rolled her eyes. “She’s like Tiffany was when you found her. Wasn’t she the same?”

Nick thought about their first meeting in that empty school and how Tiffany had acted with him at first. She’d wanted no help and no involvement with him, even after she’d nearly gotten killed fighting the snarchers.

It was raw lust that had drawn them together at first, and only then had Tiffany started opening up to him.

“Grace is worse,” he muttered. “That look in her eyes reminds me of a wild animal.”

“Think what she’s had to do to survive. Please, give her a chance.”

He grunted. Moira’s presence on their team had been slowly breaking down the walls he’d been living with for three years. He’d let Tiffany over them. Moira was making him reconsider them altogether.

But that was who she was. She felt things much harder than he did and felt responsible for others’ suffering. It came from being a priestess of a mother-goddess, he supposed.

“She can stay with us if she wants to. At least, once we get this situation dealt with.”

Nick was still pumping the gas when he heard a commotion inside. He looked across the lot to see the girls arguing at the register. Both of them had armloads of food, but Tiffany was holding Grace’s arm like she was trying to keep her from leaving.

Whatever issue had arisen seemed to abate after a few moments. They paid and came back outside.

“Problems?” he asked as they emerged.

The blonde girl rolled her eyes. “Miss Walking Dead here needs to understand that this society hasn’t collapsed, and you can’t just scavenge whatever you want off the shelves.”

“Look, I’m trying, okay?” Grace shot back. “This is going to take some getting used to.”

Nick finished pumping the gas and went inside to pay. He noticed the twenty-something kid behind the register watching the two girls through the window as he came in. He looked away guiltily.

“Uh, ninety-six forty-seven,” he said.

Nick opened his wallet and handed the kid a hundred. The kid opened the register and started making change.

“There a motel around here we can stop for the night?”

“What do you want to stop here for?” the kid asked, genuinely surprised.

Nick stared back at him. “It’s late, and I’m tired?”

“I’m serious, dude, you don’t want to spend the night in this town.”

“Why not?”

The kid looked around nervously. “Just don’t, okay?”

“I need a reason. Trust me, kid, I’ve seen some shit. One weird little town doesn't even register anymore.”

Glancing outside again, where the other women were still arguing about something, the kid just shrugged.

“Up to you, man. There’s a motel another few blocks down the road. Just, whatever you do, stay away from the quarry.”

That lifted Nick’s eyebrow. “The quarry?”

“Yeah. Stay away from it. It ain’t safe.”

Figuring that he wasn’t getting any more out of this kid, Nick took his change and returned to the car.

“—how can you tell me you’ve never listened to it?” Grace asked Tiffany in disbelief. “Damaged is a classic. Henry Rollins’s influence is—”

“Before even my time,” Moira cut in. “I’m amazed you’ve even heard of him.”

“Look, maybe in this world, but—”

“Did I miss something?” Nick asked as he got in.

Tiffany sniffed in annoyance. “Grace objected to my playlist and things went downhill from there.”

“It appears that the course of pop music in her world took a different route from this one,” Moira added.

“Tell me you at least got Taylor Swift,” Grace almost begged.

There was a moment of silence as Moira gaped at her. “Wait, you listened to Black Flag and Taylor Swift?”

Her reply seemed to set Grace back.

“Are we talking about the same Taylor Swift?”

“Hugely popular musician with an army of obsessed fans?” Tiffany asked.

Grace looked at her warily. “Yeah.”

“Started in country and made a pivot mid-career?”

Grace nodded. “Right, into death metal after she shot Kayne West in that bar?”

For a short while, the car was silent except for the noise of the road outside. Tiffany finally struggled with a response.

“Uh, we didn’t get that here.”

“Thank Mater,” Moira muttered.

No one said anything else. The motel was just off the highway half a mile down. It turned out to be a single long building with a dirt parking lot.

There was a sign in front saying “Gates Motel.” Behind it, on a small hill, was an old Victorian-style house.

“Well, this isn’t ominous at all,” Tiffany muttered.

Grace stared up at the house. “Seriously, this too?”

“Not a lot of options right now,” Nick said to her.

“Okay, yeah, right now I would sleep in the real one.”

Nick got them a single room with two queens. The moment they were inside with their gear, Grace collapsed onto one of the beds. She stuffed three twinkies and some beef jerky in her mouth and washed it down with Arizona iced tea.

Thirty seconds later, she was out cold, snoring softly. Moira reached over and gently straightened Grace’s hair. Nick put his hand on Moira’s shoulder.

“You should rest, too. Tiffany and I can handle this.”

“All right. See you at four a.m.”

Moira laid down beside Grace, tucked Salma under her pillow to keep the slime quiet, and went to sleep.

Tiffany began organizing her weapons on the other bed. Munching on the collection of gas station food the girls had collected, Nick watched as she laid out her kukris, throwing knives, stakes, crossbow, and automatic pistol.

“If Grace is right, none of those are going to work against this thing,” he said, keeping his voice low to avoid waking the others.

“Well, the crossbow and the gun, no,” Tiffany replied. “But after what Grace said, I was thinking, how granular is this immunity? It was immune to your sword, but she also said ‘knives,’ as if there’s a difference there. But the only real difference between a knife and a sword is the size. Is it really broken down into only two categories?”

Nick scratched his head. “That’s a good question. Grace might know. Ask her when she wakes up.”

Holding up a kukri in one hand, Tiffany gestured at him. “This is smaller than your sword but bigger than a regular knife. It could work.” Then she held up a stake. “So could this.”

“Just be ready, I guess. The thing is, we don’t want to kill it. We just want to injure it and slow it down.”

“And then what? We can’t just keep doing this, can we? Sooner or later, it’s going to be immune to everything.”

He groaned. “No, of course we can’t. I want to weaken it to the point that we can restrain it somehow, or trap it. And maybe there is some way of killing it permanently that we can figure out. But right now, that needs to wait until we’re rested and we can discuss things. My hope is we bought some time driving so far away from it tonight.”

Tiffany glanced at the other bed. “Grace must have some ideas.”

“She seemed to think it was hopeless. But she’s so sleep-deprived that I can’t believe she was thinking clearly.”

As Tiffany finished laying out the weapons she wanted available, Nick scouted the outside of the motel. They were about thirty yards from the highway toward the back end of the place, and there was a six-foot chain-link fence along the far side of the dirt parking lot, separating it from the property next door.

There appeared to be only one or two other people staying here, based on the other cars in the lot—a pickup and an old Toyota Camry. That was good.

Presumably the Grume would be coming down the highway, following them. It would have to turn into the parking lot first, unless it decided to come through the fence. Nick wondered if the monster could squeeze right through the links.

He felt the pressure of Tiffany’s big breasts against his back, and her arms slid around his waist.

“What are you doing?”

“Recon. I’d like to set up some kind of alert out here so we can hear it coming.”

“That thing came after us so fast today that I doubt that would help. It’s probably going to crash right through the door.”

She had a good point, he thought. “So, we barricade it, then.”

Tiffany pulled at him.

“Come back inside.”

They returned to the room. There was a long dresser opposite the beds, and together they moved it around to the front of the room behind the door. After getting it solidly in place, Nick lifted one of the nightstands on top of the dresser where it extended under the single window, bracing the nightstand against the bed with the closet pole.

“There,” she said, coming up behind him again. “Now let’s fuck before that thing gets here.”

Nick was used to Tiffany’s incandescent libido, but this was a lot even for her. He twisted around in her grasp, and she rubbed herself against his crotch. He began to stiffen despite his reservations.

“Are you serious?”

She grinned up at him evilly. “Figure we’ve got an hour or more. Why waste it?”

He looked at Moira and Grace, who were already out. Tiffany laughed.

“Bathroom. Come on.”


Chapter 8: Clean Sweep


Tugging on his arm, Tiffany dragged him into their room's little bathroom.

“I need a shower anyway, and so do you.”

She peeled off her top and then shoved down her shorts and thong in one movement, exposing the taut, curvy body Nick could never get enough of. He turned on the shower, and Tiffany got in with a smile as he undressed.

He watched her getting wet under the water, holding her breasts out for him and pulling on her nipples. When he was nude, he got in with her. They came together under the spray, kissing as he took her in his arms.

The little motel shower was barely big enough for the two of them, they had to squeeze together very closely. Nick played with her breasts as Tiffany stroked him rapidly, trying to get him hard.

When he was stiff, Tiffany dropped to her knees and took him deeply into her mouth. He’d already learned that her Chosen One physiology—among other things, she could hold her breath for an insanely long period of time—allowed her to deep throat him far beyond anything he’d ever had with another woman. And she knew this.

Tiffany was definitely the Throat Goat.

She gurgled over him, sucking deep and swallowing around him over and over, all the while keeping him buried in her throat, letting no more than an inch or so of his shaft withdraw between her lips. Nick held her head as she encouraged him to fuck her mouth, pulling him forward.

“Tiffany... Jesus.”

He felt himself getting close after only a minute of this, and he tried to move her off his cock, but instead her teeth bit down at the base. He knew what this meant—Oh no you don’t.

“Fuck,” he gasped as the pressure began to build in his balls.

She gave him no mercy, just sucking and gulping harder around him. With a groan, he thrust every millimeter of himself into her mouth and erupted down her throat. Tiffany gulped it all down greedily, milking the base of his cock with her thumb until every last drop was extracted.

Then she pulled off with a pop, grinning up at him.

“That was just round one. Come on.” She stood up, stroking his slick cock with her hand. He was still hard, and he knew what Tiffany wanted. Ever since they’d started partaking of Moira’s magical breast milk, his refractory period had basically disappeared. It was like her milk went right to his balls.

Nick spun Tiffany around, grabbing one thigh and lifting up to open her pussy for him. Dipping his knees, he aimed for her swollen core. She spread herself for him with her finger, and he thrust upward. The blonde girl gasped loudly as he entered her, putting her free hand over her mouth to keep from waking the others.

“Nick. Oh, shit. Fuck me.”

He’d been Tiffany’s first lover, and she was still very tight around him. But he’d learned she could take—and enjoyed—a real pounding. So, he held tightly onto her and began hammering her from behind.

The slap of their bodies together echoed through the little bathroom, mixed with Tiffany’s muffled cries. He held her thigh up with one hand and groped at her firm breasts with the other. She braced herself against the shower as best she could while rubbing her clit furiously.

“Nick, I’m going to come. I’m going to come. Don’t stop.”

He kept pounding her ass as the tremors began around him. Tiffany bit at her hand to keep from crying out. Her body started to shake in his grasp as the noise of her fingers against her pussy reached a crescendo.

Then, with a muffled squeal, she clenched tightly down on him, spasming over and over.

He didn’t stop. He kept pounding her through her orgasm until another one began to rise in her gut. Her legs buckled briefly as she squealed into her hand again, and Nick had to lift her off the shower floor.

When Tiffany’s climax subsided, he felt her reaching down, pulling his cock out of her pussy and pushing it down.

“Ass... fuck my ass now,” she gasped.

All it took was a slight change in angle, and Nick was buried between her cheeks. With Nick holding her in both arms now and his cock buried in her ass, she was free to finger-fuck herself with abandon.

Nick felt himself closing in on another release as he pumped his cock in and out her back door, and Tiffany pounded her fingers into her pussy.

“Come with me, Nick. Come in my ass.”

He was nearly there. With a frenzy of thrusts, he pushed himself over the edge just as Tiffany shattered for a third time, and he sent another load of milk-fueled seed into her guts. He kept thrusting until Tiffany finally slid off him, dropping to her knees in front of him.

As he caught his breath, Tiffany stroked his still-hard cock with both hands, blue eyes looking up at him hungrily.

“Figure we’ve got at least another ten minutes before that thing gets here, don’t you?”

Nick groaned as his cock disappeared down her throat again. It was almost as if the danger here was turning her on.

But then... of course it was. She was the Chosen One. Danger was what she lived for.

Nick was still hard. Tiffany sucked him from tip to base over and over for a minute before standing up.

“Pick me up again.”

As he lifted her up, Tiffany wrapped her legs around Nick’s waist and reached between them to guide his cock back inside her. Nick pressed her against the shower wall and began to fuck her.

Tiffany held tightly onto his neck, biting at his shoulder. This position pressed her clit hard against his shaft as he thrust, and each time he hit bottom, Tiffany whimpered against his neck.

He fucked her more slowly this time, just trying to enjoy the feel of her around him and her body against his. She came once, twice, three times, each orgasm sending a shivering wave of pleasure through her and clamping her down tightly around his cock. He finally came hard deep inside her, the intensity of it enough to make his legs buckle.

Nick finally set her down and held her closely.

“If the Grume had shown up in the middle of that, I don’t know if I’d have noticed,” he gasped.

Tiffany giggled against his chest. “Me neither.”


Chapter 9: The Table Lamp


Tiffany was—momentarily, at least—sated. Nick emerged from the shower worried that they might have woken Moira and Grace, but both of them were mercifully out cold. Strangely, Grace seemed to have rolled against the older woman, almost as if she was drawn to Moira’s motherly energy in her sleep.

He and Tiffany dried off and got dressed, laying down on the second bed.

“You good now?”

She cuddled against him. “Always good when you give me the trifecta.”

“The—” Then he got it. Mouth, pussy, ass. He’d come into each one just now, all in the space of about fifteen minutes. That was something he hadn’t managed since he was fourteen.

“It’s Moira.”

“I know. I love it.”

He held her closer. “We can’t fall asleep.”

“I won’t.”

***

Around four a.m., Nick woke Moira as Tiffany slipped under the covers to go to sleep.

“You’re up.”

She groaned and stretched, sitting up and making her big breasts heave in a way that stirred Nick’s blood, despite the shower with Tiffany. Then he noticed that the front of her blouse was soaked in two spots over her nipples.

Moira looked down and smiled. “You two had fun when you were supposed to be on watch?”

“Wait, did we do that?” Nick asked.

Holding her breasts out for him, she laughed quietly.

“Yes. Since you two have been drinking my milk and using it for energy, it’s creating a connection between us. I noticed it happening a few days ago, I just didn’t say anything. Any time you and Tiffany are getting it on, it causes a let-down reflex. I’m going to be leaking for a few more hours now.”

“Sorry.”

Moira waved it off. “I’ll live, and it’s part of my connection to Mater Lactea. So, did anything happen?”

Nick showed her what he and Tiffany had done to barricade the door.

“That should hold it for a few moments,” he said. “I thought about waking Grace to sit with you, but—”

Moira shook her head. “No. Poor girl was half-dead from lack of sleep. If it shows up, my shield magic should be able to hold it back long enough for you all to get ready.” Then she kissed Nick. “Get some sleep, baby. Mommy’s got this.”

Nick lay down with Tiffany, and he was out in under a minute.

—

Some indeterminate time later, Nick was woken from a dead sleep by a thunderous crash followed by Moira’s cries.

“Nick! Tiffany! Wake up!”

A bright light filled the room as something that sounded like a truck slammed against the door again. Nick looked up to see one of Moira’s shields holding it closed as the Grume tried to force its way inside.

Tiffany leapt from the bed beside him toward her weapons as Grace got up as well. Grace looked at the blonde girl grabbing at her kukris.

“Those won’t work!”

“Are you sure? They’re not swords or knives—they’re in between.”

