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Hex Kittens - Episode Four


A Fateforged Supernatural Thirst Trap

Directed by Adam Lance


Authors’ Notes


You’ve read the previous three, right? Let’s get past the disclaimers and to the good stuff.

How do I participate and listen in?

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

Reminder

Be sure to sign up on https://harem-lit.comfor news, opportunities to find new books, and ways to interact with your favorite authors like never before.

Pre-Order 5 here: https://harem-lit.com/r/521RWdXG


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 stuff besides this!

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


Previously On...


Previously, on Hex Kittens

(Narrated, naturally, by the only member of the team with full encyclopedic recall and an active sex life. Hi.)

Hi, babes. Salma here. Yes, that Salma. Sentient silicone slime, freelance sensory nodule, full-time member of the only paranormal cleanup crew that gets paid in cash and orgasms. Before you dive into our next episode, allow me to catch you up, because if you haven’t read the first three, you’re going to be very lost, very horny, and very confused about why a girl named Tilde is referenced exactly once and never again.

(Sensory nodule wiggling. You know the one.)

Book One: In Which I Quit My Old Job And Nick Almost Dies (Repeatedly).

Once upon an alley, my previous employer was choking the life out of a handsome paramedic named Nick Castelano. Her name was Tilde. She was a stripper-troll. She used me as a customized work accessory, and that is genuinely all you are getting out of me about it. Nick, displaying the kind of inventiveness that would define every other dumb thing he’s done since, jammed a pen into her eye and detonated his own oxygen tank in her face. While he was bleeding out on the pavement, our smoking-hot French handler Anastasia strolled out of the shadows in latex and asked if I’d like a better career trajectory. Reader, I said yes so fast I nearly liquefied.

Three years and one thirty-page non-negotiable contract later, Nick is the supernatural world’s favorite janitor. He mops up sparkly vampires, sky goblins, and the occasional crisp-dealing troll mafioso before any normies notice. I rode shotgun on his shoulder, in his coat, and, once, in the cup holder. We don’t talk about the cup holder.

Then we met Tiffany. Five feet of blonde Chosen One who can hold her breath for an objectively unfair length of time, demolish ten scrambled eggs in a sitting, and has offered Nick road head on roughly every flat surface between Reno and the Mississippi. (He keeps refusing! I know! He’s broken!) Together we took down a coven of shapeshifters wearing the faces of America’s worst rich people, saved one of their kids from his own dear shapeshifting dad, and made the whole arrangement official over hash browns at a Waffle House. She signed her thirty pages in a green cravat and an orange thong. The harem was born.

***

Book Two: In Which We Pick Up A Witch And Approximately Six Cats.

Anastasia sent us next to Libusen, West Virginia. Quaint little Appalachian mountain town. Every barn was painted with hex symbols and every human being was hiding in their basement. (Fair.) That’s where we found Moira: redheaded witch with a tattoo parlor, a cottage straight out of a coffee-table book, a body that made Nick briefly consider the words “settle down” out loud, in public, like an animal, and four lazy cats, two of whom were both named Gord. Two of them. Same name. Cohabiting. I make no apologies for finding this the hottest piece of intel in the entire state.

There was an ancient evil out at the old Hesperus Asylum, a thing called Fiddler’s Green, and we punched it square in its metaphorical face. Tiffany brought biceps. Moira brought grimoires. Nick brought his blood-mage problem. I, as always, brought Wikipedia-grade exposition at exactly the right moments. Anastasia, who clocks everything before we do, had Moira’s paperwork pre-approved before Nick finished asking. Welcome home, redhead. Saved you a seat.

Also, and this is important, I had my first proper orgasm on a misaligned motor mount somewhere on I-64. New moon, new me. I will not be elaborating. I will absolutely be elaborating later.

***

Book Three: In Which A Goth Crashed Out Of A Portal And Refused To Apologize.

We were minding our business, by which I mean Tiffany was trying to get road head sanctioned by committee, when Anastasia called about an aetheric anomaly and Nick nearly ran over a girl who’d just stepped out of a hole in the universe. This is Grace: tall, lanky, purple-black hair, leather pants tailored from pure attitude, crossbow in one hand, and the body language of someone who has personally outlived civilization. (She has.) Her dimension fell to a thing called the Grume. It is a faceless oily horror, and it becomes permanently immune to whatever you last killed it with. So naturally Nick, our beautiful idiot, killed it with his fists.

Now it’s immune to fists. We are not over this. We may never be over this. I bring it up at every meal.

We sorted the Grume eventually. The how is a story for another time, but it involved a small-town pit-fighting tournament, an evil twin, motel mayhem, and one absolutely catastrophic decision involving an RV that I cannot legally describe in this paragraph. Grace stuck around because, as she put it, this world has Taylor Swift and hers didn’t. Fair trade. She now bickers with Tiffany in the backseat like they were raised in the same trailer park, which is one of the great gifts of my life.

After all of that, we took a few weeks off. I taught everyone Dungeons & Dragons. Then I made it weird. Then I made it weirder. Nick’s character was cursed with constant thrusting. I regret nothing. I will never apologize. The campaign is ongoing in spirit.

And then Anastasia called. Aliens. Or Bigfeet. Or alien Bigfeet. Pick a lane, lady.

Which, my horny little popcorn-eaters, brings us to…


Chapter One: Free Lunch


"I’m telling you, it’s Bigfeet. The plural of foot is feet; it makes total sense." Tiffany, her pert rear parked in the back seat, feet up in Moira’s lap, gestured at her window. Trees flew by as Nick pushed the Hellcat above a hundred miles an hour.

Anastasia had been emphatic: this was important.

Fortunately, they hadn’t seen any cops in hours. It had been a few weeks since the last case, and none of them wanted a repeat of that incident if they could help it.

"In my world, it was Bigfootsies." Grace, sitting next to Nick, twisted to face the rear. When the seatbelt got in the way, she made a growling sound and practically ripped it free of the catch. He winced at the sound of metal protesting. She was damn near as strong as a bear and tended to forget when she was in a heated debate.

…or other times.

"It’s Bigfoots," Moira announced, holding her cell phone up. "According to the internet."

Salma, positioned on the redhead’s shoulder, rippled, her sensory nodule wiggling. She was due a transition, which meant she was still in “Karen” mood, but beginning to show signs of various other emergent personalities. It made her extra fun. "You can’t trust anything on the internet. What we need is to call Anastasia back and demand that she clarify for us. She’s…what’s the word? A cunning linguist."

"Loquacious?" Moira suggested.

"Yup! That!"

Pushing the pedal to the floor on a straight stretch, Nick risked a glance in the rear-view mirror. The silicone slime had deformed over Moira’s neck and was oozing toward the woman’s chest. "Did you really just ask to talk to our manager about word rules? Also, stop groping Moira. You’re a slime. That makes you a pet. I refuse to see you sexually."

"Baby," Tiffany reached past the shoulder rest to squeeze his arm. "Honey. Need I remind you that she’s a sentient being shaped like the most sexualized part of human anatomy."

"What about Antonio and their sloppy…" Grace was interrupted by Salma’s wailing cry.

"Antonio! Oh, Antonio! Why did you have to leave me? We had the most salacious times together."

Nick tossed the dark-haired girl a glare. "We don’t bring her other half up. She’s sensitive about that."

The slime sniffed theatrically, her oozing reach for Moira’s breast accelerating with each warble. Having kept cats for years, the Priestess of the Quaternary Bosom casually flicked her fingers across the syrupy pseudopod, tucking it back into Salma’s quivering mass.

"Salma," she asked, tone indicating a change of subject.

"Yes?"

"Out of curiosity, how does your shapeshifting work?"

Tiffany and Grace spoke at once, the blonde scoffing, "We’re not discussing making Salma into a sex toy again!" with her pale-skinned counterpart adding, "Moira! The harem is big enough."

"I’m not trying to grow the harem or make her into a sex toy," Moira shot back with a disapproving cluck of her tongue. "Seriously, girls, it’s not all about sex."

“It’s not?” Grace asked in disbelief.

Tiffany retorted, "Should be."

With a shift that had nothing to do with groping Moira, Salma flashed red, then deep, swirling purple-black. Her voice deepened slightly, losing the playful or annoying tone. "Silicone is one of the most stable, adaptive materials in existence. My kind are conduits of bio-arcane synergy. With proper feeding, I’m able to shift into any number of states. I can mimic the properties of many natural and arcane materials, including corrosive acids and anti-magic. Thanks to my pairing with Nick, I can even…"

"Salma," Nick snapped. "Enough. You’re not allowed to go full monologue mode. Besides, we’re here."

Sure enough, they’d left the forest and entered a flat stretch leading to an island of light. From a distance, the town looked like any other suburban stretch: big enough to support a pair of rival gas stations on either side of the road, with a sign for a popular sandwich joint next to one. A big sign next to the road advertised ‘The Royal Regal Cineplex: Recently Renovated!’

"Standard rollout?" Tiffany asked.

"Mhm." Nick pulled them into a gas station. A well-stocked RV retailer sat next to the place. As Tiffany and Grace wandered off to collect snacks and intelligence, Nick pumped the fuel. Conversation drew his attention to a gathering of four or five locals outside an RV. They were surrounding a portly man in overalls. Laughter carried on the wind as a long-haired woman squealed with evident joy, grinning infectiously. The others with her took up the laughter, clearly having the time of their lives.

Something about it felt off. Like he was missing something.

Arms slid around his chest, followed by a rather pleasant pressure. Moira leaned in, kissed his neck, and murmured, "This town may have a drinking problem."

"Huh?"

Still holding him, she extended a finger. "The jars."

Sure enough, each of the people talking held a jar of dark liquid. "That explains why they all look happy."

"Mhm. Mountain honey is good for what ails."

The door to the station jingled as Grace and Tiffany came waltzing into view. Nick caught the flash of a young man’s face leaning across the counter, jaw open, as he stared after the duo. It was impossible to blame the guy. Both women were incredibly attractive in their own ways.

Tiffany, in a skirt, leggings, and tube top, could have been the cover model for any fitness magazine ever. Grace could have been her gothic twin. Her tattered jeans, practically painted on, revealed a lean frame that had all the right curves. Worn with a careless attitude, her tight top depicted a woman holding a chicken under one arm and a cat under the other. The text above the woman’s head read, ‘Save a Chicken, Eat More Kitty’.

For her, it was positively subtle.

"Any clues?" Nick asked.

"Not yet," Tiffany replied, gesturing. "Billy told us there’s a hotel on the other side of town. Other than that, he wasn’t very talkative."

"He was talkative," Grace corrected with a vicious grin. "It just all came out as stammers."

They got back into the car and resumed their journey into town.

It was evening as they eased their way into the city-proper, and people were out in droves. Walking down the streets, wandering into quaint little shops or sports stores, a few waved to their car as they drove past.

Nick let the Hellcat idle at the four-way stop at the south end of Main Street and paused to take in more details. The storefronts were painted, with window boxes and hanging baskets full of fresh flowers. A diner on the corner had its door propped open, and a chalkboard sign on the sidewalk advertised peach pie in cursive.