“I — Fuck! I don’t know!”

Nick got in front of Moira as she struggled to keep her shield in place. Then he turned to Tiffany.

“Give me one of those.”

Just as Tiffany tossed a kukri to him, the room window exploded inward as the Grume smashed through it, slamming into the nightstand and knocking it over. Only Moira’s shield prevented Nick from being peppered with broken glass.

“This is unacceptable!” Salma cried from the bed. “I’m leaving a one-star review for this motel! You should be able to stop monster incursions more effectively than this! I have a following and you’ll regret it!”

Then the Grume was inside, its black, fluid body pushing against the shimmering barrier Moira was holding up in front of it.

“I can’t hold it much longer!” she cried.

The monster slammed its fist against the shield, making it waver.

“Then lower it!” Nick yelled. “Let’s do this.”

She did. The Grume leapt at Nick, and he slashed at it with the kukri.

To his dismay, the blade passed right through the monster’s body as it collided with him, knocking him down. As the women cried out in fear and the Grume readied a killing blow, Nick reached for his titanium-reinforced stake and thrust it upward.

Unlike everything else he’d tried up to now, the thrust met resistance.

The stake sank into the Grume’s body like Nick had stabbed it into ballistic gel. There was no sound, no moan of pain, really no reaction at all—except that the monster weakened noticeably. He pushed it away and scrambled to his feet.

“It worked!” Tiffany yelled, switching to her own stake.

Then Grace grabbed her arm.

“Don’t kill it! Be careful!”

Yanking her arm free, Tiffany lunged forward. “I won’t.”

Nick stabbed again, aiming at the Grume’s shoulder just as the monster tried to slam its arm into his head. The stake sank in again. The blow, when it came, was weaker, and he was able to roll with it.

“That shouldn’t have worked,” Grace said.

Tiffany spun around on her. “Why not?”

“I killed it with a pencil once.”

“Was it in a bar?”

Grace’s face twisted in confusion. “What?”

“Wait, did your world not get John Wick?”

“John who?”

Nick shoved the Grume backward as it tried to strike at him again. It paused, appearing to look around the room.

“Moira, I want you to raise—” Nick started.

All at once, the Grume leapt past Nick and Tiffany, moving so fast he couldn’t hit it again. It went right at Moira, who was standing behind them, knocking her over between the two beds.

The unexpected attack momentarily took the Grume out of range of Nick’s stake. The creature and Moira crashed into the nightstand against the wall, knocking the cheap table lamp over and on top of her.

The redheaded MILF screamed as the Grume wrestled with her. It was clearly weakened, but still dangerous. Before Nick could get to them, she reached for the lamp and slammed it down onto Grume, shattering the porcelain of its body against the monster’s head.

The Grume went limp on top of her.

There were a few moments of tense silence.

“Oh, crap,” Moira muttered.


Chapter 10: Hot Wires


Moira struggled to her feet. Nick hadn’t noticed it during the fight, but it appeared that her breasts had continued leaking while he was asleep, and her top was wet down the front.

He looked at the Grume where it lay on the floor, motionless. While wrestling with Moira, some of her milk had ended up smeared over its body.

“Is it dead?” Tiffany asked.

Grace let out a heavy sigh.

“Yep. Looks like you killed it.”

Tiffany groaned. “Shit.”

Nick pushed at the Grume’s body a few times with his boot. It didn’t move. Then he looked at Grace.

“I guess that means it’s immune to lamps now, but we should still be able to hurt it with our stakes?”

She nodded.

“It’s all about the thing that kills it.”

Moira groaned. “Sorry, folks. So it’s coming after me now? Not Nick?”

“Yep,” Grace replied. “Same as when Nick killed it when it was chasing me.”

“Wait a second,” Tiffany asked, “what would have happened if it had killed Nick? Would it have gone back to hunting you?”

“No. Killing it just resets its target. So, it would start hunting randomly. It seems to exist to kill people, like it killed that cop just for getting between it and Nick. I think it meant to kill Moira because she was interfering with her shields. That’s why it went after her all of a sudden.”

Salma let out an annoyed grunt. “First, rude. Second, poor manners certainly are a pattern with your world, aren’t they? Why, I—”

“Enough,” Nick muttered. “I want to see if we can confine this thing somehow while it’s dead.”

“I tried that,” Grace said. “Although, I wasn’t able to do it very effectively. It might work if we found something strong enough.”

Tiffany grabbed Nick’s arm. “What could we use?”

“Let’s go look outside. There could be something.”

The group scrambled over the wreckage at the front of the room and went out into the motel parking lot looking for possibilities. There were a pair of dumpsters, but the lids were plastic and flimsy—definitely not capable of confining the Grume.

Nick ran around the front of the lot looking for ideas. A few moments later, he heard Tiffany yelling for him.

“Nick! Back here!”

Returning to the side of the motel, he ran down to where she and Grace were pointing at a dark shape around the back.

“We found something!” Tiffany yelled.

Behind the motel building was an old, battered, twenty-foot shipping container. It was secured by a rusty little padlock on the doors that Nick broke off easily with his stake.

Inside was a collection of random junk—old patio furniture, a couple of mini-fridges, a bed frame leaning against the inside wall, along with several cardboard boxes. Based on the dust and cobwebs over everything, it had been years since anyone was in here.

“Storage for the motel, I’m guessing.”

“Do you think this will hold it?” Tiffany asked.

“Only option we’ve got right now.”

Nick went back to the room, where Moira had been watching the body of the Grume. Grabbing its feet, he dragged it back to the shipping container and tossed it inside. Then he shut the doors and closed all the latches. It would be secure enough—the doors couldn’t be opened from the inside.

“This could work,” Grace said, looking it over. “Or it might not. It can squeeze through things, but I don’t know if it could get out of here that way.”

Moira put her hand on Nick’s shoulder.

“Should we leave now?”

He shook his head.

“No. Even if this holds it, that doesn’t solve the basic problem. This may not hold it for long, not the way it wrecked the door to the room. If we run, we’re just waiting for it to get free and start chasing us again.”

“What if we took this container and buried it?” Tiffany asked. “Or dumped it somewhere it can’t get out of?”

Scratching his head for a moment, Nick turned to Grace.

“I don’t know,” she said. “Suppose it’s worth a try.”

“If anything, it could buy us more time to think of a permanent solution.”

“But where could we take it?” Grace asked.

Nick remembered his conversation with the kid at the gas station.

“The station attendant told me there’s an old quarry nearby. He said not to go there, but maybe it could work.”

Tiffany got out her phone and began searching the surrounding area in the maps app. After a minute or so, she gasped.

“I found it. It’s just a few miles from here! I bet that would work.”

“Why did he tell you not to go there?” Grace asked Nick.

“He didn’t say. I asked, but he wouldn’t explain it. Figure it’s just some creepy small-town bullshit. Dealt with far worse.”

As Nick and Grace looked at what Tiffany had found about the quarry, Moira took a few steps around the container, looking it up and down.

“But how are we going to move this thing?”

“Good question,” Grace replied.

“We could tow it?” Tiffany asked.

Nick grunted. “The Hellcat doesn’t have a trailer hitch.”

“Well,” Grace began with a bit of side-eye at Tiffany, “assuming someone doesn’t mind me using my scavenging skills, I could hot-wire that truck.” She pointed across the lot to the old F250 dually that Nick had seen earlier.

“Thief! You’re a thief!” Salma yelled at her. “Of course you know how to hot-wire a car, you little delinquent. Why they put up with you I—”

“Nick?” Moira asked with an edge in her voice. He could tell she was growing concerned about what would happen when the Grume came back to life.

“We’ll bring the truck back here when we’re done with it,” Nick said to Salma. “But, yeah let’s do this.”

Grace ran back to the room to get her gear, then went over to the old truck. Nick went with her to see what they could use to drag the container. It turned out that there was a big nylon tow strap in the bed that was long enough to attach to the container.

In about three minutes, Grace got the truck unlocked and the engine started, before backing it up to the container. When it was close enough, Nick ran the tow strap through the holes in the corner fittings at the bottom and then attached it to the ball on the trailer hitch.

Putting it in low gear, Grace moved the truck forward. The rear tires slipped on the dirt a few times before the container broke loose from the ground and began to move.

Nick nodded in satisfaction. “All right, follow me.”


Chapter 11: Who’s the Quarry Now?


Nick, Tiffany and Moira got their stuff from the room and jumped into the Hellcat. Tiffany put the location of the quarry into the nav system, and Nick set off slowly.

Grace followed in the truck, and as they pulled back onto the highway, he saw a cascade of sparks spraying behind her from the container as it dragged on the pavement.

“This is going to get us into r/IdiotsTowingThings if anyone sees us,” Tiffany said as she looked out the back window.

Nick glanced at her in confusion. “What?”

“It’s a Reddit... never mind, just drive.”

He kept the Hellcat to about twenty-five as Grace followed them. The tow seemed to be working, even when the container swung to the edge of the road as they went around a corner. The old Ford pickup was managing it well enough.

It was still very early in the morning, about five-thirty, but there were a few cars on the road. One passed them going the other direction, and Nick caught the baffled look on the other driver’s face as he saw what was going on. The sparks from the container were lighting up the trees on both sides of the road.

They went around another corner, and this time the container swung out and slammed into a lamp post, knocking it over. There was another explosion of sparks behind them as something short-circuited.

“Uh-oh,” Tiffany said. “Keep going!”

“That girl can drive,” Moira said.

“She’s a car thief!” Salma yelled. “Of course she can.”

“Hey!” Tiffany shot back. “Give her a break, it’s from having to survive where she came from. I’m sure hot-wiring cars is an essential post-apocalyptic skill.”

Nick finally turned down the road to the quarry a couple of minutes later, after passing a few more locals in their cars. He prayed no one was going to call the police about this.

Grace slowed down as she made the turn, this time not knocking anything over. They quickly came to a locked gate across the road. Nick screeched to a stop as the Hellcat’s headlights lit up an array of signs all over the gate.

No Trespassing, Keep Out, Danger, Private Property... and those were just the formal ones.

There were a couple of crude signs painted on sheets of plywood leaning against the posts on either side. One read, Zombies Ahead, while the other said, Turn Back Now.

“What the actual fuck?” Tiffany yelled.

“That kid did tell me to stay away from here.” Nick jumped out and ran back to Grace.

“Everything all right?”

“Yeah, I—”

Whatever she was about to say was cut off by a loud bang inside the container, then another. The container rocked heavily to one side.

“Oh, shit, it’s alive again!” she yelled. “Let’s go!”

Running back to the Hellcat, Nick opened the trunk and got his bolt cutters. As the banging continued behind him, he cut the lock and jumped back into his car.

“It’s alive?” Moira asked nervously.

“Nick, those signs,” Tiffany said.

“I know. Doesn’t matter. And yes, it’s alive again.”

He stomped on the gas and lurched forward down the road. Behind him, Grace followed in the truck.

The road to the quarry was old and disused, full of potholes that Nick kept having to steer around. Grace had no such luxury, and he saw both the truck and the container bouncing around as she came after him.

Finally, they drove around a bend and reached the quarry pit. Nick stopped near the edge and jumped out again, looking down.

It appeared to be an old limestone quarry. The walls were steep, and the bottom was full of water. Oddly, there was no ramp up from the bottom—all the cliffs around the perimeter were sheer. Nick thought he could see where the ramp had once been, but it had since collapsed, or perhaps been blown up. He didn’t see any ways out, but he also didn’t see any zombies.

Grace pulled up behind him. The Grume was definitely alive again and definitely trying to get out. The sides of the container were dented outward in numerous places, and the whole thing rocked violently back and forth as the monster threw itself against the interior.

“Shit! Come on!” Nick gestured at her.

“What do we do?!” Grace asked.

As Tiffany and Moira joined them, Nick untied the container from the back of the truck. All of a sudden Moira moaned loudly and grabbed her breasts, falling to her knees.

“What’s wrong?” Tiffany cried.

“Something... something is happening,” Moira moaned, swaying dizzily back and forth. Tiffany tried to support her, though it was not all clear what was going on.

Meanwhile, Nick ran up to the side of the truck.

“Get behind the container and push it,” he said to Grace. She nodded and drove the truck around as Nick went over to Moira.

“Are you all right?” he asked her.

The redhead seemed to be overcome by some magical surge of energy. She gripped her breasts tightly. “Oh, Mater. Forgive me!”

Behind them, the Grume appeared to be going berserk, banging around the inside of the container like some cartoon character. It almost sounded to Nick as if there were two of them in there now.

“The milk!” Moira cried. “It took the milk!”

Tiffany gasped. “Oh, shit! What are you even talking about? How did it get your milk?”

Grace drove the truck behind the container and began pushing it forward. The ground here was loose and gravelly, and the container slid easily as it continued to rock back and forth. She got it up to the edge before stopping.

The container began to tip, then stopped, then tipped forward again as the Grume slammed into the side. As the four of them watched, it finally went over the edge, tumbling down over the rock sides of the quarry before landing in the water with an enormous splash.

The sky was getting light now, and Nick watched as the last of the container sank beneath the dark waters. He studied the waves and the sheer rocky cliffs around it for any sign of the Grume.

Grace ran up beside him. “Do you see it?”

“No. Keep watching.”

He ran back to Moira, who was still on her knees. She looked up at him forlornly.

“Nick, it got my milk.”

“What do you mean?”

“When it was on top of me in the room,” she moaned. “I was leaking while you were asleep. I was just letting it flow thinking I could clean up when everyone was awake. All it did was soak into my shirt. But the Grume... I can feel it. It... it took it somehow.”

He gaped at her. “The Grume... drank... your milk?”

“Yes. I can feel the magic working.”

Grace’s horrified scream cut through the dawn air.

“Niiiiick!”

He turned and ran back to the edge of the quarry, where the goth girl was staring down at the water, eyes like dinner plates. The scene came into focus as he followed her gaze.

Where the container had sunk, the water was now boiling and multiple dark forms swam around trying to escape the trap.

Multiple Grumes.

“Oh... shit.”


Chapter 12: It’s on Repeat


“I don’t understand,” Tiffany said as the four of them stared down into the quarry, watching at least a dozen Grumes thrashing around in the water. “How is it multiplying from Moira’s milk? What the hell did we just do?”

Nick exhaled heavily, thinking back to the biology classes from his paramedic training.

“This thing came from an enchanted virus, but it’s acting like bacteria. Maybe Moira’s milk is a nutrient for it. Because it’s also enchanted. When you put bacteria into a nutrient solution...” He gestured at the water below. “…this is what happens.”

Tiffany gaped at the scene below them. “So, we made a big petri dish?”

Turning to Moira, Grace looked her over suspiciously. “Why the hell are your boobs leaking magic milk? Are you nursing or something?”

“Um, not exactly. I’m a priestess of Mater Lactea, the Mother of Milk.”

“The mother of milk?”

“The goddess of life, health and nourishment.”

“And milk?”

“And lactation,” Moira replied a bit testily. “Mater Lactea’s faith is about protection, motherhood, and life. As her priestess, I provide for those who cannot provide for themselves, by giving healing and sanctuary.”

“And milk.”

Moira groaned. “Yes.”

“Which doesn’t quite explain why your boobs were leaking. Does it?”