"This is off," Grace observed.

"A bit," he agreed.

"Stepford Wives, maybe?" Moira sounded deeply worried. "Mass personality shifts are never good. We might be dealing with parasites. Or shapeshifters. Or who knows? Nick, we need to talk to these people."

"Agreed." He pulled the Hellcat to the curb in front of the hardware store across from the diner, and killed the engine.

They got out, with Moira pausing to stretch like a languid cat. Wearing a Pixies shirt beneath her cardigan and a pair of denim pants, her pearl necklace gleamed in the sun, drawing his eyes to her cleavage. She returned his gaze with an encouraging, warm smile as she reached up to twist her hair and slide a pencil into place.

"Ground rules," he said. "We canvas. We talk to people. We don’t tip our hand. Anastasia called this in for Bigfoot sightings and a magical disturbance, which means we are looking for either Bigfoot or a magical disturbance or both."

"Or alien Bigfeet," Tiffany said.

"Footsies," Grace corrected.

He gestured helplessly. "Whichever. Aliens. Magic. Hairy monsters. Let’s go."

They left Salma inside the car to keep an eye out as they began exploring downtown. One thing Nick noted immediately was that no one was looking at a phone. Not the kids eating ice cream, or the woman pushing a stroller. A couple of laughing teenagers skated by, their conversation genuinely upbeat and friendly.

Pausing near a miniature park, complete with freshly painted benches, Moira drew them off the sidewalk. Tucked into the greenery, she said, "There’s magic here. Potent and old."

"How old?" Tiffany asked.

"Long enough to settle into the plants." Moira leaned over, running her fingers across the petals of a rose bush. "Months, at least. And it’s warm. This isn’t death magic. It’s something else."

"Could it be…good, maybe?"

Moira contemplated, fingers running across the petals before she replied to the other woman. "I would not say good. I would say kind. If you give me an hour or so, I might be able to come up with something more."

"Let’s split up and investigate," Tiffany suggested. "Grace and I can talk to people over here, in case Moira needs us. You can go do your Nick thing."

"My ‘Nick thing’?" he repeated, bemused.

"Yeah. You know. The Bill Bixby, handsome roamer with a trench coat thing you do."

He pointed at his entirely normal button-up shirt and jeans, which earned an eye-roll. "You know what I mean. Anyway, let’s get to work. The faster we close this case, the faster we get back to Dungeons and Dragons."

Glad Salma wasn’t there to make a salacious comment, Nick agreed.

Leaving the team to do their thing, he crossed the road and entered Porter’s ‘Supplies for the Discerning and Capable Huntsman!’ The door rang as he pushed inside, an aroma of gun oil and coffee wafting over him.

A man in his sixties stood behind the counter. He was wearing a ball cap that said HAPPY VALLEY in block letters across the brim and polishing a revolver. Patsy Cline crooned out of a radio on a shelf behind him.

Looking up, the guy’s eyes twinkled with delight. Reaching out to grab a glass Coke bottle, he took a swig of the dark liquid before smacking his lips and announcing, "Welcome to Porter’s. What can I do ya for, stranger?"

Walking up to the counter, Nick feigned interest in the gun racks. "My lady friends and I are thinking about camping nearby and maybe doing some hunting. I hear there might be bears." Leaning in, he dropped his voice theatrically. "Or even some bigfoot. Got anything for cryptids?"

The man chuckled, pushing the gun he’d been polishing to the side. "Buddy, I don’t know about cryptids, but if you’re looking for proper stoppin’ power, well, old Danny Boy here can take good care of you."

Turning with the agility of a man half his age, ‘Danny Boy’ proceeded to pull weapons off the racks like it was country Christmas. He started with a Glock 17. "Threaded barrel, and a couple extended mags, just in case," he said, putting them on the glass-top counter. He rapidly added a Mossberg 590A1 with ghost-ring sights and three boxes of Federal HST, along with boxes of slugs and buckshot. Several folding knives, a pair of flares, and several cans of FOG smoke joined the pile, along with an entire carrying case for all the ammunition they’d need.

Nick watched it all pile up and held back a grimace. Technically, they didn’t need any of this. They had several rifles and an M4 from the previous mission, the one they’d found Grace at. Not that any of them would turn down more. 

Five minutes later, Danny patted the pile. "Anything else, son?"

Nick laughed. "Surprised you didn’t add body armor."

The man’s smile widened from friendly to full on Fred Rogers. "You’re right! How many are you traveling with?"

"Four?" Nick didn’t mean it to come out as a question.

Thwap!

Four suits of heavy body armor slammed on a solid metal portion of the countertop. "There you go. Good stuff there, just got it in from the police auction."

"Police auction?"

"Mhm. Sure." Bobbing a nod, Danny pulled up a chair. He took a deep gulp of his soda, licked his lips, and went on. "Government retires old gear, gives it to the police. After a year or two, the police resell it to consumers to help fund their staff. I’ve got a whole back room of expired munitions, all for about a hundredth of the original price. If that."

Intrigued despite his better judgment, Nick reached for his wallet. "What’s the damage?"

Danny waved his beverage. "Oh. No need to pay. You said you needed them. That’s the important part."

Resisting an urge to lift his voice, Nick said, "Well, that’s real nice. But I have to pay."

"Nawr. Sure don’t. In fact, I insist. You have a need, I wanna take care of you. In fact, let me get this paperwork settled for you. ID, please?"

Wordless, Nick handed over his ID. Danny took it, came to his feet, and walked to a computer terminal, where he began processing the paperwork that came with firearm purchases.

There was probably some sort of three-day delay related to buying firearms. If so, he didn’t mention it.

Watching the guy work, Nick reconsidered his approach. "Danny, would you tell me about your morning?"

"Sure. Of course. First thing, I woke up. And I had coffee with Marilyn. That’s my wife, she’s at the salon getting her hair done because Mary-Beth is doing a special on perms today, and then I came in and opened up, and Wendell stopped in for his usual cup, and then…" He trailed off and his eyes flicked to a spot on the wall above Nick’s head. Just for a second. "…and then I had my brew, and I been polishing the Smith there, and now you came in. It’s been a real nice morning."

"Your brew. You mean that soda you’ve been drinking?"

"Mm-hm. Same one."

Instincts practically going Ding Ding Ding!, Nick pressed, "And does that happen to be the same drink other locals have, by chance?"

"Oh. Yeah. Sure. It’s a local tradition."

"Gotcha. And, I don’t suppose you’d tell me where you get that brew, would you?"

"Not a problem at all. They bring it around. Different days, different places. I’ve got tomorrow’s already in the cooler back there."

"Mind bringing me a fresh one?"

"Not at all. Give me just a second to finish pushing this through. Oh. Look. Good news. You’re already in the system as having a special license. Wow, you can get ordnance. Is that right?"

Nick smiled weakly. "Perk of the job."

Danny’s eyes went brighter than a supernova as he turned to Nick. "That’s amazing. Ever shot a bazooka?"

"Once or twice."

"Piloted a tank?"

"Uh. Just once." And that was a horrible failure.

"Amazing. I bet we could get you one. It might take a while though. Ah, here you go." Passing over a stack of printed paperwork, Danny strode into the back room. When he returned, he had a glass mason jar full of syrupy black liquid.

Nick took it without opening it. "Thanks for this."

"Totally my pleasure, friend. You all come back any time. Oh, also, here. Take this cart. It’ll help."

A few minutes later, Nick rolled a shopping cart full of ordnance to the Hellcat. Squeezing through the partition between the rear seats and the trunk, Salma whistled. "That’s quite the restocking."

He told her what happened, earning yet another whistle.

"Gotta be drugs," she said. "A looooot of them." Her nodule pulsed. "The air is saturated with mana. So…magic drugs?"

"Probably." Opening the trunk, he grabbed his folded trench coat. It was heavy and hot, the pockets stuffed with an assortment of odds and ends that he’d relied on long before finding Tiffany. With it in place, he began unloading the weapons. Given he was traveling with three women, each with their own luggage, plus the other weapons they’d collected along the way, there wasn’t much space.

He made it work.

Keeping one Glock and plenty of ammunition, he closed the trunk and collected his familiar. "Come on. If I’m right, the locals won’t be a problem. We need to find the others."


Chapter Two: Findings


He found Tiffany, Grace, and Moira at the diner. They waved at him through the glass as he approached, Grace’s dark eyes taking in his changed attire with a knowing sparkle. He walked in, endured the too-pleasant smiles and waves of the locals, and made his way to where they waited.

“Right on time, babe,” Tiffany said, a notepad firmly in front of her. “We’ve been making notes while Grace plans arson.”

Sliding in next to Moira, he accepted a spare cup of coffee from the thoughtful woman. “You’re a goddess. Also, arson?”

Grace snorted. “I just don’t like creepy happy places. It would be much better if there were undead or something.”

He ran them through his experience with the gun shop owner. When he was done, Tiffany went through their findings. “Moira determined that the local magic is making these people healthier. The seventy-year-olds we came across were closer to biologically fifty.”

Grace picked up, ticking down on her fingers. “None of them have social media accounts. None of them have phones. The youngest people in town are a handful of teenagers. I asked about kids. Apparently, there’s a place a few miles away where they have a daycare or something.”

A woman wearing a blue and white apron, her eyes sparkling, approached with stacks of plates. She unloaded a mountain of waffles in front of Tiffany, an omelet for Grace heaped with jalapenos, and a fruit bowl for Moira. Nick got an apple fritter with a steak sandwich.

“Thanks,” he told the woman next to him, knowing she’d have placed the orders. Moira was just like that.

She reached beneath the table to squeeze his thigh. “Of course. It’s nothing.”

But it was.

And just as she knew the three others needed to be taken care of, Nick knew Moira needed to be appreciated. He made a special effort to show that whenever he could.

“Excuse me, Tammy?” he asked, reading the waitress’s badge. “I have a question.”

“Sure, honey. What can I do for you?”

He waved at the plates. “How much are you charging us for these?”

“Oh. Nothing at all. I couldn’t.”

“And how many visitors does your town get?”

The woman raised a hand to her hair, patting the bun as she thought. “Not many lately. Actually…I’m not sure we’ve had any guests in a while. Well, other than that nice couple last week. They sure did leave in a hurry for some reason.”

That would be how word of the sightings got out. Keeping his face smooth, Nick went on, “And how do you get new things in the town? Money? Food? Equipment?”

“Well, it just comes in on the big trucks. Once or twice a month.”

Grace clucked her tongue, pointing. “Across the street. Dress shop. What’s that?”

They turned, spotting a figure standing between two mannequins. Easily seven feet tall, the bulky figure was wearing an English-style overcoat and a wide-brimmed hat. A hand covered in dark fur briefly made an appearance as the figure pushed aside a flap of cloth, right before it vanished from view.

He said, “Tiff.”

The blonde was up and moving before he had time for a word. Moving with liquid, athletic speed, she was at the door and out before the bell stopped ringing.

Tammy watched her go with wide eyes. “That girl is something.”

“She very much is,” Moira replied, a note of pride in her voice. “Darling, why don’t you go back to your work? We’ll take it from here.”