Tiffany and Nick looked at each other sheepishly. Grace didn’t miss it.

“All right, what kind of kinky cult have you three got going on here?”

Grace’s choice of words seemed to annoy Moira, who straightened her back and stared at the goth girl.

“Tiffany and I are in a harem with Nick. And yes, I have provided them with my milk to aid them and support them. That has created a bond between the three of us, and any time that—” She cleared her throat. “There are... certain things that will cause me to start producing milk.”

Grace stared at Nick and Tiffany in mild shock as she finally got it.

“You two were fucking while you were supposed to be on watch?!”

“Hey,” Tiffany shot back. “The Grume didn’t show up for hours. I figured we had time for some stress relief.”

Salma’s annoyed voice called out from the Hellcat.

“So it’s your fault, Miss Horny Pants! I should have known! Some people just have no sense of modesty or propriety.”

Tiffany glared at the car, then turned back to Nick. “Is there any way we can force another personality shift? This Karen thing is really starting to get on my nerves.”

“Me too,” Grace muttered.

Nick shook his head. “I don’t think so. It’s tied to the moon phase.”

Grace finally groaned, looking down into the quarry, then back at Tiffany.

“I guess you had no way of knowing. I get it. I won’t say I’ve never flicked the bean when I was feeling stressed out from trying to stay alive.”

The way she said it, the sudden timbre of loneliness that laid over Grace’s voice, gave Nick a glimpse into her background that he hadn’t really had a chance to consider up to now.

“You were all alone, weren’t you?”

Her face tightened. “Yeah. What’s it to you?”

“Just asking.”

“I was a Chosen One just like blondie here. I didn’t have time for romance, not when the world was falling apart. Then Geraldine died, and I was on my own.”

“Kinda the same,” Tiffany said with an amused smirk. “Then I met Nick. But believe me, there was plenty of bean-flicking before that.”

The two of them laughed weakly. Moira just smiled.

“Mater Lactea teaches us that masturbation is perfectly—”

Nick cut them off with a sharp hand in the air.

“Ladies, I don’t mean to interrupt this... whatever it is, but we need to come up with a new plan here. We already had one unslayable monster, and now we have a whole team of them.”

Tiffany rubbed her chin for a moment.

“Are the new ones really unslayable too? I mean, do they inherit the immunity of the original one?”

“I don’t know,” Grace replied. “I only ever dealt with one of them.”

“Could we find out?”

Grace turned to her. “How?”

The blonde girl grinned. “Where is that rifle you took from the patrol car?”

Understanding bloomed on Grace’s face.

“Back in the truck. Gimme a second here.” She walked back to the pickup and returned with the assault rifle she’d taken. She checked the magazine, chambered a round, then brought it up to her shoulder.

Down in the quarry, the gaggle of Grumes was trying to climb the limestone walls with limited success. Grace aimed at one of the nearest ones and fired off a few rounds.

The Grume she hit shuddered and fell back into the water, limp and motionless as it sank into the darkness below.

“So, they didn’t inherit any immunity,” Tiffany said.

“Apparently not,” Grace agreed.

Nick nodded slowly. “Well, that’s something, I guess.”


Chapter 13: Damaged Goods


The four of them sat down on the edge of the quarry to eat breakfast. Moira brought what was left of the gas station food from the car and distributed it. Nick munched on a leathery, tasteless cinnamon bun as he stared down at the Grumes raging in the water below.

“I don’t see any zombies,” Tiffany mused, looking around the quarry.

“That kid seemed awfully spooked about it,” Nick replied. “He was surprised we even wanted to stay overnight in this town.”

“You think there’s something weird here?”

Moira let out a soft sigh. “It has the feel of a bad place. Not just the quarry, though it’s strong here. It’s the whole town, honestly. I felt it when we got to the motel, though it felt distant enough to be safe.”

“But it’s not distant now?” Nick asked.

The four of them were quiet for a few moments as they studied their surroundings.

“This doesn’t look like a Hellmouth to me,” Tiffany said.

Grace snorted. “You’ve seen a Hellmouth?”

“There’s one in Cleveland.”

“It isn’t a Hellmouth,” Moira said. “But I feel a wrongness to it, something inimical to Mater Lactea. To life and healing.”

“And we just dumped the Grume into it,” Nick grunted.

“You know, we could just leave them here,” Grace said. “It looks like they’re trapped now.”

Tiffany glared at her. “That’s a violation of the monster hunter code. You can’t just leave dangerous creatures to cause trouble.”

“I’m just saying. There are only two down there that are going to chase us if they get out, and at this point, we have no way of knowing which ones.”

“No one ever figured out a permanent solution in your world?” Nick asked her.

Grace shrugged. “Not that I know of. Then again, I never heard of them breeding like this either.”

Nick rubbed his chin as he watched the Grumes. “You said it all comes down to who and what kills them.”

“Right.”

“Let’s say one of them climbs halfway out and then falls to its death. It’s not going to chase after the rock it fell on.”

“No, but it would then be immune to hitting rocks.”

Tiffany gasped softly. “You see what that means, right?”

The rest of them looked at her.

“What?” Nick asked.

“If they are able to start climbing, once they fall and die the first time, that won’t stop them afterward. Sooner or later, they’ll be able to get out.”

A sheepish look spread over Grace’s face. “She’s right. Eventually, they’ll be immune to whatever dangers exist down there.”

“Which means we have to deal with this,” Moira said.

Nick watched the scene below carefully. It did appear as if the Grumes were making progress in finding an exit. They’d begun to concentrate around a section of the quarry walls where the limestone was more broken and offered some handholds. He watched as they started to climb out, though the cliffs above that point were quite sheer and challenging.

An idea entered his mind, and he looked at Tiffany.

“Look up on your phone whether anyone has tried to climb this quarry. If there’s a route out, they’re going to find it.”

She pulled her phone out, and as Grace watched over her shoulder, the blonde girl began searching. After less than a minute, she let out a frustrated sigh and looked up.

“Yes. It’s been done. It’s rated as challenging and dangerous, but there are routes online.”

He looked out into the quarry. “Where?”

Glancing from her phone screen to the pit and back several times, she pointed at the far side.

“Over there. People haven’t tried the rest of it because the rock is so loose and broken.”

Nick could see several long, vertical cracks going from the water to the cliff edge. The Grumes hadn’t found that spot yet, but it was only a matter of time.

“And listen to this,” Tiffany went on, still scrolling on her phone, “people have died climbing here. A lot of people think it’s bad luck, like they had strange equipment failures.”

Moira sucked in a little breath. “There’s a curse. I feel it now.”

“Uh, guys?” Grace asked. “Does it look to you like there are more of them down there now?”

They stared at the water. The sun was coming up, and there was enough light to see the bottom clearly.

“It does, yes,” Moira replied.

The familiar strains of All Star began ringing from Nick’s Nokia. He answered it.

“Good morning, Anastasia.”

“No, it is not a good morning, Nicholas,” she replied testily. “It is a very bad morning, in fact.”

“Not that I’m prepared to argue with you about that, but why, specifically?”

“We are detecting multiple magical anomalies in your immediate area. Things that are there which should not be there. The signatures are very close to the initial burst of energy.”

“It’s the Grume. It’s reproducing. We’re not sure why.”

“Is that why you are loitering next to a concentration of cursed mana?”

Nick looked at Moira. “Cursed mana?”

“That quarry! What are you doing? Please tell me you did not just throw this creature in there.”

Nick gritted his teeth as silence howled over the line. It was a few moments before Anastasia spoke again.

“I thought you were handling this, Nicholas. It sounds as if the situation is getting worse, not better.”

He groaned. “It is, yeah.”

“And what is your plan for handling it?”

“We’re working on it.”

“Well, I suggest you work on it more expeditiously, Nicholas, dear. This situation is causing a strain on the Veil, which is in turn attracting untoward attention. Should it get worse, I may have to call in an Enforcer or, Fates forbid, a Warden. That would make certain very important people unhappy. Unhappy, Nicholas.”

“I’m aware of that.”

“Good. Contain this, please.”

She hung up.

“What was all that about?” Grace asked.

Nick spent a minute or two trying to explain his relationship to the powers of the Fae Wilds to her.

“Basically, my job is to clean things up before they require more serious attention.”

“And what happens if you don’t?”

“Someone else will. Except they won’t be as nice about it.”


Chapter 14: Big Bada Boom


“All right,” Nick said as he stared down at the mob of Grumes swimming around and trying to climb out of the quarry, “I am fresh out of ideas here, people. Give me something, I don’t care how crazy it is.”

“Steal a gasoline tanker and dump it in there, then blow it up?” Tiffany suggested.

Salma’s voice came screeching from the Hellcat.

“Theft! Arson! That little Wednesday Addams wannabe is rubbing off on you! What is this team coming to?”

“That would just make them immune to fire,” Grace replied. Tiffany groaned softly.

“What happens if you dismember them when they’re dead?” Nick asked.

Grace shook her head. “Tried that myself. The pieces just try to flow back together, and the more of them there are, the harder it is to stop them.”

Tiffany held up her hand. “Wait, wait. What if... we cut the body in half, leave one half behind and drive off with the other half? Drive a long way away?”

“I guess it would slow things down,” Grace replied, “but I’m betting the half that you left behind would find you, eventually.”

Nick nodded. “I can see that. We need a way to break the cycle, not just frustrate it.”

Tiffany turned to Moira. “There aren’t any spells you can use?”

The busty redhead just sighed, the weight of her expression telling Nick she felt responsible for this somehow.

“I can’t think of any, no. This has nothing to do with healing or protection. Mater Lactea’s faith is not about killing.”

“What if we cremated them one at a time?” Tiffany asked.

“The ashes would probably reform,” Grace replied.

The blonde girl huffed. “It’s an idea.” Tiffany seemed to continue thinking this idea through. “Or, what about a fusion reactor? Those get up to like a hundred million degrees, hotter than the sun. It would reduce the Grume to plasma. No ashes.”

Grace and Nick looked at each other. “Where are we getting a fusion reactor?” Grace asked.

“I think there’s one in San Diego. If we shot all the Grumes, we could drive there, and they’d follow us, and then...” Her voice trailed off. She let out a soft whimper.

“That doesn’t seem very practical, honey,” Moira said.

Nick fumed as he stared down at the quarry. He didn’t have Tiffany’s genius IQ, Grace’s experience with the Grumes, or Moira’s magical talents.

What he did have was gut instinct, one borne of doing this for the past three years. And that gut told him they were on the wrong track.

That it wasn’t how they killed the Grume. It might not be about killing them at all.

There was an answer here. The universe simply could not have created an immortal, unkillable monster that had no weaknesses whatsoever, that just kept coming back to life over and over, growing ever more immune to everything that was done to it. Not when the genesis of it had been some sorcerous genetic engineering experiment gone wrong.

Nick refused to believe this could be possible. Even black holes had asterisks.1

“We could put it in a blender,” Tiffany said. “And cook it. Then—”

“They’re basically liquid to begin with,” Grace replied.

“Penicillin?”

“That—” Grace stopped. “Maybe, but then you’re right back to the immunity even if it works.”

Tiffany groaned. “Right.”

Moira suddenly pointed downward. “People?”

Nick had been pacing back and forth trying to think of something while Tiffany and Grace brainstormed. They hadn’t been watching the quarry, but he looked back now.

“Ohhhh, crap,” Tiffany said with a sigh.

The Grumes had found the climbing route on the far side.

The pair of vertical cracks in the rock face had given them a route up. And they were coming out. One by one, in two lines of bodies, they were climbing the cracks.

“Shit,” Nick said.

He counted fifteen of them, maybe twenty. Grace reached for her rifle, then lowered it, sighing heavily.

“Don’t,” he said. “Otherwise, you’ve got them all chasing you.”

“I know.”

Tiffany’s hand slid into his. “Nick, what do we do? They’re going to get out and start killing people.”

“They may not do it right away,” Grace said. “I was told they get more bloodthirsty the more times they’ve been killed. That’s why they get so dangerous, eventually.”

“Then could we just leave them alone?” Nick asked. “I mean, except for the first one, and the one you shot?”

Grace shook her head. “I’m not saying they won’t ever kill people. They will. Just that we may have some time.”

Nick nodded grimly as the first Grume reached the edge of the cliff.

“Then let’s not waste it.”


1. Hawking radiation, so-called because it was first proposed by Stephen Hawking in 1974, is a theoretical process by which energy can escape from a black hole. While such radiation would be much too faint to be directly observed by current instruments, subsequent work has provided some support for the idea.


Chapter 15: Pit Fighting Man


Nick ran around the edge of the quarry pit, and the others followed.

“What are we doing?” Tiffany yelled.

He drew his titanium stake from under his jacket. “We know stakes will affect all of them. So, we stake their legs and toss them back into the pit.”

“Forever?” Grace yelled.

“Until we figure something out, or... until Anastasia sends a Warden to bail us out.”

“But you told me once that a Warden showing up was bad,” Tiffany yelled back. “That they’ll come in and basically nuke everything.”

“That may be the only thing that works here. Grace, do you have a stake?”

“No!”

Tiffany reached into her weapons bag and tossed one to the goth girl. “There. And I want it back when this is over. Clean.”

With Moira trailing after them, Nick, Tiffany, and Grace reached the top of the climbing route, where three Grumes had now reached the edge. Moira threw up a shield to screen the spot they were climbing to as the other three engaged the ones at the top.

Tiffany tumbled as she came in, dropping low and staking the Grume in both legs. As it staggered, she kicked out with her foot, sending it back flying back into the pit.

Grace ducked under the second Grume’s blow and staked it in the upper thigh. As it recoiled, she struck it again in the back of its leg, and it fell over the edge.

Nick reached the third Grume. He didn’t have the girls’ martial arts skills, so he didn’t try to get cute. As the Grume tried to pummel him, he threw his shoulder into it, knocking it off-balance and staking it in the gut. The impact propelled it backward. He stopped just short as it started to fall, but then it grabbed onto his jacket.

For a single sickening moment, Nick teetered on the edge of the pit with the Grume holding onto him. Then Tiffany appeared, staking the creature’s arm. Its grip loosened, and she pushed them apart. The Grume fell into the pit, and Nick stepped back from the edge.

“Thanks,” he said.

She grinned. “Least I could do for the staking you gave me last night.”

“Are you two always like this?” Grace yelled.

Moira’s voice cut through the banter. “Look out!”

They turned, seeing the other Grumes forcing their way past Moira’s shield. She could only block a portion of the edge, and a couple had climbed around it.

Tiffany leapt forward, stake out, and stabbed one of them. But the Grume leapt at her at the same time, and her stake went right through its chest. The Grume shuddered and fell back over the edge, clearly dead or dying.

“Shit! I didn’t mean to do that!”

“Be careful, guys!” Nick yelled.

Charging the second Grume, which had come around the other side of the shield, Grace spun and threw a kick at it just as it got to its feet on the edge of the pit. The blow sent it flying back into the hole.

By now, however, the rest of the Grumes had reached the top and were starting to push Moira’s shield backward.

“There are too many of them!” she cried. “I can’t hold it!”

Nick staked another one as it came around the shield, then shoved it into the quarry. Two more climbed over the edge as Tiffany joined him.