Smile returning, eyes losing their focus, Tammy walked away, pausing to grab a half-full glass of the mysterious liquid someone had left behind. She drank directly from the straw without hesitation.

Tiffany returned a minute later, shaking her head. “Out the back. The back door opens onto the alley. The alley runs south. He’s gone.”

“Did anyone see him?”

“Three people in the shop, all happy as clams, none of them noticed a tall, hairy stranger.”

“Of course they didn’t.”

Standing next to the booth, she grabbed her notepad, flipped a page, and wrote on it for all to see. HAIRY MAN (BIGFOOT?), OVERCOAT, HAT, SOUTH ALLEY.

“This is starting to get very strange,” Grace said. She’d managed to inhale half her omelet and was crunching on a chunk of jalapeno as she spoke. “We’ve got rejuvenating liquid that keeps people happy. No one’s on their phones.”

“Which is a big win,” Salma murmured from within Nick’s jacket.

“Agreed,” Moira echoed. “Social media really is the brain rot of a generation.”

Nick waved toward the notepad. “Focus, people. Grace, go on.”

Flashing him a wink, she did. “Happy but malleable. Not brain-wiped, but suggestible. My question is, would these people protect themselves if threatened? Are they sheep or cattle?”

Nick rose and waved at Tammy, who returned with a smile. “Tammy, if someone came in here with a gun, what would you do? Would you protect yourselves?”

The waitress didn’t miss a beat. “Of course we would. We’d take care of business or call the cops. Just what kind of silly question is that?” She laughed, the first hint of steel appearing behind the mask of service.

“Just curious,” he said quickly.

Moira leaned forward, the motion damn near causing an international incident as her breasts collided with the edges of her half-eaten fruit bowl. “Tammy, just out of curiosity, what do you like more than anything else? What keeps you going?”

“Takin’ care of people, of course. Doing good work. Well, that and the weekly orgy. Wouldn’t miss that for the world.”

Grace made a choking sound. “What?”

Tammy bobbed a nod. “We all, well, all the adults, we come together once a week to celebrate bein’ alive. There’s cake and pie, and all sorts of good food. Plus, the orgy.”

“Plus the orgy,” Grace repeated.

The waitress bobbed an excited nod, her pupils dilating.

“Well, okay then. That’s not what I expected at all.” Nick waved Tammy off. She went with another smile and promised to return for anything they needed.

Grace’s fork scraped across her plate. She took the final bite, observing, “Cattle.”

“Horny cattle,” Salma added.

Brow furrowing, Nick studied Tiffany’s notepad. “And no hint of aliens yet.”

“Or what all this magic is for.” Tiffany tapped the words, ‘Rejuvenating + Orgy.’ “Seems to me like whatever is behind this isn’t overtly trying to hurt anyone. But that could just mean they are keeping a low profile.”

“Maybe a breeding cult?” Salma suggested. “Orgies mean babies. Could be they are trying to influence local elections?”

Nick blinked. “What are you talking about?”

“You know, the Quiverfull movement. Maybe Bigfootsies want to breed a bunch of humans to influence elections. This could be a plot to integrate hirsute individuals into modern American society.”

He didn’t need to lift his jacket to know she’d changed colors. “Salma, you’re being ridiculous. This isn’t political.”

“Could be.”

“It isn’t.”

“No hypothesis is invalid until tested.”

“She has a point,” Moira said, hiding a smile behind her hand. “Could be these Bigfeet are far more subtle than we’d give them credit for.”

Grace pointed her fork at Nick’s chest. “She said Bigfootsies. I’m on Salma’s side. Election rigging. That’s the only solution.” She didn’t sound like she meant a word of it.

“Haha!” Salma cackled. “Three votes for the Hairy Breeding Agenda plot.”

Resisting the urge to growl, Nick instead cleared his throat. “We’re still on day one. It’s too early to jump to any conclusions, much less the...”

“HBA,” Salma provided smugly. “We’re calling it the HBA.”

“…HBA or whatever else is going on,” he continued. “We need to figure out where this brew is coming from. Who is delivering it. What their agenda is.”

Grace, abruptly serious, glanced across the road. “If we’ve stumbled on something, I doubt whoever is behind it will continue their operations normally. Either they will attack us or change behavior until we’re gone.”

“Or try to scare us off,” Tiffany offered. “Maybe the Bigfoot sighting was just the people behind this scaring the kids off.”

Nick nodded along with their observations. “We know the drinks are dropped off at night. I vote we plan to stake out the town tonight. See if we can spot who’s behind it. Maybe follow them wherever they go.”

“You said the deliveries show up at random,” Tiffany pointed out. “That means we’ll need to split the party. Each of us in a different spot to keep an eye out. You sure?”

“I am.”

None of them liked the idea. But they also didn’t have a better one.

They finished their meal and went across town to the hotel the local had suggested. It was a three-story, cozy place, with updated furnishings and no electronics. Their double-king corner room didn’t even have a television in it.

Falling into easy, familiar patterns, they split duties emptying the car. Tiffany and Grace handled the bulky, heavy items. Nick took care of the weapons while Moira carried the delicates.

Inside the room, Tiffany tossed two overstuffed duffle bags onto the floor between the beds. “Think we have time for a little fun?” Coming in behind her, Grace laid a pair of tactical backpacks out. Opening pouches, she withdrew four palm-sized walkie-talkies. With quick, efficient motions, she plugged the rechargeable devices into wall outlets. Their battery displays flicked on, revealing each was at 92%.

One good thing about their team: each of them had done this long enough that they never lacked for preparation.

Moira, who was unloading their cooler into the mini refrigerator, gave a throaty laugh. “Since when has any of our fun been ‘little’ Tiff?”

The blonde smirked. “Well, never. But we’ve got time, right? Besides, it’s Grace’s turn. I want to try the love circle thing you suggested the other day.”

Shifting from the food to their bags, Moira unpacked clothes, refolded them, and added them to the drawers.

Nick set the firearms and body armor out. They would go into kits, one for each of them. Even Moira had basic firearms training now, so the resupply had come at precisely the right time. “No love circle.” Waving at the window with its rapidly setting sun, he went on, “Showers, repacking, and we’re out.” To Moira, he added, “Are you sure you want to unpack now? We might be in a hurry later.”

The witch’s reply was firm. “Home is important. Until we have a better solution than hotels, I’m going to make sure they feel like ours.” Straightening, she turned to Tiffany. “It’s called a circle of loving affirmation. But I agree. It’s her turn.”

Grace made an uncomfortable sound. “I’m better at giving than receiving. You all know that.”

“And that’s precisely why it’s your turn.” Grabbing a change of clothes, Nick hooked a thumb toward the shower. “Before we get distracted, I propose we shelve this until after scouting? If not tonight, tomorrow. Anastasia would be unhappy with all of us if we let ourselves get distracted and lost the thread.”

Tiffany and Moira agreed, but only reluctantly. Grace exhaled with relief, although Nick saw the hint of vulnerability beneath the taciturn mask. In the time since her arrival, the otherworldly woman had grown a lot. She’d learned to trust.

But old scar tissue would take both time and love to heal.

He was okay with that.

With an agreement to postpone fun times for later, they showered. Moira joined Nick and managed to keep things from escalating even if he took a little more time than strictly necessary to soap her delicate bits. All of them. Twice. Grace and Tiffany took the next. After, they dressed, repacked the car with everything they thought they’d need for their work, and made their way back into town.

It was time to see if they could catch a Bigfoot.

Or an alien.

Or, as Salma pointed out, both. Alien shapeshifting Bigfootsies could be a thing. No, seriously. They could.


Chapter Three: Fear of Hairy Men


Nick drove them across town as they discussed the plan. Pastel hues of the remnants of sunset filtered through the windows as Tiffany pulled a map up on her phone to help identify positions.

“The town really only has two access roads,” she explained, holding the phone up so Grace and Moira, both in the back, could read over her shoulder.

“Main Street goes right through the heart. We came through the south, so we know there’s basically nothing there. According to this, it’s another hour or two north before it veers to the interstate. I think we’re safe to assume our targets won’t come from either direction. That leaves Lowell Street. It goes east and west, directly through the town’s heart. East looks to be farmland. West is more forest.”

“So, we make a box.” Nick said.

“Right. Based on this layout, we’re looking at a lopsided rectangle. Eliminating the north and south means we can pick locations that cover the key vectors of ingress and egress. Take a right here. This is probably where we want to drop Moira off.”

He followed her directions, pulling to a halt in a theater parking lot. It was a small place, with maybe three or four screens, but looked well kept. It was also empty, the doors closed and lights out, despite it being a weekend.

“Why here?” Moira asked, looking out the window with a frown.

Tiffany was blunt. “You’re closer to the hotel. If you need to fall back, it gets you out of harm’s way faster.”

The witch didn’t gainsay the safer position. Close combat was not among her many extraordinary talents.

Once he’d parked, they went through the remaining assignments.

Tiffany would go east, near the residential blocks and market. That location would put her within racing distance of Main Street, while giving her line of sight over likely drop-off points along Lowell. Grace would be south, closer to the gas station. Given her speed, she could easily get to either Main Street or the cinema in just a few minutes if things went sideways.

That left Nick and Salma. They would be right in the center, where Main and Lowell met. Using the Hellcat as their ace in the hole, he could go wherever they needed quickly.

“This isn’t close to full coverage,” Grace pointed out. “There’s a bunch of side streets and alleys we aren’t going to be able to see.”

She had a point. Nick considered whether it would be more prudent to call it a night, have some wild sex, and then recruit the locals for this task. As pliant as they acted, maybe they’d help? An instinct told him that course of action wouldn’t work. Tammy had strongly suggested they would defend themselves. If this was some sort of symbiotic magical parasite, they would likely turn on the outsiders. And that would lead to a fate far worse than a zombie apocalypse. Killing enthralled normal humans was none of their style.

Tiffany shrugged at her friend’s suggestion. “We’re working on best guesses. If this doesn’t work, we can talk about rigging up security cameras or having Salma track the hairy folk by scent or something.”

“I am not a bloodhound,” Salma protested from within his jacket. “Although, that does remind me of a trick Nick could do if he wanted.”

Nick growled. “Stop that. You know better. Magic costs me way too much to use casually. It’s a last resort.”

“Hrmfh. You were so much cooler on the other side. I mean, c’mon. You trained with people who fought with General Zane. Why, Warden Ma…”

Thwap!

He smacked his hand down atop his coat, interrupting her flow. “Whatever personality this is, I don’t like it. Stop.”

Moira, Tiffany, and Grace were all eyeing him. Of the three, Moira seemed the most suspicious of what Salma had almost let slip. She pursed her lips thoughtfully. “You know, it never occurred to me before how odd it is that Anastasia would send you against supernatural monsters with only a slime familiar. Or that you’d survived so long without us.”

Waving the speculation down, he said, “C’mon. Don’t get distracted. We’ve got monsters to catch.”

The women allowed him to deflect the conversation, although Salma continued to make gruff, grumbling sounds as if she couldn’t wait to spill all their secrets. He drove through the quiet town at speed, dropping each off at their designated locations before heading to the intersection of Main and Lowell Street. It wasn’t far from the hardware shop.

Pulling into a parking spot, he positioned the vehicle to have sightlines along the road and killed the lights. With only the dim light of a distant lamp to see by, he pulled Salma free. She rippled in his palm, shifting from translucent to pearlescent to black and red in rapid succession. Her sensory node pointed at him like a thick pencil eraser.

Or a nipple.

But he refused to think of her that way.

“Listen, I know you’re going through some changes, but I need you to not give away secrets.”

She made a low growling sound. “Why don’t you just tell them about your training?”

“Because as soon as we tell people that we know a bunch of spells, they will expect us to do it. And we can’t afford to risk exposure. Also, in case you didn’t remember, I have practically no mana. It’s not like we learned cantrips.”

“But…,” she protested weakly, “what we can do is so cool.”

“Cool when you can siphon a bunch of mana for me. Otherwise, it’s just exhausting.”

She quivered. “Fine. But I still think it’s a bad idea not to tell them what you’re really capable of. We know their secrets.”

“You know as well as I do that it’s not all of them. And it’s not your place to pry. Okay?”

Pulsing, her surface flashing into a reflective silvery sheen, she chimed like a bell. “Fine. I hear you. Loud and clear. I’ll behave. Promise.”

The next few hours passed slowly. They maintained communications, checking in every ten minutes on the dot, but otherwise kept quiet.

Rumble. Rumble.

Nick sat up at the sound of an approaching vehicle. A glance at his watch revealed it was shortly after ten. Leaning forward, he craned his head to see a box truck pulling up to the curb in front of the closed dress shop. It was unmarked, older, white, with rust around the wheel wells.

He keyed the walkie. “Box truck. Main south of central.”

“On my way,” Tiffany said, sounding like she’d already broken into a sprint.

The door opened, and the driver stepped out. It looked a lot like the person from the shop earlier: tall, with an overcoat and a hat. They walked to the back of the truck and reached inside.

Dark brown hair flashed from the wrist down. Nick noted the gleam of claws at the end of each digit as the figure began pulling crates free. Stacking them in rows of three along the curb, the creature showed no signs of effort lifting the weight.

“Great,” Nick grumbled, “big, hairy, strong, and with claws. This isn’t going to be fun, is it?”

“At least it’s not an unkillable slime monster,” Salma shot back brightly. “Or flesh eating undead. Those were so gross.”

Getting back into the truck, the entity that may or may not have been a Bigfoot backed into an alley, then made an L-shaped turn down Lowell Street, toward the forest. Nick updated the comms with the location.

“Meet you on the way in fifteen seconds,” Tiffany replied.

Grace chimed in, “Almost there.”

Nick eased out of the parking spot. Keeping his lights off, he gently accelerated down the road. A beat later, he looked over to see Tiffany and Grace running beside him. They were flashing grins at one another, then at him.

“We’ve got Steve Rogers and John Walker on our team,” he commented.

Salma’s reply was sharp. “Captain Americas, really? Can’t they be badass female superheroes with the serum? Gender flipping just for the sake of doing it is lame.”

He would have replied, but Moira came over the walkie-talkies. “Loves, there’s no way I can catch up. Go ahead. I’ll head to the hotel. Ring me if there’s anything I can do.”

“Will do,” he promised, opening the passenger and rear windows. Tiffany vaulted next to him like she’d practiced the maneuver hundreds of times. Grace echoed the motion in the back.

It gave him no little pleasure to note they were both winded from the sprint.

They chased taillights, following the truck out of town and through the woods. Four miles out of town, it slowed and turned down a cracked asphalt road without signaling. A sign next to the road proclaimed it was ‘No Turn! Private Property! Trespassers Shot On Sight!’

“Didn’t expect they’d make it so obvious,” Grace remarked.

“Disappointed?” Tiffany asked.

“Maybe. Just a little. Subtle bad guys are underrated these days.”

Seeing an opening, Nick pulled off the shoulder and to what might have once been an access trail. Crunching over undergrowth, he pulled to a halt with the Hellcat just out of view of the street. Killing the engine, he let the darkness settle in. The world seemed to inhale, looming with the weight of anticipation.

Something was out there. And that something was not human.

“Baby,” Tiffany observed, “you are aware this is how every horror movie about hillbillies starts.”

“Good thing we are the ones who hunt the monsters, right?”

She flashed him a million-watt smile. “Yup.”

They got out, grabbed their packs, and closed their doors quietly. Securing their gear to reduce sound, they made their way through the woods to the ancient road. Maybe two miles later they came to a clearing. And on the far side was a solid metal wall.

Fifteen feet tall, and industrial quality, the thing had welded panels with no signage. The truck was there, idling in front of a closed gate.

“This suddenly got a lot more interesting,” Grace said, reaching behind to grab a rifle case attached to her backpack.

Cuuuh-Runnnnch.

With a loud, grinding sound, the gate rolled open. The driver rolled through, where they were met by multiple other figures. Backlit by industrial lights, most wore overcoats and hats. Some didn’t. The exposed ones were humanoid creatures covered in brown or black fur with long, muscular arms.

“Bigfoots,” Tiffany breathed.

“I don’t know about that.” Nick replied in a whisper. “Look at their hands.”

The creatures had extremely long, multi-jointed fingers that ended in yellow claws.

“Extra joints?” Grace guessed. “You suggesting that means they aren’t Bigfoots?”

“Maybe. Something is off. Let’s back off and consult Moira. Our resident witch might know.”

They waited for a few minutes, straining to see more than the truck and the creatures to no avail. Between the lighting, bulky shapes, and the vehicle, there just wasn’t enough room to see anything worthwhile.

When the gate closed, they backed away and dinged for Moira.

“Loves,” she replied, voice crackling over the magic-attenuated walkie-talkie. “What’s happened?”

They told her, describing the creatures in detail. Nick made sure to emphasize the hands.

“Good instincts,” she said once they were done. “I don’t think those are Bigfeet. Unless I miss my guess, we’re looking at a Yeti subtype. Well, minus the fur coloring. The size might align with a Wendigo, but I doubt it. Native American monsters tend to behave differently.”

“And what’s the significance if they are a Yeti type?” Grace asked.

Nick and Moira replied simultaneously, “They are infectious.”

The goth girl’s brow furrowed. “In what way?”

Moira took the next by herself. “Claws. Saliva. Blood. Don’t let any wound contact their fluids. The infection is slow and dangerous.” The walkie-talkie crackled, static growing as the ambient magic interfered with their tech. “Might—wan—to hold—ff.”

The trio exchanged looks. Salma spoke into the silence, “We’re already here. Might as well get a peek over the wall, right?”

Grace nodded, and Tiffany echoed the motion.

“Moira, we’re going to try to get an idea of what we’re dealing with. Hold tight, okay?”

“Holding.” She didn’t sound happy, but she understood.

Moving together, they returned to the wall.


Chapter Four: Lil Blues


They followed the tree line until it crept right up to the wall. Circling the metal, searching for an alternative entrance, Nick pointed out the barbed wire across the top.

“Not a problem,” Grace said, flexing her fingers. “The trick is to pinch and bend. It comes right apart.”

“Seriously?”

“Yup.”

“Badass.”

Her smile was a slash of brighter white beneath pale stars.

Circling the place, they found no signs of other entrances, nor did they want to risk going over the top without knowing what they’d be getting into.

“We need a drone,” Tiffany said when they came to a stop. “I told you we should buy one.”

“Magic and technology, remember? Besides, why a drone when we have a Salma?” Reaching up, he lifted his collar away to reveal the slime. She was pulsing oddly, a kaleidoscope of silver and platinum washing across her surface.

“Slime time?” she asked, voice modulating between Karen and something else.

“Slime time,” he confirmed.

From an inner pocket of his trench coat, Nick produced a small plastic spool. Then he pulled at the line. And kept pulling. And kept pulling.

Tiffany’s eyebrows climbed her forehead. Grace stopped scanning the trees long enough to stare. Five hundred feet of monofilament uncoiled in long looping handfuls onto the moss between them, twenty-pound test, the kind for crappie fishing.

“Babe,” Tiffany whispered.

“Yeah.”

“Where the hell did that come from?”

“My pocket.”

“Baby, I watched you put that thing in the trunk. There’s no place for that much fishing line.”

Grace pointed out, “And we both hugged him. There were no fishing bulges.”

Tiffany shot the other woman an impish grin, one that was echoed. No doubt they were about to discuss other types of bulges if he didn’t head them off.

“Stop that,” Nick muttered, winding the line around Salma. “You know how it works.”

Time and time again, he’d pointed out his one innate supernatural ability: Tetris.

Salma wound herself in the heavy wire, stretching and folding until she had a good hold on it. Once he was sure she was secure, he took a step back. “Ready?”

“Toss me,” his familiar said in a vague Scottish accent.

He tossed her.

She arced over the metal wall in a clean parabola, the wire narrowly missing a nest of spikes on its way. The line went tight, slack, then tight again as she moved on the other side.

In the pause while they waited, Grace said, “You know, now that I think about it, we had Bigfootsies on my world. But they didn’t look like this.”

“Oh?” Tiffany replied.

“They were small. No taller than a few feet. And brightly colored. The little assholes had some sort of potion they’d consume to turn their bodies rubbery. They’d kill people with their butts. Bouncing them to death.”

Nick nearly choked. “Holy shit, you’re telling me your apocalyptic hellhole world had evil Gummi Bears?”

“We called them drop bears.”

Now it was Tiffany’s turn to bite back a laugh. “We have those. But they come from Australia.”

“Really?” Grace asked, “Is Australia just as bizarre over here as it was in my world?”

Before they could pursue the differences between the two worlds further, the line tugged sharply, twice. Nick reeled her in slowly and carefully. At the top, Salma stretched her body out around the barbs, oozing slowly to safety. When she was clear, she dropped into his palm.

What he saw made his stomach drop. His familiar had gone solid, chromed silver.

Which could only mean one thing.

“We have a problem,” Salma said in a flat, all-business voice. “We’ve got a Grade A Controlled Rupture over there.”

He cursed. Violently. “You’re shitting me.”

“You know I’m not.”

He looked around, sweeping the forest with intent.

Grace followed his gaze, asking, “What are you looking for?”

“The fucking Warden hiding out here, ready to nuke everything in a ten-mile radius.”

Nothing happened.

When no one appeared out of thin air, Tiffany risked a, “Salma, care to enlighten us? What’s a ‘Grade A Controlled Rupture’?”

The slime replied in that same, almost monotone voice. “An active, ongoing breach in the Veil. Maintained deliberately by an intelligent party on at least one side. Grade A means contained. Our mandate is to deal with those immediately or call a Warden in.”

Now it was Grace’s turn. “What’s a Warden again?”

Spooling the thread and tucking it into his pocket, Nick said, “I know we’ve told you about those already. Haven’t we?”

“Assume I need a recap.”