She had two stakes in her hands now, and she drove both of them into the Grume’s thighs, ducking down as it swung at her head. Coming in over her, Grace kicked the thing in the chest, sending it flying backward.

But rather than attack them, the last Grume did something different. It just ran off into the woods.

“Hey!” Tiffany yelled. “Come back here!”

“I don’t think that’s going to work!” Grace replied.

There were more coming around the shield, and Nick charged over to block them. “Worry about the others for now!”

The three of them sent another two Grumes back into the pit, but two more escaped into the trees.

“Why are they running away?” Tiffany yelled at Grace.

“I don’t know!”

They had now faced about half of the Grumes, driving most of them back over the edge, but three had escaped.

They had no choice but to keep fighting, because the Grumes kept coming.

Nick took a blow from one of them, knocking him down, but Tiffany finished it off. He was momentarily stunned before feeling a cool, minty wave of healing energy from Moira.

Her shield was at least keeping the Grumes from rushing over the edge all at once, allowing them to face only a few at a time. Tiffany and Grace positioned themselves on either side of the shield, staking or kicking the Grumes as they climbed up.

But the Grumes were not mindless.

As they saw what the girls were doing, they began leaping upward, trying to get over and around them. Tiffany staked one that tried it, but another got past her. Nick rushed over, dodging a blow and staking it in the side. It fell to the ground, but it was far enough from the edge to avoid falling.

Instead of counterattacking, however, it just ran away into the woods after the others. Nick started to go after it before realizing he couldn’t leave the girls behind.

'Never split the party' was one of Tiffany’s core rules.

Another Grume escaped, but they were now down to the last three climbers. Grace sent one back into the pit, but another dodged Tiffany’s kick and leapt at her, knocking her down.

Jumping to help her, Nick tried to stake the thing in the side. But he was taken off-guard as the Grume—rather than fight Tiffany—leapt straight at Moira.

He realized this had to be the original one, which the busty redhead had killed with the table lamp back at the motel. None of the group had been focused on protecting her, because the other Grumes had ignored Moira up to now.

This one did not.

Nick didn’t think. He didn’t hesitate. As Moira fell back trying to defend herself, he charged at the monster. Just as it reached Moira, he drove his stake right into the creature’s back.

It fell against her, knocking her down even as it died. But in doing so, it disrupted her concentration on the shield spell.

The shield went down, and the remaining Grumes all rushed over the edge.

Grace managed to stake one as it ran past, but the others escaped into the woods.

“Fucking shit!” Tiffany yelled, running after them for a few yards before stopping at trees. “Come back here!”

Nick pulled Moira to her feet. “Are you okay?”

Brushing herself off, she nodded, looking down at the Grume. “Yes. But now it’s going to be coming after you, and it’ll be immune to your stake.”

“It was that or let it hurt you.”

The other two dragged the body to the edge and tossed it over. As the blonde stood up, she gave the other girl an approving look.

“You’re pretty bad-ass in a fight.”

Grace returned the smile. “So are you.”

“You specialized in taekwondo?”

“Geraldine said it was better since I’m tall. Looks like you’re mostly BJJ?”

Tiffany glanced at Nick. “I like grappling.”

“I bet you do,” Grace said with a smirk.

“You know, we fight pretty well together. You ever thought of joining a harem?”

Grace’s jaw dropped. Before she could say anything else, Nick rejoined them. He gave Tiffany a look, but she just grinned.

Looking down into the pit, he saw that the wounded Grumes were trying to climb back up, though it was going much more slowly.

“Do you think the cursed mana is helping them?” Grace asked Moira. “Is it going to make more now that we threw them back?”

But Moira shook her head.

“No. Whatever was going on with my milk is over. I think it was the combination of that, the cursed mana, and their resurrection ability. But the milk has been consumed. I don’t feel what I was feeling earlier when they started reproducing.”

“I guess that’s something.”

“So, what now?” Tiffany asked.

Glancing back at the trees, Nick groaned. “The ones that Grace and I killed are back in the pit now. We have to go after the others. These can wait.”


Chapter 16: Hawt Pursuit


With Nick in the lead, the group ran back to the cars.

“Look, this is redneck country,” he said. “Most of these people are going to be armed to the teeth. They see one of those things, more likely than not, they’re going to shoot it. We have to stop them from doing it if we can.”

“Then what?” Tiffany asked as she ran beside him.

“We have to gather up the Grumes, dead and alive, and get them back here. Right now, that pit is the only halfway-decent containment we’ve got.”

Grace skidded to a stop next to the F250. “So, we still need the truck.”

“You promised to return it!” Salma yelled from the Hellcat. “You’re all thieves! I’m telling Anastasia! What has this harem come to? What happened to the group sex?!”

Seeing Grace’s face go red, Nick pushed her toward the cab. “Get in and follow us.”

She jumped in as Nick, Tiffany, and Moira got into the Hellcat. He started it up and spun around as Grace turned after them. He drove back down the quarry road as fast as he could, dodging the potholes as he went.

When they reached the road, Nick heard a loud screeeee-BOOM that heralded some car crash nearby. He turned toward the noise, seeing a truck stopped on the road where it had just slammed into some old sedan.

Two Grumes were here, going after the drivers. One of the monsters pulled an older man out of the sedan and tossed him into the air. The other went for the truck.


But the truck driver, a bearded, heavyset guy in his thirties, emerged from the cab holding an automatic pistol. He aimed at the Grume and began firing.

“It’s the zombies!” he cried as Nick screeched to a stop. “The zombies from the quarry!”

Nick grabbed Salma and slapped her onto his jacket, activating Combat Merger for the extra protection.

“Oh, finally you remember me,” the slime muttered. “Don’t mind me, I’m just over here complaining and acting entitled!” But she merged with his jacket anyway.

Nick yelled at the bearded man as he got out of the Hellcat. “Stop! Don’t kill it!”

The warning came too late as the Grume crumpled to the pavement and fell forward, clearly dead.

The second Grume approached them as Tiffany joined Nick and Grace leapt out of the truck, both girls holding their stakes out.

“What the fuck?” the truck driver yelled. “Get out of the way!”

Nick held him back as Tiffany and Grace closed in on the Grume. But the monster seemed to recognize them and suddenly sprang away down the road. The truck driver got free from Nick and began shooting wildly.

He missed. The Grume raced down the highway toward the town.

“You let it away!” he yelled at Nick. “What are you doing?”

“That’s not a zombie!” Nick yelled back. “Believe me, I've seen plenty of them. They look completely different.”

“It came from the quarry! Why did you stop me from killing it?”

Tiffany stalked up to them. “Because it will just come back to life, you idiot. And it will be immune to bullets.”

The man gaped at Tiffany, Grace, and Moira.

“What the fuck is going on here? Who are you people?”

“There are zombies here?” Grace asked, ignoring the question.

The man nodded. “The quarry is haunted. It has been ever since the company that owned it shut down. They were having satanic rituals back there. Or so people said.”

Nick grabbed the body of the dead Grume and threw it into the bed of the truck.

“Look, if you want to help us, you need to wound these things, not kill them.”

“Why?”

“Because you can’t kill them permanently,” Grace replied. “And whatever you use to kill them, they’ll be immune to that afterward.”

“That’s crazy!” the man cried. “Zombies aren’t like that. You shoot them in the head, and they go down.”

The three of them exchanged a look. “What’s your name?” Nick asked him.

“Randy. I was on my way to work when I saw that zombie attacking old Fred.” He pointed at the old man beside the road, who seemed to be dead. “Then the other one came out of the woods.”

“Randy, can you help us? There are more of those things out there.”

Randy’s eyes swelled. “More of them?” He looked around in alarm, then stared down the road back the way he’d come. “My wife! I need to go home!”

He leapt back into his truck and revved the engine, spinning around and racing back into town.

“So much for help,” Grace muttered.

“Probably better this way,” Nick said. “Come on.”

They got back into their vehicles and Nick turned toward town, eyes scanning the area in front of them for any of the Grumes. They’d barely gone half a mile when there was a loud explosion ahead, and a fireball rose into the air.

“Oh, what the fuck!?” Tiffany cried.

Coming around a bend in the road, Nick saw the gas station they’d stopped at last night. A car had crashed into the gas pumps, which was the cause of the explosion. There was a Grume by the front door of the store, pummeling someone who might have been the driver.

They screeched into the lot, stopping well short of the burning gas pumps. Nick and the others leapt out just as a man in overalls came out of the store holding a shotgun. He leveled it at the Grume.

“Stop!” Nick yelled. “Don’t shoot it!”

The man looked up in confusion as they ran forward. The Grume continued beating the man on the ground into a pulp. Nick and Tiffany closed in, coming at it with their stakes. The monster stood up just as they reached it.

Tiffany drove her stake into its thigh as Nick stabbed it in the shoulder. It staggered backward, and Nick struck again on the other side. As it went down, Tiffany stabbed it repeatedly in the legs.

“Oh, what in the name of God?” the man with the shotgun cried. “What is that thing? Is it a zombie?”

“Something like that,” Grace said.

The man, who appeared to be the owner of the store, looked up at the towering flames. “Oh Lord, I need to call the fire department!” He ran back inside.

The man the Grume had attacked appeared to be dead. They dragged the wounded Grume over to Grace’s truck and tossed it in with the dead one. It resisted them weakly, but they got it into the bed.

“Now what?” Tiffany asked.

Nick looked around. He heard sounds of more chaos in the town center down the road.

“That way. Let’s go.”


Chapter 17: Try That in a Small Town


“Let me ride with Grace,” Moira said to him. “So I can watch the ones in the back.”

“Good idea. Go.”

Nick and Tiffany jumped back into the Hellcat, and he peeled out of the lot back onto the road. Reaching into the backseat, Tiffany came up with her crossbow and began cocking it.

“These new ones aren’t immune to anything. As long as I don’t kill them, this should be more effective.”

She was right. With the two they’d killed back in the quarry pit for now, they were free to use pretty much whatever method worked the best.

Up ahead, Nick saw the little center of the town, which appeared to be maybe a dozen buildings—a market and several businesses.

“Do you think Grace is hot?” Tiffany asked.

Nick gaped at her. “What?”

“I’m just asking. She’s good, and I like her, even if we’ve been arguing. She has nowhere to go after this. We fight well together.”

All right, yes, he thought. Grace was as competent a fighter as Tiffany, which wasn’t exactly surprising since she was her world’s version of his slayer girlfriend.

Tiffany squeezed his thigh.

“It’s okay if you do,” she said with a grin. “You know I don’t get jealous, and two women isn’t much of a harem.”

“For fuck’s sake,” he muttered.

“Just saying, she’s ticking over my gaydar. Pretty sure she’s at least bi. Her mentor was some badass assassin.”

Deciding to ignore this issue for now, Nick slowed down and pulled to a stop in front of the market. Then he saw it.

“There!”

Another Grume was trying to break into the place, which wasn’t open yet. The windows began to shatter, and he heard what sounded like gunshots.

Nick spun the Hellcat around and drove into the parking lot. Grace and Moira came after them. When Nick and Tiffany jumped out, he yelled at Grace.

“Get that rifle. Let’s just take them down from a distance if we can.”

Going back into the truck, Grace reached in and came back with her assault rifle. The three of them ran forward to where the Grume had just entered the market.

There were more gunshots. Whoever was shooting in there was a lousy shot, because they appeared to have missed the monster entirely. 

The four of them burst through the shattered glass of the market doors. Nick turned to see the thing chasing an old woman who’d just thrown down the empty revolver she’d been using. She let out a scream of terror and ran.

Just before the Grume reached her, Tiffany and Grace opened fire. The crossbow bolt hit the creature in the thigh, and several bullets ripped through its legs. It fell to the floor as the woman ran screaming into the back of the market.

As they reached the wounded Grume, there was another scream from the woman.

“Zombies! There’s another one back here!”

The old woman reappeared, running back to the front as they turned toward the new threat. She ran right past them and out the door, screaming hysterically.

Scanning the store, Nick couldn’t immediately see the second Grume. A warning wail told him sirens were fast approaching, though he couldn’t tell if it was the fire department rushing to the gas station or the local police responding to some other call.

He looked down at the Grume they’d shot. It was trying to crawl weakly toward them, but it was incapacitated for now. Then he looked for the other one the woman had seen. There was nothing visible at the moment.

“Spread out,” he said. “Let’s try to surround it.”

“I can use a shield to block it if we need to,” Moira said.

“Whatever you do, don’t let it get away.”

The market wasn’t big. Nick, Tiffany, and Grace each took an aisle, spreading out to find the Grume. This one was being careful, as if it somehow knew they were a threat.

“Do you think the new ones inherited any memories from the first one?” Tiffany asked.

“It’s like they’re learning,” Grace replied.

“Guys, quiet,” Nick said.

He stalked down the aisle he was in, not seeing anything. When he reached the back of the market, he turned, seeing Grace with the rifle at her shoulder.

“Nothing.”

Tiffany joined them from the other side, crossbow up. “Where did it go?”

“Moira?” Nick called out.

She answered instantly. “There’s nothing up here.” Then she screamed, and there was a loud crash of breaking glass in the front. “Nick! It got out through the windows!”

They ran back to her, where Nick saw the shattered windows along the ceiling.

“It came running over the top of the shelves and jumped through the front of the store,” Moira said. “I didn’t have a chance to get a shield up.”

He motioned to Tiffany and Grace. “Go!”

Grabbing the wounded Grume by the foot, he ran after them as best he could. But before they even got out of the market, Nick heard more gunshots outside.

Bursting back onto the lot, he saw one of the local cops out there, having just shot the Grume. It lay dead about ten yards away.

“Holy hell!” the cop yelled. “You folks all right?”

Then he noticed Nick dragging the dead Grume behind them. He seemed more alarmed by that than the weapons they were carrying.

“You got another one?” the cop asked.

“Yeah. There are a whole bunch all over town.”

“Damn right. People calling 911 right and left. Who are you folks?”

Nick decided to just roll with this. “Name’s Nick. We were just passing through this morning.”

“Well, son, this town ain’t right, let me tell you that. You may want to keep going.”

“What do you mean? Is it the quarry?”

The cop’s mood suddenly shifted. “How do you know about the quarry?”

Tiffany stepped forward. “Some guy named Randy told us it was full of zombies. He shot one of these up the road.”

“Damn, is Randy okay?” the cop asked.

“Yes, sir. Randy took off to check on his wife.”

“Oh, good, she’s my cousin, and she don’t do well with zombies.” Then he looked around the lot, eyes falling on the Hellcat and the F250. “That Dodge yours?”

“Yeah.”

“That truck belongs to Jarrold Hayes. Tall, skinny guy with a ponytail. You see him in there?”

Nick struggled to keep his poker face. “Afraid not.”

Another round of gunshots came from up the road. The cop turned toward his car.

“You folks better get to ground and hide. This is going to get worse before it gets better.”

Nick stood there as the cop got back into his patrol car and raced off.

“Shit,” he muttered.


Chapter 18: It’s All Going to Hell


“This is one of those towns where everyone knows everyone else, isn’t it?” Tiffany asked.

Nick nodded. “Seems like it.”

“This place gets a one-star review from me,” Salma said from her layer over Nick’s coat. “I’ve never felt so unwelcome. Here I thought small town folks were welcoming. Zombies and gun battles!”

“Can’t say I disagree with her,” Moira said.