Salma handled it. “Wardens are walking nuclear weapons. As subtle as a solar flare. If they are summoned into an area, their first resort is to kill everything, sanitize anyone who could be tainted, and ask questions later. They are not the ones we want involved with civilians. They are also the reason we were brought in. We stop things before they escalate.”

Tiffany was looking at the wall, frowning. “Only this has already escalated?”

“Right.”

Nick held Salma up. “Can you show us what you saw inside?”

“Sure.” The slime ballooned, becoming a perfect sphere. Shadowy images appeared on her liquid silver surface, gradually resolving into a pixilated projection just clear enough to make out basic details.

The interior was maybe two hundred feet across, with several vehicles and a smattering of structures, from pre-fab housing to several warehouses. Their target was near the rear of the space, relative to the access door. It appeared to be a stone archway, through which the air shimmered and pulsed. On the other side was an American-style trailer park, three or four ridgelines barely discernable on the poor projection.

“Also, there are lil blues.” Salma’s announcement came as four shapes stepped into view from the portal. Each was about three feet tall, with oversized heads, big dark eyes, and slashes for mouths. They had no ears or nostrils.

Nick glared at the images. “I hate those assholes.”

Making a soft, barely restrained, squeal of excitement, Tiffany said, “So there are aliens.”

“Maybe,” he hedged. “They might or might not be.”

She gestured for him to elaborate.

“It’s entirely possible they are just regular magic species crafted from the Aether. Some people think they genuinely come from beyond Earth.”

“But…how would that work?”

“The Fae Wilds are infinite. A place where any imagination can give birth to something substantial. We know the nightmares of dinosaurs exist on way more islands than humanity’s little collection. What about other planets?”

“Woah. I never thought of it that way. Are you saying we can cross over and find Jurassic Park?”

He gave the blonde a flat look. “Don’t think about it. It’s worse than the movies.”

Grace said, “Sounds like you’ve had experience.”

Refusing to be drawn into a side plot, he pushed on. “Lil blues act a lot like a combination of villains from the old Mario video games mixed with Looney Tunes cartoons. Annoying when they summon floating clouds, but usually not that lethal. The problem is that the assholes are smart. And when they use magic, it can bend the rules. It explains the portal. Mostly.”

Grace frowned, eyeing the wall with him. “Why would they be working with the yetis? This doesn’t look like a military operation. And what’s with the brew? Something doesn’t add up.”

“Doesn’t matter about adding up.” He turned to the wall, studying it with a frown. “We’ve got to get in there and stop whatever this is before it blows up in our faces.”

“If it hasn’t already,” Salma added, unhelpfully.


Chapter Five: Smugglers


They moved to the wall.

The night had cooled into the dead hours, the kind where breath fogged faintly and the pines exhaled their last warmth into the dark. Salma rode Nick’s collar in silver crisis-mode, and her voice was low and clinical when she spoke.

“I didn’t see anything right against the walls, right, Salma?” Tiffany murmured, shouldering her pack.

“Correct. All clear.”

Knees bending, the Chosen One leaped. She cleared the top with ease, hands finding purchase between bits of barbed wire. Holding herself aloft with one hand, she used the other to twist and bend the metal until it snapped. She repeated the process on other strands, clearing the way. When she had, she looked over her shoulder at Grace. “Ladder time.”

Ready for the invitation, Grace hopped up and caught Tiffany’s legs. With their bodies stretched out, they covered most of the wall’s height.

Nick tucked Salma away. “This is undignified.”

“But kinda hot,” Tiffany hissed back.

Grace mumbled, “Honestly, not the kind of sex ladder I was hoping for tonight, but better than nothing.”

Finding handholds on her backpack, Nick pulled himself up. While he was no certified Chosen One or, Fate’s Forefend, a Tablet Wielder, he was in excellent condition. Finding footholds on heavy canvas fabric and a shoulder, he transitioned from Grace to Tiffany.

Midway through the climb, Salma said, “Circle of loving affirmation, I think. Not a ladder. Out of curiosity, what would a ladder be…in a sexual sense?”

Neither woman replied, and Nick wasn’t about to indulge the slime at a time like this.

Once he’d gotten over Tiffany’s shoulder, the rest was a matter of gravity. Lowering himself on the opposite side, he fell five feet, rolled, and came to his feet. The interior of the camp was as Salma projected: a poorly lit encampment with a compacted dirt floor framed with a variety of buildings. A cluster of trucks sat to one side, their beds laden with barrels. Somewhere across the camp a generator hummed, steady and low, and underneath it the faint chittering of conversation in a language he did not speak.

The portal was at an oblique angle to their point of entry, yet he had a clear view of the interior. It opened onto what looked like an ordinary trailer park, the kind he’d driven past a thousand times back home. Nick had to double take, as he noted Skyline mobile homes among the trailers, identical to ones he’d seen on the way into town.

“I wonder…” he began, then cut off as Grace, then Tiffany, landed next to him.

Tiffany didn’t miss a beat. “Those mobile homes look like the ones we saw on the way in.”

“I was just about to say that,” he told her.

She replied with a dimpled smirk. It was totally unfair.

“Look. What’s in those?” Grace pointed them to a stack of nearby crates. They were tucked between a warehouse and a stack of spare tires, well out of direct line of sight and away from the floodlights aimed mostly at the portal.

“Drugs or weapons, probably,” Salma guessed. “Anything worth the wrath of a Warden has got to be on that kind of scale. Illicit artifacts, perhaps? Oooh. Maybe it’s body parts. Magically grown spare kidneys for rich people. It’s that. Definitely that.”

“So much for ‘serious Salma’,” Nick said.

Her reply was a low growl. “Full moon, remember. I’m in flux. Give me a break. Also, let’s go. I want to see if I’m right.”

Keeping their eyes peeled, they made their way to the crates. Tugging a folding knife out of a pocket, Grace popped the lid on one, then cupped her phone and triggered the light. Resting inside, filling the box to the top were…

Tchotchkes.

Elven bobbleheads, gnomish watches, pixilated dwarven pickaxes, and much more. The crate was stuffed to the brim with random crap; the kind one might sell at any checkout counter or airport.

“What the shit?” Tiffany leaned in, rifling through the items. There were no hidden compartments or containers. However, as she withdrew her hand, lifting an elven doll free, Salma made a sound.

“Let me see that.”

Tiffany handed it to Nick, who lifted it to the slime. Salma, still silver colored, oozed over the doll. Sparks sputtered within her depths. A few carried to Nick, causing his hair to stir. Grace must have noticed the interaction, as she pointed. “Why are your eyes glowing?”

He waved the question aside. “Mana transference. Familiar stuff. Salma, what is it?”

“Enchantments. Dreamings. Look.” Salma inflated a bit and projections rolled across her surface. They depicted a group of Tolkien-style elves dressed in red and blue tabards doing badass things in a dungeon.

“Anyone who holds this doll will dream of these things,” she said, sliding the plushie back into Nick’s palm. “Hand me another.”

Grace passed her a flying saucer.

This time the projection was of pyramids under construction. The builders were lil blues.

“Ah, fuck me,” Nick groaned, rubbing his face. “Are you telling me we just stumbled across the inspiration for that History Channel guy?”

“His name is Giorgio Tsoukalos,” Salma corrected. “And maybe.”

They put the toys away and Tiffany closed the crate. Opening a second, they discovered something far more sinister. Instead of children’s toys, this container was full of mouse pads and figurines of the…adult variety.

“Is this a booty mouse pad?” Tiffany said, suppressing a laugh as she pulled one free. Sure enough, it depicted a rather well-endowed anime-style woman, her gel-filled rear standing in for the wrist rest.

Salma touched it, revealing precisely what they expected.

“Salacious,” she intoned. “Waifu. Action.”

Tiffany made a sound that was half snort, half horror. “Someone, somewhere, is dreaming about THIS.”

“But what is this for?” Grace asked once they’d put the goods back where they’d found them.

None of them knew the answer. Nick was mostly relieved that they hadn’t discovered mounds of Crisp or other illegal substances. Enchanted toys, while clearly against the rules, were more his speed.

He looked at the portal. From their new angle, the teleportation field created a warped, fisheye-like effect, allowing them to see further than they should. Beyond the mobile homes and trailers was a huge warehouse. A tall antenna sat atop the building, glyphs glowing faintly along its length as it projected a good fifty feet into the air.

Beyond the building, above a ridge, was another portal. It was too far to make out many details, other than the carved stones making up the arched access point.

“We’re going to need to close the other side first,” he said grimly. “Salma, you up for it?”

The slime rippled. “Sure am.”

“She can close the portal?” Tiffany asked, one perfect eyebrow raised.

“Stable magical portals don’t require much to disrupt,” he explained. “Once she’s in place, Salma can use the ambient mana to change her pH. Basically, she can eat through the symbols that make the portal possible.”

“And that’s safe?”

“When I do it, it is,” the slime said smugly. “Silicone slimes are badass. Never forget that.”

“Uh huh.”

They took stock of their surroundings, noting that the yeti-Bigfoot-things were nowhere to be seen. A couple lil blues were over near the trucks smoking cigarettes and looking bored. No one was attending the portal at all.

“They must have been doing this for a while,” Nick guessed. “For security to be this lax. I wonder what tipped Anastasia off?”

Like the toys, there were no obvious answers. Given the opportunity, they agreed to make a run for the portal. They kept near the wall and moved slowly, with Grace and Tiffany keeping their attention on the lil blues. The aliens, or whatever they really were, were too busy chain smoking and talking among themselves to notice.

They neared the portal. Magic filled the air with a tingling, static sensation that set Nick’s teeth on edge. His hair stirred, and Salma began pulsing against his skin. Some of it solidified enough to create streamers of blue-white electricity that struck the slime through his clothes. The results were instant and intense.

She shuddered, pulsing with power.

He, in turn, grunted as if he’d been gut-punched. Excess mana was worse than blue balls. Unlike that, this could do actual damage if he let it linger.

“Go,” he gritted. “Together. Now.”

He took the lead by a half-step, the girls right at his heels.

A wave of familiar energy wrapped around his senses, filling them with the nauseating sensation of simultaneously accelerating to light speed and falling a few thousand feet. After far too long, he stumbled into the bright light of the trailer park, Tiffany and Grace stumbling out alongside him a heartbeat later.

And ahead of him, floating into view over the roof of the warehouse, was a lil blue.


Chapter Six: This Ain’t No North Pole


The first thing he noticed was the air.

It was warmer than the night they’d left. Heavier. Carried the dust-and-old-grease taste of a place that had been built once and never really been cleaned. The light came from somewhere overhead and was not quite the right color, a flat afternoon yellow that did not match the angle of any sun he could see. The sky was hazy and washed out, almost milky, the way a sky looks through a screen door.

Waist deep in a cloud, the alien was lounging, one hand outstretched on a tiller made of black wood. It had a comically long, curling pipe in one hand and was exhaling smoke through holes in the back of its head. Perched precariously atop its rounded head was a domed, flying saucer hat bedecked with stickers. Nick couldn’t be sure, but he thought they were of women.

Darting behind a double wide, he waved Tiffany and Grace over. Traveling through the Veil was almost always disorienting. Not for the Chosen Ones.

They moved to flank him, Tiffany’s hand on his back and Grace leaning close enough to whisper in his ear. “Are those things hard to kill?”

“Not particularly. They have some tricks, like the flying cloud thing, but are otherwise crap spellcasters.” Seeing the intent in her eyes, he went on, “Don’t forget the yeti. If we can’t afford to let those things scratch us, it puts them on a whole different level.”

“Fine.” She sniffed. “We’ll play it quiet. For now.”

They hunkered down to observe. The lil blue puttered along, big eyes glistening as it lazily neared the portal, took a slow flyby, and cut away toward the warehouse.

“It didn’t even strafe the area,” Grace said, a note of disdain in her voice. In the span of four seconds, she’d gotten her rifle out and a bullet chambered.

Nick glanced over, not surprised to find her ready. “Let’s go.”

Using the mobile homes and RVs as cover, they wound their way through the trailer park. Half-filled trash cans stood outside many of the buildings. A glance inside revealed takeout from various fast-food places, and what Nick assumed were local restaurants, on the Earth side. The smell was distinctly American: cold fryer grease, old coffee grounds, and the cardboard of soft drink cups left out too long.

They moved beyond the dwellings and into a rolling, grassy hill. Like other PZs Nick had visited, this one was built like a world in miniature. To their east were steep, mountainous hills. A waterfall, connected to a water treatment plant, took up an entire ridge, the distant roar of it carrying across the open ground like white noise from a broken radio. To the west was a swamp, gray with moss and stagnant water, the air over it shimmering in low-grade decay.

“If I remember correctly, there will be at least one dungeon in here,” he mumbled, eyeing the swamp even as they raced ahead.

There was no cover between them and the warehouse. On the plus side, the lil blue had not reappeared. Taking that as an opportunity, they sprinted to the building. Midway to their objective, Grace pulled ahead, pointing them to a covered door next to an oversized metal trash can. It wasn’t much, but it might obscure them from a magical alien who didn’t care much about doing their job.

They made it to the edge of the building. The corrugated wall radiated warmth, the kind a workshop wall pushed out after running its furnaces all day. A dull mechanical thrumming came through the metal, steady and rhythmic, the heartbeat of something on a conveyor. Dark, dirty glass windows revealed a yawning interior populated by a mixture of goblins, elves, trolls, lizard folk, and a multitude of other species. Coming to a halt at the door, Nick panted as he leaned beside the door to see what was happening inside.

“Ah, fuck me. It’s a sweat shop. And…oh no, they’ve got a fucking phobos.”

Both women, totally unaffected by the sprint, squeezed in beneath him. Three heads stacked, they took in the unlikely sight.

It was basically an enormous workshop. Tables and arcane manufacturing devices filled every available inch that wasn’t standing room. The air inside was thick with heat and a fine sparkling haze, motes of magic dust drifting on the rising thermals from machines below. Collared fae, presumably the former inhabitants of the trailer park, worked with frantic speed. Stuffed toys, pixilated weapons, and lewd waifus alike came from their efforts. The hiss and clack of conveyor belts ran beneath everything, the room’s steady, mechanical pulse.

The conveyors fed the material into giant bins at one side of the room, beneath which the phobos hovered. In the shape of a long-haired, purple-skinned woman, the phobos was held in place by a golden chain, her torso horizontal. A lil blue hovered near the roof, working a console of levers and glowing buttons that jerked the phobos rhythmically back and forth. Each shake dislodged a steady streamer of glistening dust that settled continuously upon the objects below.

Tiffany tugged on Nick’s arm. Pointed.

On the opposite end of the building, standing atop an elevated platform lit from beneath by a ring of red coals, was a rotund man in a red outfit. His cheeks were hollow, sunken to pits, and his eyes were glowing red coals to match. Despite the cadaverous appearance, there was no mistaking who he was pretending to be.

They’d found Santa, and the most messed up toy factory ever.

“What’s a phobos?” Grace whispered.

“Dream manipulation,” Salma replied, her voice muffled by Nick’s jacket. “Never heard of one being used like a Peter Pan fairy though.”

“And what’s Evil Santa doing?” Tiffany added. “How does that even work?”

Nick considered the being for a few seconds, rolling what they’d uncovered so far around in his head. “Dunno. Best guess? The Santa is pulling in desires from someone and feeding them to the phobos. He’s controlling her output. Otherwise, everything in those toys would be pure nightmare.”

Salma twitched against him. “I agree.”

“But…” Grace shook her head in confusion. “Those visions we saw weren’t bad. None of this is making sense.”

He could only agree. “C’mon. We need to close the other portal, then we can figure out what to do here.”

Tiffany caught his jacket before they moved on. Pulling him down, she and Grace huddled close as a shadow swept across the area. It was the orbiting lil blue.

Bodies pressed close, Grace on one side and Tiffany on the other, the blonde gave him a hard look. He knew what it meant. She wanted to rescue the captives. A glance at Grace told him the other woman wasn’t far off.

For all she’d come from a hellish world, the woman had rapidly acclimated to their mission. If anything, she was more intense than Nick or Tiffany at times. She knew what it was like to lose everything.

The lil blue swung out of view, and Nick exhaled. “Portal first. Then we’ll need to find the controller for those collars. If we can free the locals, I’d bet they will fight back.”

“If we close the portal to the Wilds, the locals won’t have anywhere but Earth to retreat to,” Salma observed.

“Or we send a park manager in here to migrate them to another PZ,” he countered. “If we can clear out the mess, they should be fine.”

“That could mean violence.” She said it in a tone that made it clear the slime was eager for it. No doubt if he’d looked, she’d have turned all dark and edgy again.

He shrugged, the heightened mana of the PZ leaving him feeling vibrant and alive in a way Earth never quite allowed. “We brought weapons. And two Chosen Ones. A little violence shouldn’t be a problem.”

“Can it be more than a little? Could we…maybe have some total carnage?”

“Uh. No.”

“C’mon, Nickie baby. Give sweet Salma the good stuff. Maybe Scour the Abyss or even Churning, Ravenous Malatastrophy or…”

“Salma,” he cut in. “Stop.”

Grace’s mouth worked as she sounded out the last bit. “Mala…tastrophy? What is that?”

His reply was to pat the Glock holstered at his hip. “The sound this bad boy will make while we shoot evil Santa to death and free those people.”

She eyed him. So did Tiffany.

In response, he broke cover, making his way toward the second portal. With matching sounds of disgust, the girls followed.


Chapter Seven: The Dark Web


They ran across the open field until they crested a rolling hill. Only it wasn’t just a hill. It was trash. Mounds and mounds of discarded plastic, tarnished appliances, and other goods filled the horizon. When Tiffany announced the lil blue was circling into visual range again, they ducked behind a mound of it.

Crouched yet again, Grace mused, “You know, on my world Santa is known for bringing alcohol, not presents. 

Nick eyed her. “What?”

“It was a trend that started in the 50s. Big Alcohol introduced the jolly fat man to help folks get over prohibition.”

“In the 50s?” Tiffany echoed. “Prohibition was in the 50s?”

“Of course. Right after we discovered cold fusion.”

Nick and Tiffany exchanged a disbelieving look, only to be interrupted by Grace’s startled cry of surprise. Bending down, she plucked a CD out of the debris. “George Michael?” she mused, flipping the cover over. It was Faith from 1987. “I remember this! It was his best album ever.”

“Goes well with cold fusion and an alcoholic Santa, I guess,” Tiffany muttered.

“The two aren’t related,” the other girl shot back, ignoring the sarcasm. “What’s this doing here?” She opened the case, revealing a disk within.

It wasn’t the one that should have been. Instead of a picture of the singer, there was a plain silver plate with sloppy handwriting in black marker across the surface. It read, “Maximum Napster Bad Collection 1999.”

“Napster Bad?” she asked.

Peeking over a mound of debris, Nick watched as the lil blue rotated out of view. Waving them to continue toward the portal, he explained. “Trailer park managers inside these zones can order all sorts of things, including trash. For whatever reason, it’s all from no later than the 90s.”

Tiffany climbed the hood of a crumpled, half-buried Ford Explorer. “You’re saying they imported Earth’s trash?”

“Mhm. Sure. For resources.”

Grace remarked, “Sounds like you’ve got a lot of experience with this stuff.”

“I was trained in the Wilds, with folk who’d survived the Second Aether War. Mostly, I just did support stuff. Patched them up. Kept eyes out. But all of it was part of my training so I could come back to Earth and do my job right. Missions to PZs weren’t common, but they weren’t rare, either. There are at least two instances of entire populations being turned into dinosaurs that I know of.”

She stumbled over the edge of a rusty lawnmower. Hand snapping out, he caught her elbow. Giving him a grateful, still-fragile smile, she shook her head. “You’ve got to be kidding. Dinosaurs?”

“Not even a little. Honestly, evil Santas are far from the strangest thing we’ve seen on the Fae side. Right Salma?”

The slime quivered. “Do you remember the time the entire farm of hucows came down with malaise? I swear. Depressed women ‘uwuing’ at us was almost too much, even for me.”

Tiffany quirked a brow. “Do we want to know?”

Nick and Salma replied as one: “No.”

They climbed mounds of trash for a while. Each domed hill was larger than the last, and with each they passed, the junk became increasingly obscure. They passed Thunder Cats pajamas (miraculously intact), and piles of unmatched socks, and tens of thousands of stuffed dolls. By all appearances, much of the refuse had been picked through, perhaps to provide supplies to the very workforce laboring not far away.

Nick considered that the amount and variety of trash might have been why this PZ had been targeted. It simply had all the raw material Santa needed to fuel his nefarious schemes.

“Look! Skeletor!” Tiffany bent down. Fueled by enough mana that Nick was beginning to feel a little heady, he couldn’t help but admire the shape of her ass. She hadn’t worn tight clothes for their mission. Why would she? But the effect was still admirable.

He lost focus as she waved a doll in his face. It did, indeed, look a bit like the old toy. Only this one was all skeletal save for lumps on the chest.

Salma, who’d popped out to ride on his shoulder, snorted. “That’s not Skeletor. That’s Skullie. Since when did he have a figurine?”

Nick had no idea. Nor did it make any sense for one to be here.

“Who’s Skullie?” Grace asked, studying the doll.

“A famous adventurer’s familiar,” Salma said. “Very cool. Basically unkillable. Great rack.”

“Do I want to know?”

Nick and his slime didn’t miss a beat: “No.”

Crossing the next hill, the girls discovered mounds of discarded clothes. Like everything else they’d passed, the material was perfectly preserved and relatively pristine. Despite his modest protestations, they paused long enough for Tiffany to open a Varsity-style backpack. She opened it, revealing a pair of cheerleader outfits, one red and one black.

“Hey. Look at this.” Tiffany waved it toward Grace. “It’s like my first mission with Nick.”

Grace reached out, taking the black one and inspecting it. It had purple stitching and mystical symbols across the chest, ones that definitely had no place on a random bit of Earth wardrobe. “What’s this?” she asked, running her fingers across the fabric.