They tossed the two Grumes, one dead, one wounded, into the bed of the truck.

“We got four,” Grace said. “How many do you think got away?”

“Eight, I think,” Nick said.

“Should we check on the pit and dump these, or keep looking?” Tiffany asked.

Nick groaned. “People are killing them before we can wound them. We have to at least collect the bodies before they revive.”

He and Tiffany got back into the Hellcat. Grace and Moira got into the truck and followed them. Nick drove in the direction the cop had gone, watching around them for any more Grumes.

There were more gunshots. Up ahead, he saw the cop in the center of the road, having stopped his patrol car and gotten out. Two Grumes had apparently caused another car crash at the other end of town, where a pickup and a van had collided and started to burn.

Beside the pickup, a man was firing some kind of semiautomatic rifle at one of the Grumes, but he didn’t seem to be hitting it. The cop was firing as well. Then the other Grume leapt into the air, going over the patrol car and landing on the cop. They began wrestling.

The guy with the rifle kept firing wildly, and some of the bullets started coming in their direction. Nick swung to the side of the road to avoid it, going off the pavement and onto the grass in front of what looked like a real estate office.

As he stopped, he saw steam suddenly erupt from the front of Grace’s truck as it was struck by several rifle bullets.

“Oh, shit!” Tiffany yelled. “He hit them!”

But the bullets didn’t seem to have hit Moira or Grace, who steered up behind Nick. The truck’s engine sputtered and died as it rolled to a stop on the grass.

“You guys all right?” Nick yelled.

Tumbling out of the truck, Grace and Moira ran to the Hellcat as the bullets continued to whiz past them.

“Fine,” Grace said. “He just hit the truck.”

The guy with the rifle continued shooting at both Grumes and not hitting much besides innocent cars and infrastructure around him. Moira stood back and threw up a shield to block the stray bullets coming in their direction.

Nick got out of the Hellcat, seeing that the nearest monster was now beating the cop to death. Tiffany lifted her crossbow and shot it, hitting it in the side.

As the Grume turned toward them, Grace braced her rifle on the Hellcat’s trunk and fired a couple of rounds, dropping it to the road.

On the other side of the wreck, the man with the rifle suddenly stopped shooting, as if he was out of ammunition. Then he let out a scream of terror.

“No! Help me!”

The other Grume pounced on him and began beating him to death as well.

Nick stood up. “Come on!”

The four of them ran forward as Tiffany struggled to cock her crossbow. By the time they got around the patrol car, the other man was dead, his brains splattered all over the asphalt. The Grume stood up, turning toward them.

Nick got there first, leaping in with his stake and stabbing it in the shoulder. It went down as he stabbed it several more times. The creature struggled to escape, lurching to its feet, but then Tiffany shot it in the leg, and it went still.

Getting to his feet, Nick ran forward to check on the van that had crashed into the pickup and rolled over. The driver, some kid in his twenties, was dead, apparently from the crash itself rather than the otherworldly creatures.

The pickup was largely undamaged, however, as the van seemed to have struck one corner of the bed and spun out of control. Nick glanced back at the F250, seeing steam still rising from under the hood.

“Let’s move the bodies into this one,” he said. “Just leave the other truck.”

Grace climbed into the pickup, a Dodge Ram 2500. After Nick and Tiffany tossed the two Grumes into the bed, Grace drove back to where they’d stopped as Nick rode along on the outside of the truck.

Tiffany rejoined them carrying the driver’s rifle, which she’d picked up off the road. When they checked the back of the pickup, they found a bag with two more magazines and a few boxes of ammunition.

Working together, they moved the other bodies into the Dodge’s bed and Grace moved over her gear from the F250. The wounded Grumes struggled with them weakly, but they didn’t seem to be dying.

“That’s six,” Grace said.

“There have to be a few more out here,” Nick said.

He looked around the town, somewhat surprised that no one had come outside to see what was going on, despite all the shooting and chaos.

Tiffany didn’t miss the look on his face.

“It’s almost as if they know something’s wrong,” she said.

“Should we take these ones back now?” Moira asked. “The others might have started climbing out again, and the dead ones could revive soon.”

“She’s got a point,” Grace said. “We can’t haul these around forever.”

Nick nodded. “All right, let’s go.”

He and Tiffany got into the Hellcat while Grace and Moira followed in the pickup. They soon passed the gas station, which was still burning unchecked.

“Where’s the fire department?” Tiffany asked.

He shook his head in dismay. “Fire departments in these little towns are often all-volunteer. And something tells me the volunteers in this town know when to stay home.”

They reached the quarry and turned back down the road. Nick came up to the pit just as a Grume appeared in front of them. Tiffany slid out of the passenger window with her rifle and began shooting.

As the bullets ripped into the Grume’s legs, the monster crumpled to the ground. Nick stopped the Hellcat and jumped out. Running up to the edge of the quarry, he looked down to see the Grumes they’d left behind trying to climb up the same spot on the far cliff.

Grace lurched up behind them, stopping the Dodge beside the rim.

“Go pick them off before they get out,” he said to her and Tiffany. “We’ll deal with the bodies.”

The two girls ran up to the edge and around toward the spot where the Grumes were climbing out. They dropped down to aim and began shooting.

Meanwhile, Nick and Moira carried the dead and wounded Grume from the pickup and tossed them down into the quarry. He watched as the two girls picked off the climbers one by one.

When Nick tossed the last Grume over the edge, Tiffany and Grace had cleared the wall of climbing Grumes. Down below, the wounded ones were trying weakly to swim around in the dark water.

“Those two work pretty well together,” Moira said.

“Let’s hope so,” he said, “because now we’ve got at least four that are immune to bullets.”


Chapter 19: The Evil Twin, Redux


“We can’t keep doing this forever,” Grace said. “We’re going to run out of ammunition if nothing else.”

Nick looked down at the water, then back up the road to town. There were at least two more Grumes still out there, but also four below that were going to revive good as new soon—the one Tiffany had killed accidentally, and the three the townsfolk had shot.

It seemed like they might have reached an equilibrium for now, because the wounded ones, which they’d made a point of stabbing or shooting in the legs, couldn’t seem to climb well, or all. They were likely stuck down there for the time being.

“We’ve got a dilemma here,” he said to the women. “There are a couple still out there, but if we leave to go after them, the dead ones could revive while we’re gone and escape again. If we wait here, more people in town are going to get hurt.”

“Then two of us stay here, two of us hunt those others,” Tiffany said.

Nick lifted an eyebrow. “What happened to ‘Never split the party’? Dungeons & Dragons?”

“Never split the party unless the DM brute-forces you to.”

Grace’s face twisted in disgust, and she took a step backward. “You guys play Dungeons & Dragons?”

Tiffany looked at her in confusion. “What’s so bad about that?”

The goth girl’s shocked reaction slipped a few notches. “Wait. Is Dungeons & Dragons not an illegal sex game in this world?”

Nick, Tiffany, and Moira exchanged a look.

“Uh... no?” Tiffany replied.

“What is it in your world?” Nick asked.

Grace sighed. “I don’t think we should go there right now.”

“I think we should,” Salma said. “I want to know just how perverted your world is, so I can avoid it.”

Nick stared at Tiffany. “Are you sure about staying here?”

“I’ll stay here with Moira. We can work together to keep the Grume in the pit. I’ll shoot them as they come out, and any that don’t fall, I’ll stake when they reach the top. One at a time won’t be a big challenge.”

Looking at Grace, Nick considered this idea for a moment or two. Something told him Tiffany was intentionally arranging this so that he and the goth girl would be alone together.

“Does this work for you?” he asked Grace.

She nodded. “Yeah, let’s go.”

As Grace got her weapons and gear out of the pickup, Nick gave Tiffany and Moira each a hug.

“Be careful.”

“You too,” Moira said.

Tiffany gave him a sly smile. “Don’t waste this opportunity.”

Nick tried not to roll his eyes as he and Grace got into the Hellcat. She switched magazines on her rifle and began reloading as he drove out of the quarry.

“So, the three of you are together?” she asked.

“Yeah. I was doing this for about three years when Tiffany and I met, after Anastasia assigned me to investigate a Myera Sanguivora outbreak.”

“The fake vampires? We had them in my world too. Nasty fuckers.”

“Right. And Tiffany and I just hit it off right away. Too much time working alone for both of us, I guess. Got tired of it.”

Nick turned back onto the highway, driving slowly so he could watch for the Grumes.

“And what about Moira?” Grace asked. “Tiffany said she was in your harem.”

“Moira was running a tattoo shop in West Virginia when we met, except her shop was actually a cover for being a priestess of Mater Lactea.”

Grace perked up at this tidbit of information. “Wait, she’s a tattoo artist?”

“Yeah. She gave one to Tiffany. She can enchant them too.”

“That explains why she was asking about my ink. Okay, yeah, I want to hear more about these enchanted tattoos when we’re done. But she wanted to join you guys?”

He nodded. “Same thing, yeah. She was tired of being alone and wanted to be part of a team. A family, you know. None of us really have one. My folks died when I was training to be a paramedic.”

“A paramedic? That’s... not what I would have expected.”

“Long story. Answered a call that turned out to be a predatory troll and got sucked into things. It was how I met Anastasia. And Salma.”

The goth girl let out a heavy sigh. She didn’t say anything for a minute or two.

“Kind of sick of being alone, too.”

He looked over at her.

“Meaning?”

She shrugged. “I’d like to stick around. If you guys want me around, I mean. Not really anywhere else to go.”

“You and Tiffany fight really well together. Almost spooky, frankly.”

“Almost like we’re evil twins, like your boob said.”

“I’m a slime,” Salma said, reforming on Nick’s shoulder. “Don’t mis-species me, please.”

Grace glared at the sentient boob for a moment, before turning to look out the front window.

“There’s only one thing, Nick. I’m kind of gay.”

He lifted an eyebrow.

“Gay?”

“Into girls. Geraldine and I were... you can probably guess. Understand, I have nothing against guys, I’ve just never met one I clicked with.” She turned back to him and sighed again. “Until now.”

He reached over and squeezed her hand. “You do remind me a lot of Tiffany. In all the ways that matter.”

“She’s awesome. And really hot.”

Nick laughed weakly. “She said the same thing about you.”

That got Grace’s attention. “Really? She said that?”

“Yes. Also, that you were ticking over her gaydar.”

Grace laughed. “God, I hope so. Is she—”

He nodded. “She and Moira both.”

Laughing to herself, Grace nodded slowly.

“All right, we’re definitely discussing this harem thing when all this is over with.”


Chapter 20: Boomerang


Nick and Grace drove around the town slowly. The gas station was still burning, and the wrecked cars were where they had left them. As near as Nick could tell, all the townspeople were in hiding. No more police had shown up, and he wondered if the one they’d seen was the only one in town.

Not seeing any Grume, he turned down a side street, passing another wreck and two more brutalized bodies. Then, Grace pointed ahead.

“There!”

About twenty yards down the road, Nick saw an auto-repair shop. It was the kind of place you saw out in the country like this, with a big workshop-shed out front and a yard filled with old cars in various states of disrepair out back.

Two Grumes were pummeling some guy in a jumpsuit while another body lay nearby. Nick raced up the street, screeching to a stop in front. As they jumped out, both Grumes ran into the repair shop rather than attacking them.

Nick and Grace leapt out of the Hellcat and followed them. There had been shooting here as well, and there were bullet holes in the shed walls.

As he entered the repair shop, the odor of spilled gasoline suddenly assaulted his nostrils.

“Oh, shit. Put up that rifle.”

Grace smelled it as well. She tossed the rifle over her shoulder and pointed across the shop.

“That’s it. Look.”

Next to one of the hydraulic lifts was a five-gallon plastic gas jug that had been perforated by a stray bullet. The gas was still dribbling out onto the shop floor.

“Be careful,” Nick said. Then Grace cursed under her breath as she felt around her waist. “What?” he asked.

“I think I left my stake in the car. Must have come off my belt.”

“What else have you got?”

She reached over her shoulder and drew her sword. It looked like some kind of fantasy thing patterned after a video game blade—long, narrow, and overly detailed.

Grace saw the look in his eyes. “I know what it looks like. But it works.”

“Okay. Good.”

“I bet you stole that too,” Salma muttered from Nick’s shoulder.

“I did,” Grace replied.

Salma let out a huff but said nothing more, merging back with Nick’s coat.

The repair shed went back about a hundred feet or so, with a dozen or so random cars inside, some being worked on, some gathering dust. There were four hydraulic lifts, two with cars on them, and several rolling tool chests. He didn’t see either Grume.

Moving slowly, he and Grace stepped forward, stake and sword at the ready. They passed one car, peering around it but not seeing anything.

The sound of something being knocked over rang out from the back. Nick looked up, seeing what might have been a shadow moving, but then it was gone.

“One of them is in here.”

Then he heard something else moving on the other side.

“There’s the other one,” Grace whispered. “They’re trying to surround us.”

“Let them. Get behind me, back-to-back.”

Grace turned away, walking with him, facing the other direction. They side-stepped together down the center of the repair bay. On Grace’s side was a car halfway up a lift, on his was another one under a tarp.

Nick heard another noise, then a shadow moved behind the tarp. He turned just as Grace yelled out at something else.

“Fuck you!”

He didn’t see what she was doing because the other Grume suddenly appeared, leaping from behind the covered car.

Nick thrust out with his stake, but the Grume dodged it, spinning in mid-air and landing to his right. He stabbed again, and this time the creature struck at his wrist. The blow sent a spasm of pain up his arm as he dropped the weapon.

Behind him, at the same moment, he heard a discordant clang that sounded like Grace’s sword hitting something, followed by the sound of metal hitting the shop floor.

“Oh, shit!” Grace cried. “Nick, my sword broke!”

Nick didn’t have a chance to look or do anything, because the Grume in front of him lunged forward, aiming a killing blow at his head. All he could do was spin away and raise his arm, hoping his armored jacket and Salma’s enhancement could protect him.

It worked. The Grume’s punch flew past his head as it stumbled over him. As he fell backward, he realized that Grace was ducking away from the other one, trying to dodge an identical blow.

As the two Grumes collided above Nick and Grace, there was a loud, fluid crack that echoed through the repair shop. Then both monsters fell limply on top of them.

Grace scrambled to her feet as Nick rolled away into a crouch. He snatched up his stake and held it out.

“What the fuck?” she muttered.

The repair shop fell silent. Neither Grume moved as the two of them stood there, frozen in place.

“Are they dead?” Grace whispered after a moment or two.

Nick stepped forward carefully and kicked one with his boot, then the other.

“They... are dead.”


Chapter 21: The Answer You’ve Been Waiting For


“They killed each other,” Grace said in amazement. “Somehow.”

“Seems like it.”

“But what does that mean?”

Salma spoke up now. “I’m sure they were tired of your poor manners, young lady.”

Grace rolled her eyes, groaning softly. Nick shook his head.

“I don’t know,” he said. “It may not mean anything at all, except that they’re dead. Let’s get them into the car.”

They each grabbed one of the Grumes by the feet and dragged them back to the Hellcat. Nick lifted the bodies into the trunk.

“Sorry about your sword.”

Grace shrugged. “It was kind of a piece of crap. I just didn’t have a lot to choose from in my world.”