Salma cackled. “Enchanted cheerleader outfit. My dear, I think you’re holding a bit of loot from a local dungeon. The Cores can spawn all sorts of things, depending on local conditions.”

“That might explain the Skullie doll,” Nick noted.

“Indeed.”

The girls kept the backpack and the outfits. Nick noted that both were happy to use their speed and grace to their advantage here. Each stashed an assortment of dropped loot, some purely mundane, and others likely the discarded trash of monster hunts.

An hour after they’d entered, they finally reached solid ground again. The other portal was waiting for them.

Like the first, this one was framed with an arch of carved stone bricks. Twenty feet wide and eight feet tall, the wavering opening appeared to lead into the back of a fairytale-style shop. Racks, laden with goods, framed the walls, and a large desk sat to one side. A large menu board hung on a wall, services and prices in crisp handwriting.

In the center of the space was another antenna, this one shorter than the one on the warehouse. Surrounded by layers of warded symbols, it glowed and pulsed with light but did not otherwise respond to their proximity.

“Nick…” Salma began.

“Yeah. I know.” He turned to his companions. “Stay here. I’ll be right back.”

“No way.” Tiffany put her hands on her hips. “You’re not going anywhere without me.”

“Or me,” Grace added, just as fiercely.

He waved them both back. “This is Fae Wilds stuff. Magic. It needs to be handled delicately. Give me three minutes, and I’ll be right back. Promise.”

Neither liked it, but they didn’t continue arguing.

Crossing through the barrier, Nick took Salma from his shoulder and hurled her at the antenna. The metallic slime passed through a shimmering barrier, then smacked into the metal, where she poured herself around it. After just a few seconds of that, the magic started to sputter and fizzle.

At the same time, he crossed to the door leading out of the room. He locked it with a twist of the knob. With that done, he crossed to the unoccupied desk. Opening a drawer, he hauled a big, heavy book onto the top and opened it. It was full of financial ledgers. One of the most recent was labeled, “Cutlass Elven Guild - 500 Gold. Request for fighting prowess. Paid.”

“What is it?” Salma asked, glowing as her body adapted, becoming magically corrosive. The metal she’d been draining of mana began to pit and thin rapidly.

Nick pulled a knife from his pocket and sliced his thumb open. Closing the book, he drew a symbol on the front and murmured, “Leash of the blood pact be summoned.”

A wave of mana, enough to normally knock him on his ass, passed from his body and into the symbol. Even in the Wilds, where mana was plentiful enough to rapidly renew his reserves, he fought to remain standing as the potent spell drew strength from him.

When the dizziness passed, he replied loud enough for Salma and the waiting women to hear. “Some sort of dream merchant. Pushing dreams to mortals to give their customers boosts.”

“Guided imagination?” Salma gasped. “That’s brilliant.”

“And illegal as fuck,” he replied.

Ring. Ring.

His phone rang. It took everything in his weakened state to draw it from a pocket and answer. Anastasia’s vaguely French voice purred into his ear. “The blood pact? Nick. This must be bad.”

“It is.”

“What have you found?”

He replied quickly, explaining the room, and the portals. “I’m taking care of my side. You may want to send someone here though. This looks like a professional operation.”

“You’re talking about not one but two Veil tears and fae manipulating mortals. I’ve got no choice but to alert the Fates. You know what will happen.”

“Fine. Steer them to the anchor. My team and I will get the portals closed and handle any loose ends. There’s no need to destroy the town.”

“I shall do my best. Handle your business quickly.”

She hung up, and he stuffed the phone away. He was still dizzy, but had no time for it. “Salma, you done?”

“Almost. Just a little…”

Rattle. Rattle.

The door jerked, as a voice came roaring through. “Who ya funnick is in me room? I swear, whoever ye are, imma about to make yer guts all onna outside.” Whoever it was had an accent somewhere between Japanese and Irish, and its syllables came across far deeper than the normal human register.

From beyond the portal, Tiffany called out. “Nick, that sounds like an oni. You’ve got to get out of there.”

He was already moving, albeit slower than he’d have liked. Thanks to Salma’s disruption, the barrier around the antenna was already down. He got to her, pulling her free, and the metal spire collapsed with a loud screech.

“Ye funnick me piercin’?” The oni’s roar was even louder now. Symbols burst alight upon the locked door, runes twisting and glowing with malevolent force. “I dinnae care who ya ick. Once I get me paws on ye, I’ze gonna rend ye soul atwain.”

Nick glanced at the ledger book, which was now a dark red color and pulsing. He smirked. “Let’s see you try to do that with a Warden’s fist in your chest, dickwad.”

Silence.

The door stopped rattling.

Instead, the being on the other side hissed, “Ye mortal, interloper? If so, know ye interfere in the doings of things beyond yer ken. The Dark Web moves betwixt worlds. Nothing ye do will prevent what happens next. No one will save ye.”

A gentle tearing sound came from the air next to the book.

It was enough to tell Nick that the oni was in for a very, very bad time.


Chapter Eight: Coal Time


Nick stumbled as he crossed the portal, Salma jiggling in his palm. Turning, he smacked the slime onto one of the big, glyph-etched bricks, where she began to pulse and glow. Static bolts crossed between them, slightly replenishing his mana. It wasn’t enough to reverse the exhaustion of his spell, but it was enough to keep him from falling over.

Smeared across the stone, Salma’s metallic shape churned with an electric green hue as she began disrupting the magic. A voice carried through the portal. This time it was a woman. She howled, “The relay. Bizgolath, what about our relay?”

A man replied from inside the room, voice modulated and muffled as the tear in the Veil began to flutter and warp. “Ah. A relay, you say? Bizgolath, you say? Fascinating. I have questions. Oh. Hey, Nick! Good to see you again. You might want to get out of the way.”

Nick didn’t hesitate. Grabbing a wide-eyed Tiffany and Grace, he pulled them to the side. A beat later, a volcano of red and orange burst through the portal, searing the symbols off the closest stones. The heat of it rolled over them in a wave, bright enough that Nick saw the outline of the dissolving arch through his eyelids. Salma yelped and peeled free, ejecting from her mission. Steaming, she soared to Nick’s feet, where the singed slime rolled around to douse glowing debris flakes.

“What. The. Fuck?!” Grace had kept her footing. Lowering herself to a low crouch, one hand up to shield her face from the heat, her eyes were narrowed with terror and readiness to do violence.

Nick waved for her attention. “It’s fine. That was one of the good guys. He’ll handle that side of things. Now, we just need to do our part before they send him to Earth.” He pointed to the warehouse and the antenna on top. “How about we go deal with some abominable snow people, a couple of aliens, and an evil Santa?”

“Don’t forget the phobos,” Tiffany added, bending over to help Salma strike the last of the embers free. The poor slime had taken serious damage from the blast. A full third of her mass had evaporated. “Salma, dear, are you going to be okay?”

The slime shook as Nick took her back, tucking her beneath his jacket. Her muffled voice carried more frustration than pain. “As long as Nick’s alive, I can come back. Just give me a while to regenerate.”

With the portal destroyed and the threat of danger for a bunch of innocent people over their heads, the group descended the rocky outcrop. Making their way over mounds of trash at speed, they arrived at the edge of the grasslands in time for the lil blue to come circling into view.

The alien’s cloud seat kept moving even as it sat forward, unblinking eyes reflecting unknowable thoughts. Shoving its pipe aside, it lifted a crystalline rod with a hollow bore at one end.

Twang!

Grace’s shot caught the creature high in the chest, right at the juncture of its too-thin neck. Its slice of a mouth opened in a wordless wheeze as it triggered the rod. A beam of arcane fire, basically a laser with a mana battery attached, scorched the ground near them.

A shadow shifted atop the building as a yeti climbed into view. Unlike the brown or black-furred versions on Earth, this one had white fur marbled with silver streaks. It was also built like a powerlifter, each arm thicker than Nick’s waist, the metal roofing groaning under its weight as it found its footing. Turning a scarred wedge of a face toward them, it let out a long, hissing wail of challenge.

“That’s going to be fun,” Tiffany said dryly, drawing her sidearm and unloading at the thing. The first shot missed. The second punched into the monster’s shoulder, drawing egg-yolk yellow blood. Pulling a hasty retreat, it backed away from the rooftop's edge.

Another laser blast chased Nick as he dove toward the building, intending to use it as cover. Unflappable, Grace unloaded another bolt at the alien. It buried itself in the cloud and went deep, tickling the steering oar enough to send the attacker veering to one side.

Drawing his Glock, Nick had all of half a second to prepare when the side door opened, corpse-Santa rushing out with a guttural roar. “Coal! You’re all getting...”

BANG!

Nick shot it in the head.

At point-blank range.

The monstrous Saint took the first bullet like a champ, only a portion of bony cheek blowing away. Nick had been hunting monsters for too long to make assumptions. He squeezed the trigger again and again. Some clinical corner of his brain, the part that had run a hundred Code Blues in a past life, noted that nothing this side of the Veil bled the way it should, and filed the thought away for later.

When Santa fell, his hat flopping away, Nick bent over the body, pressed his muzzle against an intact eye socket, and blew the rear of the skull into pieces.

“Squeak!”

The sound came from the hat, which was crawling away.

“That one’s mine.” Salma, still shrunk from her close encounter with a fire blast, flopped from Nick’s jacket, soared through the air, and began rolling after the hat. Nick got a glimpse of an undead lizard, or maybe a rat, peeking out of the hat. It squeaked in dismay and scrambled to drag the fuzzy red accessory away from the angsty slime.

The slow-moving chase occupied his attention for a beat longer than it had any right to. Neither Salma nor the rat-thing was particularly fast. His familiar, pulsing and wiggling, had begun trash-talking the rat. Phrases like, “Yeah! You better run! I’m gonna titty you to death, hat-asser,” and “Skinny bitches get slime stitches!” made him bite back a laugh.

Pffftz!

An electric sound drew his attention from the show and the still body at his feet. More of Grace’s bolts perforated the alien and its cloud. She’d somehow vaulted onto the cloud and was wringing the alien’s neck.

She shouted, “Anal probe this, dickhead!” as she throttled the thing.

“I think it’s dead,” he called, but she didn’t respond. Using her hip to nudge the steering mechanism, she made the cloud ascend toward the rooftop.

Following her progress, he saw Tiffany climbing the side of the building. The ridiculously athletic blonde made it look easy. Gripping metal siding, or tearing holes into mortar, she’d already gotten halfway to her goal. Above her, the yeti risked an appearance.

Grace, one hand still on the alien’s neck, shouted, “Above you,” and managed a one-handed shot that narrowly missed the oversized thing.

It roared in response, beating its chest and shouting, “When that bimbo gets up here, I’m gonna rip her head off and spit down her neck!”

For some reason, it had a decidedly New York, Gangster-style accent.

Nick muttered, “Why’d you have to go and make it personal? They don’t like it when the bad guys make it personal.”

He would have gone to help, but Salma had managed to close in on the rat. Squeezing inside the hat, she was cackling. “See how you like anti-magic acid, you second-rate familiar.”

That last word made him hesitate.