“I’ll get you another one.”

She smiled. “Thanks.”

They drove back toward the quarry. On the way, Nick stopped at the empty, abandoned market and gathered up some food for lunch. With the owner still missing, Nick estimated what they’d taken and left some money at one of the checkout stands.

“At least someone in this group is honest,” Salma muttered as they left.

When they got to the quarry and pulled up beside the pickup truck, Nick saw Tiffany and Moira on the other side of the pit, standing together. He didn’t see any Grumes.

As they got out, both women came running over.

“We got them,” Nick said, “and something weird happened. How’s it gone here?”

“All four dead ones revived and came out, and I took care of them,” Tiffany replied. “What happened with you guys?”

“Come over and see.” He opened the Hellcat’s trunk and gestured at the two dead Grumes. “Grace and I got surrounded, and somehow, when they attacked us at the same time, they hit each other instead.”

Tiffany and Moira gaped at the bodies in disbelief.

“Wait, are you saying they killed each other?” Moira asked.

Grace nodded. “That is exactly what he’s saying.”

“Huh,” Tiffany said. “Does that matter? Are they immune to other Grumes now?”

“I would assume so,” Grace replied. “What that means, who knows?”

Nick dragged the bodies out of the trunk and over to the edge of the quarry pit. But he dropped them there and stepped back.

“What are you doing?” Tiffany asked. “Are we throwing them in with the others?”

He shook his head slowly.

“No. I have a hunch. Just have a seat.” Then he leaned back against the Hellcat and crossed his arms.

Grace stared at him. Then she looked down at the Grumes.

“You don’t think...”

“I don’t know. That’s why I want to wait and see.”

Nick stayed where he was. The women finally sat down around him, keeping a safe distance from the bodies. Tiffany and Grace both held their rifles in their laps.

***

They ate lunch while they waited. A half hour or so went by.

“They’re not moving,” Tiffany said.

“Sometimes it takes a while,” Grace replied.

Nick grunted thoughtfully. “How long is the longest it’s taken?”

The goth girl held up her hands.

“I didn’t usually stick around and wait. But... I don’t think it was ever more than an hour.”

Nodding, Nick stayed where he was, sipping on the can of Monster he’d gotten from the market.

He had to know. So, they would wait a bit longer.

***

After ninety minutes, neither body had so much as twitched. Tiffany finally looked up at him.

“Could this really be it? Only a Grume can permanently kill another Grume?”

Grace bobbed her head slowly.

“They do seem to be staying dead.”

“So how do we use this?” Tiffany asked. “How do we kill all the others like that?”

Nick finally stood up from the Hellcat and walked over to the edge. The women got up and followed him.

“The wounded ones are all stuck down there. They haven’t been able to climb out, right?”

Tiffany took an excited breath as she saw what he was getting at.

“Exactly. Only the ones that revived were able to climb out.”

“And only five of them are immune to bullets,” Nick said. “And of those, only one, the original one, is also immune to crossbow bolts. So... we kill two at a time and let them climb out. And because we killed them, they won’t run away. They’ll come after us.”

Grace’s eyes had gone wide. “Then we try to get them to kill each other, just like those other two did!”

“That sounds awfully tricky,” Moira said.

Nick nodded again. “I have an idea to make it easier.”

He explained to Moira and Tiffany exactly how it had happened the first time.

“Moira, you use your shield to make sure they come out of the pit together. If one revives first, block it until the other one revives. Then when they’re both coming up, use another shield to separate them. We need them to try to surround us and come at us from opposite directions, like they did with me and Grace. Think you can do that?”

She bobbed her head rapidly. “I think so. I’ll do my best.”

“Who’s going to face them?” Tiffany asked.

“We’ll take turns,” Nick replied. “Rotate the pairs.”

Grace ran her fingers through her hair excitedly, as if she was seeing the light at the end of a very long tunnel.

“This could work. This could really work. This shit could finally be over.”

Nick nodded.

“Then let’s do it.”


Chapter 22: Crunch Time


Nick and Tiffany shot two of the wounded ones, and they waited until they revived.

As Nick had predicted, one came back to life before the other. Moira was able to use her shield to obstruct it from climbing because the climbing route up the cliff was narrow enough that the Grume couldn’t do anything to get around it. It wasn’t happy about the situation, but it couldn’t do anything about it either.

When the second one came back to life, Moira blocked the first until the two of them were together.

“Okay, get ready,” Nick said to Tiffany.

Salma had merged with his coat, and Tiffany had readied her fighting sticks, the plan being that she would try to force the Grume facing her up and over when it attacked.

Moira guided the creatures as they climbed, forcing them apart. They separated, one coming up each crack in the limestone. As they got to the top, she blocked them again. Nick and Tiffany got behind her shield.

“Ready?” she asked.

Nick nodded.

“Do it,” Tiffany said.

Moira relaxed the shield, bending it backward, letting one Grume come around each side. They instantly spun around, lunging at Nick and Tiffany.

But it wasn’t like the encounter in the car repair shop. At first, Nick’s Grume held back, as if it knew he was dangerous, while Tiffany’s Grume lunged right at her. She held the thing off for a few moments.

“Nick!”

He thrust at his Grume with his stake, trying to goad it into attacking him, but it didn’t take the bait. Instead, it went low, too low for him to get it to go past him. He blocked the swipe with his coat as Tiffany shouted at him again.


“Wait! Let’s attack together.”

“Okay.”

“On two. One, two!”

He thrust forward, and Tiffany attacked as well. The Grumes recoiled, then lunged at them. Nick deflected his upward, but Tiffany’s went sideways, and they fell to the ground. As Tiffany spun around, trying to stay with him, the Grumes came together facing them.

“Shit!” Nick yelled.

A shimmering wall came down between the Grumes as Moira called up another shield. She pushed the two creatures apart again.

“Try it now!”

Nick and Tiffany lined up together a second time as the Grumes came around the shield. Once again, they tried to attack together, but the Grumes still didn’t hit each other.

“Fuck!” Tiffany yelled. “How did you manage to do it so easily before?”

“It just happened!” Grace yelled.

“One more time,” Moira said. “I have an idea.”

She separated the Grumes with her shield a third time, letting Nick and Tiffany get into position. They attacked together again, but this time as the Grumes countered, Moira called up a shield above them, guiding the two creatures toward each other.

There was a sickening crack as the Grumes collided. Nick ducked out from under the shield as Moira dropped them nearby.

“Are they dead?” Tiffany asked.

After a few moments, when neither Grume moved, Grace carefully went over and poked them with the barrel of her rifle. Then she turned to the others with a fierce grin on her face.

“Yeah. I think it worked.”

Nick turned back to Moira.

“That’s how we do it. All together. Let’s keep going.”

***

It was a long, tedious process, a lot of waiting broken up by brief flashes of terror.

Each time, they killed two Grumes and waited for them to revive, then guided them to the edge of the cliff. Once they were facing off, Moira worked together with them to get the Grumes to attack each other. It didn’t always work the first time, but two by two, they began methodically killing off the creatures.

The third time, they had to kill one with a crossbow. The fourth, neither bullets nor crossbow bolts affected the one they were shooting at.

“That’s the original one,” Nick said. “Let’s save him for last. One of us may have to go down there.”

By the fifth time, the sun was going down. They had now killed twelve Grumes, counting the two at the repair shop. As they prepared to kill another two, Tiffany suddenly spoke up in alarm, pointing down at the water.

“Guys? Do you see that?”

“See what?” Nick asked.

“There are seven left.”

“Seven—” Then he saw what she meant. He looked down, counting them himself, then doing it again to be sure.

“Fuck. There’s going to be one left over.”

Grace groaned loudly. “We’re just going back where we were at the beginning!”

Nick held up a hand.

“Let’s get there first. Then we worry about what to do.”


Chapter 23: The Slimes We Met Along the Way


After another three hours, they had killed six more Grumes. The last one, the original one, was still swimming around in the water, wounded and unable to climb out. The night had gone completely dark, but Moira used her shields to light up the bottom of the quarry so they could see.

“All right,” Nick said, “let’s recap what we know here. They can’t be killed by anything except each other. Why?”

“Some bacteria eat each other,” Tiffany said. “Could that be it?”

“It was a virus,” Grace said.

“That acts like bacteria.”

“And bacteria can be killed by a lot of things,” Nick said.

Tiffany sniffed. “Then they develop immunity to them.”

Nick held up a hand.

“There has to be something special about what they are that kills them permanently. So, what are they?”

“A sentient black blob of virus... stuff,” Tiffany said.

Moira rubbed her chin. “An enchanted virus.”

“So, they’re an enchanted blob of... blob stuff,” Nick said. “Do we need another enchanted blob to kill them?”

“Where are we going to get an enchanted blob?” Grace asked.

There were a few moments of silence.

“Well, isn’t this special?” Salma said testily. “Now you want my help. But I guess I’m just too much of a Karen to care about anyone but myself, aren’t I?”

Nick took her down from his shoulder as the possibilities spun through his head.

“What do you think?”

“Nick, I’m just sentient silicone,” she huffed.

“You’re enchanted silicone, with some special abilities. Do you think you could unleash the Sanguine Path, say, using some essence from the Grumes instead of my blood?”

“Well, I can just eat one. Or take a bite.”

“Are you sure that’s safe?” Moira asked.

Considering the issue for a moment, Nick realized there were risks with this idea. He didn’t want Salma corrupted in the process.

“What can we do to control it?” he asked Moira.

“If she consumes some of my milk first, I think I can counter the virus. It’s a healing process.”

“What exactly are you going to do?” Tiffany asked him.

That was a good question. He couldn’t just throw Salma down into the pit. Throwing her at the Grume wasn’t likely to do a lot of damage either.

But there were other ways.

“If this works, she could cover my fists. I’ll go down there and beat it to death.”

It sounded much less certain when he said it out loud. Still, he didn’t see another way.

Grace put her hand on his shoulder. “How are you going to get down there? You can’t just climb down in the dark.”

Opening his jacket, Nick began searching through some of the deeper, more hidden compartments.

“Pretty sure I’ve got some rope in here.”

It took a minute or two, but he found two coils of nylon rope. It was enough to get to the bottom of the quarry. He set the rope down and looked at Salma.

“Are you ready to do this?”

“Are you going to admit that I’m not a useless Karen?” she replied testily.

He did his best to comfort her. “Salma, you’re not useless. It’s just that some of your personalities are a bit... grating sometimes.”

“Fine,” she sniffed. “Let’s do this.”

“Milk first,” Moira said. “So I can counteract the Grume’s virus if I need to.” She tugged her top over her head and unsnapped her bra. “I’m afraid I need to be aroused to do this.”

“On it!” Tiffany exclaimed.

She got up and went to the older woman. The two of them came together, kissing deeply as Tiffany began playing with Moira’s breasts, lifting them and tweaking the nipples.

Grace gasped as Moira’s womb tattoo began to glow brightly. The air around the busty redhead began to hum, and her breasts swelled in Tiffany’s grasp. Her body changed with them as her curves grew.

“Oh, goddess!” Moira cried out, pulling Tiffany against her chest. But then she pushed the blonde away. “Salma! Nurse from me. Now!”

“But I’m a tit!” the slime cried. “People nurse from me!”

Nick held her forward, pressing her against Moira’s gigantic, milk-laden breasts.

“Just do it.”

Salma’s form shifted as a mouth appeared around her sensory nub, which transformed into a tongue. The mouth closed around Moira’s nipple and began to suck.

“Yes!” Moira cried. “Take my milk!”

Up to now Nick had powered the Sanguine Path with his blood, turning Salma a deep red. Moira’s milk turned her white and opaque, and he felt the magic surging.

"Unleash the Sanguine Path!" he yelled.

He plucked the slime from Moira’s breast, and the priestess’s milk squirted from both nipples over Tiffany and Grace. The blonde girl cried out and lunged forward to nurse from her.

Nick knelt down next to one of the dead Grumes, holding Salma’s mouth against it. She began sucking again.

A dark, foul fluid began flowing into her, and her little body shuddered. Nick could feel the malevolent enchantment starting to fight that of Mater Lactea.

Moira cried out, reaching for Grace.

“Come here! Join Tiffany!”

“And do what?” Grace asked in shock.

“Nurse from me! I need it to fight the virus in her! Hurry!”

Glancing at Nick and Salma, then at Tiffany, who was eagerly slurping up Moira’s milk, Grace hesitated only a moment or two. Then she knelt beside Tiffany and took Moira’s other nipple into her mouth.

Moira embraced them both as the maternal healing energy surged within her.

“Yes! Yes! Nurse! Take milk from the mother goddess!”

Salma shuddered again in Nick’s grasp, but he could feel things stabilizing inside her as Moira’s healing energy fought to contain the enchanted virus. The slime’s body changed, splitting in two and flowing over Nick’s fists like a pair of rubbery MMA gloves.

“Now!” she moaned. “Let’s kick some Grume ass!”

The women were still engaged with each other, so Nick would have to do this on his own. He tied the rope to a tree beside the rim of the quarry pit and wrapped it around his waist. Then he began lowering himself down the cliff.

It was dark now, and cold, and the cliff was slippery from all the Grumes climbing it. But Moira’s milk within Salma glowed softly, giving him just enough light to see by. He rappelled down the cliff bit by bit until he reached a ledge above the water.

The original Grume sensed his presence as he approached, swimming toward him. He’d been the last one to kill it, and it was drawn to him now.

The creature was wounded but not incapacitated. It crawled out of the water onto the ledge.

“Ready?” he asked Salma.

“Yes, Nick!” she cried.

As the Grume staggered toward him, Nick drew back a fist. Then he punched it right in the head.

Some part of him had worried this might not work. He’d tried to punch this thing once already, and his fist had gone right through it.

This time, it didn’t.

With the empowered Salma on his fist, the blow struck hard. There was a burst of magical energy, then he heard Moira’s shrill cry of triumph from up on the clifftop.

“Thank, you Mater!” she screamed into the night above.

The Grume went flying backward on the ledge, landing right beside the water.

It was dead. For good, this time.

It was over.


Chapter 24: Who’s the Manager Now?


The women helped Nick out of the pit, and he pulled the body of the last Grume up behind him. When he reached the rim, the three of them pulled him into a tight embrace.

“It actually worked?” Tiffany asked excitedly.

“It worked.”

“Who’s the manager now?” Salma cackled as she withdrew from Nick’s hands.

When Nick set the dead Grume down, Grace let go of him. She stood there staring down at the body of the thing that had been chasing her all this time. When she finally looked up at Nick, he saw something that looked like gratitude on the verge of worship.

“What do we do now?”

“I don’t think we should stay here. When I was down at the bottom, I could feel the cursed mana Anastasia told us about. It’s not that strong, but the longer we’re here, the greater the chance of something bad happening.”

“Then we get out of here,” Grace said firmly.

Moira put her hand on his shoulder. “What about all the bodies?”

“We’ll take them. Put them in the truck. We’ll figure something out.”

It was well after midnight by the time they loaded all nineteen dead Grumes into the pickup. Nick drove out of the quarry in the Hellcat with Tiffany, as Grace and Moira followed behind them.

When they reached the road, Nick stopped and closed up the gate. He couldn’t lock it up again, they would just have to leave that for someone else.

“Tiffany, look up where the town dump is.”

She went into her phone and began searching, coming up with an answer almost immediately.

“It’s on the other side of town, past the market and where we had that last fight with the Grumes.”

He turned toward town. The fire at the gas station was still burning, though it was greatly diminished by this point. There was no sign anyone had done anything to put it out.

They passed the patrol car, the disabled F250, and the wrecked van. All three vehicles were where they had left them, as were the bodies. Up ahead, Nick saw a sign for the dump.

Turning down another gravel road, they reached the dump in another minute or two. The gate was locked, but Nick cut it open. At the end of the road was a processing building for the recycling. Beyond it was a big pit for the landfill.

When they got out, he turned to Moira.

“You said you could feel the curse at the quarry. Do you feel anything now?”

She closed her eyes and seemed to focus. A few moments later, she looked up at him.

“No. I feel nothing. This is just a dump.”

They drove out into the landfill, finally reaching a good spot to bury the Grumes. As they unloaded them, he realized they were changing, becoming softer and stretchier.

“I think they’re breaking down.”

“Thank Mater,” Moira said.

And indeed, all of them were starting to soften to varying degrees. Some started to liquify as they set them on the ground. They laid the nineteen bodies out in a row to make them easier to bury.

Grace hot-wired one of the bulldozers and began pushing dirt over them. In a few minutes, they were buried with the other garbage.

When it was finally over—when all the bodies were hidden—Grace climbed down from the bulldozer and went over to Nick. She sagged and let out a long breath.

“Thank you,” she said quietly.

He took her into his arms. “You did your share. I’m proud of you.”

They’d been up all night by this point, and the sky was starting to get light overhead.

“Nick, I’m exhausted,” Tiffany said, “but I’m also starving. Can we stop to get something to eat before we crash?”

“We’re not going back to that motel, are we?” Grace asked.

Nick shook his head. “The room is wrecked, remember? Probably best we don’t show our faces there again.”

They left the pickup truck by the side of the road. Grace moved her gear to the Hellcat and got into the backseat with Moira.

“There’s a diner not far away,” Tiffany said. “It’s open.”

Following her directions, Nick continued past the dump, spotting a little cafe along the road about half a mile down. He pulled into the lot. It was indeed open, though no one else seemed to be there.

When they walked inside, he saw a middle-aged woman behind the counter. She looked at them suspiciously.

“You folks ain’t from around here.” It wasn’t a question.

“No,” Nick said, “just passing through.”

“Should have kept going, then.”

He stood there for a moment as they stared at each other.

“Can we get breakfast?”

After another moment, she nodded slowly. “If you’re of a mind to, I suppose. Sit where you want.”

They took a table along the front. When they’d ordered their food and the woman poured them all coffee, Nick called Anastasia.

“Nicholas, please tell me this is good news.”

“It is. We cleaned things up. The Grumes are all dead.”

His handler chortled. “Of course! I knew you could do it, Nicholas. I will have your payment sent today. Now, as to the matter of your new friend, Grace, is it? Are you there, child?”

“Yeah, I’m here,” Grace replied.

“Has Nicholas explained things, what he does and this harem of his?”

She smiled at him.

“Yeah, he did.”

“And would you like to join his team? I understand that you have transited into this world from another, and it may not be possible for you to return.”

“Nothing there for me anyway,” Grace replied. “Nothing and no one. I want to stay here.”

“Wonderful. I will process the paperwork immediately to make it official.” She paused. “Nicholas, I have nothing else for you at the moment, and I assume you could use some rest, as well as some time to bring your newest, ahem, partner into the business, as it were.”

“Yes, please,” he said.

“Fine. I will be in touch shortly. Good day, all.”

She hung up. Grace smiled at him.

“So, I’m in?”

He reached over and squeezed her hand. “Yeah, you’re in.” Moira’s and Tiffany’s hands covered theirs.

“It’s going to be good,” Tiffany said.

They sat there quietly waiting. Grace watched the kitchen, where a listless guy in his twenties was making their breakfast.

Nick noticed that, rather than a hair net, the cook wore a baseball cap backwards. On it was the legend QUARREL QUARRY 5K FUN RUN—FINISHER.

“What do you think is the deal with this place?” Grace asked.

“I don’t know,” Tiffany said, “but ‘Quarrel’ is the name of the town.”

“Quarrel?” Moira asked in disbelief.

“Yep.”

“Not ‘Quarry’?” Nick asked.

Tiffany shook her head. “No. Quarrel. I looked it up earlier. That quarry has been here a long time, but it was abandoned back in the eighties. The company went bankrupt after there were a bunch of accidents.”

“Huh,” Grace said. “That hat would imply that some people didn’t finish that ‘fun run.’”

“Everyone has their own definition of ‘fun,’ I suppose,” Moira mused.

Nick glanced over at the woman, who’d been watching them from the other end of the counter.

“Then we’ve got the zombies everyone here is afraid of. Afraid of in a way that suggests they actually exist.”

“The water in that quarry is saturated with cursed mana,” Moira said. “After what it did to the Grumes, I wonder if it could reanimate bodies that ended up there.”

Tiffany’s face lit up. “I bet that’s it. Remember what I found about the climbing accidents there? People fell in and died. Maybe they rose as zombies afterward.”

Eventually the woman brought over their breakfast. When she set the last plate down in front of Nick, she muttered, “Eat quick, we’re closing.”

He looked up in surprise.

“It’s six forty-five.”

“We’re closing.” And she went back to the counter.

“I don’t think they want us here,” Grace said quietly.

Salma spoke up from inside Nick’s jacket. “I’d ask to speak to the manager, but it’s probably that rude old hag. I’ll leave a 1-star review. What terrible service.”

The women nodded slowly. Nick looked down at his sad plate of soggy eggs, limp bacon, and undercooked hash browns.

“How about we get the hell out of this weird town?”


Chapter 25: Harem Bonding Activities


When they finished eating and left the diner, the woman followed them out, locking the doors right behind them and flipping the sign over to “Closed.” They watched as she went around inside pulling down all the blinds. Then the sign out front went dark.

“Small towns are like Tolstoy’s families,” Moira said wistfully. “The good ones are all the same, but the bad ones... every damn one is batshit in its own unique way.”

“No lies detected,” Nick replied.

They got back into the Hellcat, and he pulled out onto the road.

“Take me to the nearest bed,” Tiffany said with a long sigh. “At least, the nearest big, comfy bed without any monsters around it.”

“Yeah, I could sleep for a week,” Nick muttered.

“Sleep?” Tiffany retorted in annoyance. “Who said anything about sleep? After all that magic milk last night, I’m about to combust here.”

“Me too,” Grace giggled.

Tiffany pulled out her phone again. “Let me find the nearest luxury hotel that can take us.”

Nick groaned as he drove out of town. Clearly, he would not be getting any rest for a while.

As they passed the motel where they’d stayed the previous night, he looked up at the little house on the hill. There was a light in the uppermost dormer.

He couldn’t be sure, but he might have seen someone waving to them.

***

Tiffany got them a penthouse suite at a hotel about an hour away, where the state highway met the interstate. Nick checked in, and the four of them went up to the top floor. The moment they were inside, three pairs of eyes turned to him.

“After all the shit we’ve been through over the last twenty-four hours,” he said, “I am absolutely taking a shower before anything happens here.”

“Fine,” Tiffany huffed, gesturing at the bathroom. “Everyone in the shower.”

Unlike the motel, this room had a big walk-in shower. Nick figured it would be a bit tight with four people in it but manageable.

The women began disrobing. Unlike Tiffany, who had a body like a gymnast, Grace looked like a runway model, all long legs, taut muscles, and small perky breasts that stood out from her chest in complete defiance of gravity.

He also saw what she’d been hiding all this time.

Her nipples were pierced with silver studs, and a silver ring hung from her clit. She had a small womb tattoo as well, though it was much less elaborate than Moira’s. Another complex tattoo covered most of her back.

She grinned at him. “Like what you see?”

“Oh, yeah,” he said as he dropped his shorts. Her eyes went to his already-stiff cock. Tiffany nudged her, and the two girls laughed to each other.

“Told you.”

Moira’s womb tattoo began to glow, and her body shifted into her mother form as her breasts swelled. She stared at Nick with undiluted lust in her eyes.

“I suspect this will be even more intense than our first time,” she moaned. “All of you have nursed from me, and I can feel the goddess pulling us together.”

The four of them squeezed into the shower. The rain head in the ceiling soon had everyone wet, and they began washing each other. Hands pumped over Nick’s erection as he groped at the cornucopia of breasts before him.

He kissed Moira, then Tiffany, then pulled Grace to him. She pressed her body against his, moaning into his mouth. He reached up to play with her breasts, gently tweaking her nipple studs.

As he kissed Grace, the feel of her tongue stud sending shivers up his spine, Tiffany dropped to her knees and swallowed up his cock, taking the entire thing in one gulp until her lips were tight around the base.

Leaning against Grace and Nick, Moira took Tiffany’s hair in her fist and began moving the younger girl over his erection.

“Suck him, baby girl. Suck him for Mommy.”

Tiffany obeyed, slurping and gulping around Nick’s cock. Grace continued kissing him, and he reached down to feel her clit piercing. She moaned into his mouth as he tugged on it.

Nick finally turned back to Moira as the redhead pumped Tiffany’s mouth over him. Grace turned with him, joining the kiss as she groped Moira’s swollen breasts. Moira moved her hand between Grace’s thighs, joining Nick’s fingers in playing with her.

After a minute of this, Moira pulled Tiffany off. The blonde girl began to protest.

“Hey—”

“Don’t be greedy. Come here.”

Moira helped Tiffany to her feet, then sank down to her knees. She leaned forward, wrapping her big breasts around Nick’s cock.

“Oh, fuck,” he moaned as he felt her enveloping him.

Tiffany and Grace came together in his arms, kissing deeply and stroking each other. Grace’s hands roamed over Tiffany’s boobs as Tiffany began rubbing the other girl’s slit.

As Moira rocked her breasts over his cock, Nick kissed and played with the two girls in his arms, holding them as they pleasured each other. Soon Grace was rubbing Tiffany’s blonde cleft just as eagerly.

But the feel of Moira’s soft, swollen flesh around him was too much.

“I’m going to come,” he gasped.

“Fuck!” Tiffany grunted. “Me too.”

Grace let out a soft cry as she began shivering.

Moira moved faster. “Then come for me, babies. Give it to me.”

As the girls brought each other off, Nick exploded all over Moira’s chest and face, sending shot after shot of thick seed over her body. She kept moving her breasts as he covered her, pressing more tightly to squeeze it all out.

“There we go, there we go.”

He held the girls as they shook and coasted down. Moira scooped up his come from her breasts and face and licked her fingers clean.

“Shall we head to the bed, ladies?”

Nick shut off the water, and the four of them dried off. Tiffany led them to the bed. Thanks to the effects of Moira’s milk, he was still rock hard.

Tiffany kissed Grace tenderly. “Lie down. I want you to go first with Nick. Let me get you ready.”

Glancing nervously at Nick, Grace lay on the bed, scooting back until her head was on the pillow. Tiffany leaned forward, spreading her thighs, and settled between Grace’s legs. Planting a gentle kiss on Grace’s bare pussy, she began to lick.

Grace gasped quietly, eyes locked onto Nick. Moira kissed him.

“Just watch them. I’ll take care of you.”

Dropping to her knees again, she took him into her mouth. She wasn’t Tiffany, but she still knew what to do.

In front of him, Grace moaned, rocking her hips at Tiffany’s mouth. The blonde girl had her arms wrapped around Grace’s thighs, holding her close as she licked and sucked at Grace’s pierced clit.

After a minute or two of this, Tiffany rolled to the side and lay next to Grace, kissing her and reaching down to spread her open.

“Ready?”

Grace nodded. “Yeah. Let’s do this.”

Moira withdrew from Nick’s cock, moving to the bed and lying opposite Tiffany. Nick crawled onto the bed above Grace, looking down into her dark eyes. She put her hands on his waist as she lifted her long legs around him.

“Nick?”

“What?”

“You understood what I told you before, right?”

Between them, Tiffany guided Nick’s cock toward Grace’s core.

“Yeah, I did,” he replied.

He bent to kiss her as he pushed forward. The resistance was there briefly, then gone as he moved into her. Grace sucked in a breath as he began to fill her up, grunting softly. He felt her muscles tighten, then relax, then tighten again as he hit bottom.

She held him close, nails digging into his back. “Oh, shit. Nick.”

Tiffany bit at her ear. “Feels good, doesn’t he?”

Grace nodded.

“Oh, yeah.”

“So you like dick too?”

The goth girl laughed weakly. “I like Nick’s.”

As Moira and Tiffany cuddled with them, kissing and stroking from both sides, Nick began making love to Grace. She held him tightly, biting gently at his shoulder, letting him take the lead.

He ground himself against her over and over, feeling the magic of Moira’s milk flowing between the four of them. Grace’s fingers dug into his waist as she rocked her hips, meeting his thrusts with hers.

Tiffany pressed in, kissing her, and Grace turned to the side, kissing her back as Tiffany played with her breasts. Then she turned back to Nick, gasping as her eyes went wide.

“Nick, I’m going to come.”

He bit gently at her lower lip. “Come for me, baby.”

She let out a whimper as he drove into her harder, and he felt the pre-orgasmic tremors starting in her gut. Then she sobbed loudly, head pressing against his chest as her contractions began.

“Fuck.”

He rode it with her until the spasms subsided, and she went limp under him. Tiffany moved in to kiss her.

“Good?”

Grace nodded, reaching for her. “Yeah. Come here. I want you too.”

Nick leaned back, staying inside her as Tiffany sat up. She wriggled in between them, straddling Grace’s head facing Nick. He looked down, seeing Grace’s pierced tongue come out and start lapping at Tiffany’s wet slit.

The blonde girl wrapped herself around Nick and kissed him hard. Moira rose from the bed as well, climbing behind Nick and leaning against his back. He felt the soft, warm pressure of her big breasts against him as her hand slid down to his balls.

“Fuck her, Nick. Fill her pussy for the first time.”

He resumed thrusting as Moira stroked his ball sack and Tiffany sucked on his tongue. He groped at Tiffany’s firm boobs, pulling on the nipples as she rocked over Grace’s tongue.

“Oh, shit, Nick. Oh, shit, she’s so good. Feels so good.”

She let out a soft whimper into his mouth. Nick ground himself into Grace as Tiffany ground herself down on her mouth. The three of them rose to orgasm together while Moira kept teasing his balls and kissing his neck.

Tiffany came first, shaking and shuddering against him as Grace’s tongue fluttered noisily against her clit. Then Grace cried out under him, her pussy clenching down around him a second time. That finally sent him over the edge just as Moira gently squeezed his balls.

He spurted uncontrollably into Grace’s body as Tiffany gasped against his shoulder. Moira kept tugging and stroking his balls through his orgasm, making his head spin. As they coasted down, Tiffany fell to the side with a gasp. Nick lowered himself to Grace and kissed her, tasting Tiffany all over her mouth.

“I’m yours,” she whimpered.

He kissed her again. “You’re mine. You’re part of us now.” He withdrew, lying on the other side of her. Moira stayed where she was, leaning forward lap up the cream Nick had just filled Grace with. The goth girl gasped, groping at her head.

Nick was still hard, and somehow not yet sated. As Tiffany and Grace caught their breath, he rose from the bed and walked around behind Moira. The redhead continued gobbling the creampie he’d given Grace. He gave her thick behind a sharp slap on each cheek.

Moira gasped. “I’m a good girl, Nick!”

“Yes, you are.” He grabbed her hips and thrust deep into her, burying himself in her swollen pussy with a single thrust. Moira spasmed around him at the sudden invasion, yet she pushed herself back at him, wanting more.

Holding tight, he began fucking her roughly, pushing her forward into Grace’s sopping slit. The sound of their bodies slapping together soon mixed with Grace’s renewed moans. She and Tiffany were making out again, as Grace kept one hand on Moira’s head, holding her in place.

Nick pounded Moira hard, knowing she could take it, and just enjoyed the lewd scene in front of him, all three of his women pleasuring each other.

He spanked Moira again, raising a red flush on the skin of her ass. She just moaned and shook herself for him as she continued lapping eagerly at Grace’s pierced clit.

Soon Grace began to convulse again, body arching off the bed as she neared another orgasm. Tiffany held onto her, kissing her and pinching her nipples. Moira licked her furiously. Finally, with a sharp squeal, Grace shattered once again.

Moira hadn’t come yet, but Grace’s orgasm seemed to set her off as Nick continued pumping into her. She lifted her head and cried out.

“Nick, you’re splitting me apart! Oh, goddess! Don’t stop!”

Her ass began to quiver as Nick pounded her. The contractions began around him as her whole body shivered and shook. She went over with a sharp cry.

Mid-orgasm, Nick yanked his cock out of her pussy and plunged into her ass. Moira was bereft of speech, only letting out a loud, gurgling moan as he buried himself in her bowels. He kept thrusting as her orgasm rebounded, then seemed to double. Her sphincter pinched down on his cock over and over.

Finally, with a bellow, Nick joined her, filling her ass with spurt after spurt of hot seed. She milked it all out, squeezing herself around him until he finally withdrew.

Nick fell forward onto the bed between Grace and Tiffany. The two girls cuddled with him, each one snugging under an arm.

“Me next?” Tiffany asked softly, kissing his neck.

Moira sat back on her knees, sucking in a ragged breath. “Of course, baby girl. Let me take care of him for you.” She slid down the bed and sucked Nick’s slick, aching cock into her mouth.

He lay there, eyes closed, as Moira licked and slurped at him, cleaning his cock from base to tip. After another minute or two, she leaned back and motioned to Tiffany.

“All ready for you, baby. Come up here.”

With a smile, Tiffany sat up and straddled Nick, reaching down to guide him inside her. Moira embraced Tiffany from behind as she began to ride his dick, and her hand snaked around in front and began stroking Tiffany’s clit.

Nick lay there as Grace cuddled and kissed him. He reached up to play with Tiffany’s wonderful boobs as she bounced eagerly on his cock.

“Is it always going to be like this?” Grace moaned in his ear.

He nodded. “Probably.”

She bit his earlobe gently. “Good.”

Meanwhile, Moira was pinching Tiffany’s nipples and rubbing her clit as the blonde girl rocked her hips back and forth, keeping Nick deep inside her.

“Come for him, baby girl. Come for me. Let him feel it.”

“Yes, Mommy,” Tiffany gasped.

As she grew closer, Nick felt her squeezing him tightly, pulsing and pulling at his shaft as she rode him. The feel of it drove him toward orgasm as well.

Moira felt it, rubbing Tiffany’s clit hard enough that the schlick-schlick-schlick sounds echoed through the room. With an anguished whimper, the blonde girl crashed over, losing control of her body and thrashing around above Nick as Moira finished her off. Tiffany clenched hard around him, the rhythmic squeezing going erratic as she peaked.

That was enough for Nick. As she began to coast down and fell forward onto his chest, he grabbed her hips and thrust deep into her, filling her tight channel with another hot load of come. Moira squeezed the base of his cock as he came, milking every last drop into Tiffany.

Then the redhead kneeled at the end of the bed, sliding in to lick at the two of them where they were joined, lapping both of their spendings.

Tiffany kissed him and Grace weakly.

“That was worth all the bullshit with the Grumes.”

“Yeah, it was,” he said.

“But now I need to sleep.” She cuddled on his chest, nuzzling his neck and not even bothering to slide off his dick.

Moira rejoined them, lying opposite Grace. She pulled the covers over the four of them and leaned in to kiss Nick.

“Rest now.”

“‘night,” Tiffany murmured. Nick was still inside her when sleep claimed him.


Chapter 26: Good Blood


“So, Anastasia said we’ve got a couple of weeks off?” Tiffany asked as the Hellcat howled down the highway away from the hotel the next morning.

“Never any way to know what’s going to happen,” Nick replied. “But that’s what she said.”

He reached over to tickle Tiffany’s toes. When she giggled and pulled them back, he did the same to Grace.

“Stop!” she laughed, pulling her feet into the backseat, where the two girls were playing with Tiffany’s phone and doing God knew what.

He would need to get a phone for Grace now that she was back in an intact society. Anastasia needed to arrange an identity for her as well, but that was just a matter of paperwork and some sorcery.

Moira lay back in the passenger seat smiling at the three of them.

“This is going to be good, Nick.”

He glanced at her. “I think so too.”

“The four of us work well together. In a lot of ways.” The look in her green eyes told him all the ways she was thinking of.

“We do.”

He listened to the girls talking in the back as Tiffany showed Grace something on her phone.

“So, this is the Taylor Swift we have in this world.”

“Wow. That’s insane. And she never shot anyone here?”

“Not as far as I know. Just a lot of diss tracks about her exes.”

There were a few moments of silence before Grace suddenly spoke up.

“Wait! Stop! Scroll back. That song.”

“Which one?”

“Bad Blood. She did that in my world too. It was her first hit after going metal, after the shooting.”

Tiffany began playing it.

“Yep, exactly the same,” Grace said.

“Huh. That’s wild. Doesn’t sound like death metal to me.”

Grace didn’t answer right away.

“Metal might have been different in my world.”

Tiffany sighed.

“Seems like a lot of things were.”


Epilogue: Role-Playing Games


Several weeks later

“All right, roll for initiative, everyone,” Salma said.

“Salma, I can barely even move right now,” Moira muttered in frustration.

The slime, who was currently in the form of a fleshlight, chortled in amusement. “That’s what you get for rolling a one against the libido devourer.”

Grace shifted against Tiffany’s abdomen, grunting softly as she reached for the dice and rolled. Nick rolled after her.

“I’m starting to think I liked Karen Salma better than DM Salma,” Grace said.

Tiffany gurgled softly around Nick and reached for the dice.

“You’re the one who decided to teach her this game,” Nick said.

“No table talk, people!” Salma said. “Nick, you’re now under a curse that prevents you from remaining still. Start thrusting.”

Tiffany protested weakly through her nose as Nick tried to comply.

“I’ll roll for you, Moira,” Grace said, grabbing the dice again.

“What did you get?” the redhead MILF asked.

“A ten.”

“Thank Mater. All right, Salma, I cast Libido Restoration.”

“Fine. Squeeze your breasts three times.”

Struggling to reach her hugely engorged boobs, Moira twisted around and began milking herself. Nick had to stay where he was as the milk ran down his naked chest into Tiffany’s mouth. The blonde girl began moaning.

Salma rolled some dice and let out a noise of annoyance.

“Fine. Everyone’s libido is restored. You have sixty seconds.”

With gasps of relief, the group began squirming around as they struggled to stay in their squares on the game mat.

“I can’t take much more of this,” Grace moaned as she buried her face between Tiffany’s thighs again.

Nick was trapped between the three women thanks to some poor dice rolls earlier, and he just did his best to help them. A minute later, Salma made them stop.

“Time’s up!” Salma said. “Nick, your turn.”

“I attack the libido devourer with my Dildo of Consequences,” he said. “And I still cannot believe that’s a thing in this game,” he muttered to Grace.

“Roll your attack, Nick,” Salma said.

He reached for the d20 and rolled. “Fourteen, twenty-seven total.”

“That’s a hit. Your dildo is embedded in the devourer now.”

The strains of All Star rose from Nick’s phone across the room.

“Oh, my god, thank you,” Grace gasped.

Nick groaned. “Salma, I have to get that.”

“You know the rules,” she replied happily. “Any interruptions will place you under a minus-ten penalty going forward.”

“Fine.”

He disentangled himself from the three women, who all collapsed onto the game mat.

“I hate you so much right now,” Tiffany said to Grace. “This game is awful.”

“No one put a gun to your head,” Grace shot back.

Nick reached his phone and answered, trying to pretend he wasn’t naked and uncomfortably erect.

“Hello, Anastasia.”

“Nicholas! We have a major emergency!”

It had been a long time since Nick had heard his handler this upset, and he instantly forgot all about Grace’s deranged version of D&D.

“What? Where? What’s going on?”

“Aliens! Or Bigfeet! Or alien bigfeet!”

“Big feet?” Nick asked in confusion.

“Or Bigfoots! Those big hairy things with the feet. Whatever you want to call them.”

“We’re in the middle of something important, Anastasia!” Salma cried. “I spent days writing this adventure, and—”

“Adventure?” Anastasia shot back. “Nicholas, are you taking unauthorized freelance work?! You know very well what the contract says about that!”

“No, ignore her, we were playing a game. Are you saying there are aliens landing?”

“I don’t know. That’s why I’m calling you, Nicholas, dear. Answering that question is your job, not mine.”

Nick looked around the room at the three naked, sweaty women on the game mat. The look in their eyes told him they were ready for anything else right now except Grace’s version of D&D.

Even if it involved hairy aliens with giant feet.

“All right. Send me the location. We’re on our way.”

END OF BOOK THREE


Grace’s Post-Apocalyptic Pasta Casserole


All right, so you’re hungry, and you’ve got nothing but abandoned grocery stores to scavenge for dinner. Here’s what you do. Geraldine taught me how to make the original version of this before CORVID, and I adapted it afterward. You’re free to use non-scavenged crap if you’ve got it.

Ingredients

	1 box pasta, preferably elbow macaroni, but anything short and curly will do. Pasta is usually easy to find unless rats have gotten into the grocery store. Make sure you find a box that hasn’t been gnawed on.

	½ cup bottled marinara sauce. Easy to find since it lasts for years if unopened. Go for the good stuff, not the cheap stuff they made you eat as a kid!

	2 cups of milk. This can be tough to find, but the long-life UHT milk in those cartons actually works well for this recipe. Fresh milk if you’re privileged.

	½ lb. cheese, grated. If your society has collapsed, you can usually still find sealed hard gourmet cheeses in the premium stores, and they’re often in packaging the rats can’t get into. Good aged cheddar will last for years and believe it or not.

	4 tbsp flour. Usually not hard to find either. Make sure the rats haven’t found it, as above. Trust me, goddamn rats will eat anything.

	¼ cup of coconut oil. This not only tastes and cooks better than butter, it’s something few people bother to scavenge since they have no idea what it even is. Also good for years if unopened. Win-win!

	1 lb. of meat. You notice my repeatedly mentioning the rats? This is where we get our revenge. As a bonus, the ones in the grocery stores are usually fat as fuck and easier to catch. Rat nests are most often hidden in the ceiling of the back rooms. You pussies in intact economies can substitute Italian sausage or meatballs.

	Bread crumbs (optional). Usually stale as fuck but doesn’t matter here.

	Red and black pepper. Can be tough to find since seasoning the fuck out of your food is sometimes necessary after society collapses.




Instructions

	You’re going to need to set up some kind of oven. I usually built one from good refractory brick when I had a place to hide out. (Don’t use cinder blocks—ask me how I know.) Get a fire going in it until you’re around 350F.

	Boil a big pot of salted water and cook the pasta. Don’t overcook—you want it to absorb some of the fluids while cooking. Reserve 1 cup of the cooking water.

	Clean, skin, and bone your rats, chopping the meat into small dice. Skip this step if using meatballs or sausage. Fry up in a pan until browned.

	Meanwhile, heat the coconut oil in a small pot. When melted, whisk in the flour to make a roux. Cook for a minute or two to open up the flour, then add the milk. Whisk until it starts to thicken. Add half the cheese and the marinara sauce. Whisk until smooth.

	Drain the pasta and return to the pot. Add the cheese sauce and the meat. Mix well, adding pasta water as necessary until slightly soupy (you won’t need it all). Cook for a couple of minutes to get everything acquainted.

	Add pasta mixture to a baking dish and cover with remaining cheese. Top with red and black pepper to taste and bread crumbs if using. Bake for 20-30 minutes until bubbly and the cheese is melted and starting to brown.





Appendix 1: Reading Order


Hex Kittens takes place after the events of the core Fateforged universe (see below). It takes place around the same time as King of the Fae Islands.

If you want the initial chronology of the series, we’ve included it below. Again: None of this is required reading to enjoy this book!

Isekai Emperor (1-3): These books kicked the universe off and are foundational. They start at timeline 0 and have ties to Dungeon Champions, Dark City Girls, and Fate’s Enforcer.

Dungeon Champions (1-3-Ongoing): These books expand the Fae Wilds and the fantasy world and take place at the same time as Isekai Emperor. The series has connections to Fate’s Enforcer, Isekai Emperor, and (now) Trailer Park Elves. Warning: If you pick this series up, it’s a team builder. Not the kind you should suggest at your workplace, HR will hate it. This story has ALL the LitRPG mechanics and character sheets.

Dark City Girls (1-3): This is a grimdark series featuring Zane, a war hero turned retiree who is called back into action. Events in book 2 kick off the Trailer Park Elves “saga” (hehehe, we’re calling it a saga now). It has connections to Fate’s Enforcer and Trailer Park Elves.

Fate’s Enforcer (1-3): This is an urban fantasy series that explores what it means to be on the Fates' team. It takes place at “approximately” the same time as Trailer Park Elves. It has connections to Dungeon Champions, Dark City Girls, and Isekai Emperor.

Trailer Park Elves (1-6-Ongoing): This series will have cameos from a bunch of other ones, but there are no tight relationships. Timeline Note: Trailer Park Elves is part of a series of events that closed off the end of the timeline (the Fate War).

King of the Fae Islands (1-2-Ongoing): This is a builder series that’s basically a mashup of Isekai Emperor, Dungeon Champions, and a civilization builder. It’s slow burn, high-humor, and takes place canonically after the events of TPE 1-6.

Isle of the Amazonian Elves (1-Ongoing): This series is a breeding (and more serious) companion to King of the Fae Islands and occurs simultaneously with it. It has direct ties to Isekai Emperor and King and references Dungeon Champions.


Other Romance Links


For more men's romance titles and monster girls, check out the following:

https://www.harem-lit.com → Now the #1 site for high quality haremlit content and discovery

https://www.facebook.com/RoyalGuard2020

https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlitbooks/

https://www.facebook.com/groups/monstergirllovers

https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlit

https://www.facebook.com/groups/dukesofharem

https://www.facebook.com/groups/MonsterGirlFiction/

https://www.facebook.com/groups/1324476308314052

https://www.facebook.com/groups/HaremGamelit

https://www.facebook.com/groups/pulpfantasy
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