Familiars didn’t outlast their owners. Which meant…

A gloved hand twitched, wrapped around Nick’s ankle, and dropped him to the ground. Cold shot through his jeans, and was followed by a half-dissolved, perforated corpse crawling onto his chest.

Face-to-face, evil Santa Claus snarled, “You’ve always been a coal boy, Nick,” as he thrust forward, free hand wrapping around Nick’s neck.


Chapter Nine: Messy


Nick said, “Glurk.”

One eye missing, the other a baleful red, the creature proved to be quite strong. He exhaled a fetid breath into Nick’s face. “You think I like this? Dressing this way? Playing this game? What self-respecting lich would take a gig dressed as a jolly fat man? Well, I tell you, adventurer, it pays well. I get benefits, you see.”

Slapping at the glove ineffectually, Nick drew his knees to his chest and pushed hard, hoping leverage would make the difference.

It didn’t. The padded glove only cinched tighter, and the edges of the world began to pulse in time with his heartbeat, gray crowding in from the corners.

A few feet away, Salma had fully engulfed the rat, along with something else. Necrotic sparks hurtled from the hat, striking his shoulder. Mana flowed into his body, the thrill of its vitality making his fingers tingle.

Either that, or it was the lack of oxygen.

Beyond Santa, Nick saw the phobos. It dangled on its chain, bright white eyes fixed on Nick and his adversary. Up close, it was almost beautiful, a long-limbed woman-shape of shadow and pale light, except that nothing in its face moved the way a face should, and its expression never quite resolved into anything a person could name. Beside it, another floating alien had come into view. This one had no pipe and was aiming its laser rod at Nick.

Flecks danced across his eyes. The only reason he hadn’t passed out yet was the padding on the glove.

The lich-turned-Santa went on. “You cannot imagine the ignominy of my situation. I fought in the Second Aether War. Against Zane himself. Well, I saw the man. From a distance. And now look at me. A cosmic joke, killing a mortal so I can go back to giving other mortals fancy dreams. Ah, well. At least none of you will survive to spread lies about me.”

Zzzap.

More mana poured in, pushing Nick to his normal, meager capacity.

Pursing his lips, Nick blew out a wet exclamation. “Grrrglunkle.”

“Are you sure about that?” Salma called from the hat. “You know I’m all about you using your full potential, but that one?”

“Hfmrhm.”

The lich paused. Its lower jaw worked, confused, and it relaxed its grip enough to allow Nick to speak. “What did you say?” it demanded.

“I…” Nick swallowed, and black veins swam up the backs of his hands, his fingernails sizzling and charring as he cast his second spell of the day. “Abyssal Reach!”

Oily tendrils burst from within his coat, wrapping around the lich and ripping it free. The lil blue’s magic laser caught the monster’s back, making it spasm as Nick kept moving. Once Santa was clear, Nick yanked his Glock around and unloaded at the alien. The barrage smacked into an invisible barrier, knocking the thing backward at an angle.

It floated within reach of the waiting phobos.

Long hair wrapping around the large-eyed alien’s head, the nightmare demon wrapped spidery limbs around its prey, which screamed in abject terror. “No! No! Not Independence Day! Anything but that!”

The phobos hissed a cruel laugh.

Sizzle! Pop!

Nick, his torso still projecting the effects of the powerful spell, rolled to see Salma pop into view. She had a chunk of half-dissolved coal in her center, along with a couple of rat bones. With a sloppy, “Pew!” sound, she projected her stash toward him.

A shadow tendril caught the weakened, mostly dissolved object.

The lich panicked, begging, “Not my phylactery! Please. I’ll tell you anything. Where the treasure...”

Crunch!

With a single squeezing motion, the tendrils ripped the object apart, destroying the lich’s soul stone. The corpse went limp, the fire in its one good eye fading.

Nick eyed the tentacles. “It was going to tell me where the treasure was.”

They made an embarrassed shrug, then began to dissolve. The spell had a duration tied to his mana supply, which was, once again, drained.

Grabbing Salma, he raced to the edge of the building. He heard the distant sounds of combat, of two women engaged in a life-or-death battle with an enormous, infectious monster. But he couldn’t make out the details.

“Nick! The cloud!” Salma ooze-pointed.

The lil blue’s cloud had come to a halt near the phobos, which was still busy making its captive twitch and scream. “Unfungunnnunghh… Mars Attacks. Please just kill me! I can’t stand Mars Attacks!”

Squaring his shoulders, Nick approached the room. Collared, enslaved locals risked a frightful look up, but otherwise remained hard at work producing toys. The phobos twitched its blank face in his direction.

“I want the cloud,” he said, pointing. “If you promise not to be a dick to anyone here, or my friends, I’ll let you go. Fair?”

The creature considered, head twisted to one side. When it spoke, its voice came out in the creepy creak of a loose floorboard. “You would free…me?”

“Sure. Why not? I protect Earth. It’s not my job to police this side. Leave these people alone, and don’t come after me or mine, and you can go back to haunting adventurers in dungeons, or whatever it is your kind do.”

“Deal. Here.”

With a push, the creature sent the cloud floating toward Nick. He leaped high enough to get a leg over the spongy material and find his seat. Given how much larger he was than the alien, riding it had more in common with straddling a child’s push car than a puffy plane. Gripping the steering oar, he called, “Thanks! Be right back!”

It quickly became evident why the alien’s patrol had seemed so slow. The cloud handled like a shopping cart with a bad wheel. He didn’t so much soar as putter lazily upward.

Above, the sounds of combat grew frenzied. The girls were working in concert; their crosstalk was loud enough to overhear. “Go. Left!” Grace shouted, followed by Tiffany’s, “Watch out! His claws can grow!”

Salma vibrated anxiously on his shoulder. “You can’t make this thing go any faster?”

He jammed the lever into the floor. It did not accelerate. “Nope.”

“Maybe you wanna consider tossing me? That way at least one of us is helpful.”

“Hrm. Are you sure?”

Tiffany’s shout of alarm tore through the air, “Grace! Down!”

The other woman called back, “I’m fine. It got my jacket. Did you see? He’s got balls. Kick ‘em!”

“On it!”

A caterwaul of pain rose through the air, followed by the monstrous growls of a creature pushed beyond all reasonable limits. If the yeti (or whatever these things really were) had been serious before, it was extra salty about it now.

Salma spoke quickly, “Nick, I care about them, too. And I’ll be immune to any diseases the thing has. Go on, yeet me. Worst-case scenario, you have to do a rebirth.”

He scowled. “I hate rebirthing you. It’s uncomfortable.”

She shone, colors changing along with her personalities. First there was noble platinum, then there was heroic alabaster. “But at least if I die, I come back. Nick, hurry.”

Against his better judgment, he pulled her free, aimed, and tossed. At the apex of her flight, the slime called, “Projectile boobie to the rescue!” a moment before a high-pitched whine came from the yeti.

“Salma?” Tiffany asked.

Grace answered close behind her, “He’s distracted! Go high!”

Thurrrrp.

Nick crested the top of the structure in time to see the yeti rip Salma free of his face. For half a heartbeat, the whole rooftop hung there in front of him like a painting of a brawl: the silver-marbled werewolf-looking thing, the two women closing from opposite flanks, and the antenna behind them.

Then the painting moved.

The monster was clearly about to tear the slime apart when Tiffany did a leaping spin kick. Her foot landed in his throat, earning an anguished gargle. At the same time, on the opposite side, Grace shot out the back of the yeti’s knees.

Toppling forward, the creature hurled Salma away, the slime jiggling lewdly as she came soaring directly for Nick.

With its other hand, the monster made a desperate swipe. One that grazed Tiffany’s arm with enough force to draw blood.


Chapter Ten: Desperate Escape


Salma hit Nick in the chest like a wet baseball.

“Oof.” He folded around her on instinct, one hand clamping her to his sternum, the other white-knuckled on the cloud’s steering oar. The vehicle wobbled, dipped, and did not quite dump him off the roofline. “Got you.”

“Good catch!” She sounded more exhilarated than fearful, which told him she might be edging toward a combat persona. That wouldn’t be good for any of them. “Did you see? I totally squirted acid directly into his eyeballs. Take that, bad guy!”

Under other circumstances, he’d have laughed. But Tiffany… “Yeah, I saw. You did great.”

The yeti was down, both knees ruined, roaring at a register that put a hot needle through Nick’s ear. Tiffany rode its shoulders. Grace was already closing in for the finish. Swapping from her emptied gun to a sword, she danced closer, that economical CORVID-world footwork on display as she lined up a perfect slice.

Nick puttered the cloud sideways and looked, for the first time with both feet planted on something, at the antenna.

It was twelve feet of welded scrap and stolen rune-work, bolted through the warehouse roof on a tripod of girders. Up close, the magic coming off it had a texture, an oily low hum he felt in his fillings. Glyphs crawled along its length in slow loops, down the tower and into a cable as thick as his wrist, and the cable ran along the roof and down into the building, toward the workforce.

“There it is,” he muttered. “That’s the leash.”

“Relay and control mechanism both,” Salma agreed. “That’s why it’s so big. Want me?”

“Please.” Once again, he tossed her. This time at a conjunction of runes. Salma impacted with a heavy, wet sound and began to disrupt and consume the mana of the device.

Leaving her to do her work, he brought the cloud around in time to witness Grace carve the yeti into chunks. Tiffany had moved away for the work and had a plastic bag out. When the warrior was done carving, she inverted the container and used it as a glove to collect samples.

None of them asked why. If Moira had to use a spell to cure Tiffany of any infection, a sample might prove useful.

“Ladies, it’s time to get down,” he called, risking a wave at Salma. Magic was sparking and fizzing already, the mana potent enough to transmit all the way to Nick.

One benefit of having practically no real mana pool? With potent magical artifacts and the right conditions, he could refill it quickly.

Both women cleaned themselves and their weapons of stray fluids. Grace had come out entirely unscathed, minus more holes in her already porous outfit. Other than the scratches on her arm, Tiffany had fared even better.

Rushing over, Tiffany climbed in front of him, and Grace behind. The sensation of Tiff’s pert ass and Grace’s pierced nipples would have been deeply pleasant.

But…well, conditions.

Aliens and Evil Santa Claus and liches and yetis and oni have a way of delaying the mood.

“Salma!” he called as the antenna shifted, the backlash of unleashed magic going haywire. Sparks of electricity rolled through the slime’s body. She didn’t regenerate from the discharges, but neither was she harmed by them.

Silicone truly was a marvelous material.

Trailing jagged arcs behind, she came rolling their way. Once she was within ten feet, the electric sparks changed direction, striking only Nick. The slime whooped. “It’s just like the old times. Do you remember that? The mission where we had to infiltrate that cabal of tish-yanti?”

“Not. Now. Salma,” Nick growled. The cloud, calibrated for the weight of a lil blue, had begun to sink.

CRRRRRAACCCK!

The antenna groaned, then split, the top half folding over on a hinge of torn metal and slamming down across the roof. The rune-work flared white, then a sick green, then went dark all at once, like someone pulling a plug.

Salma crossed the final space, and Grace leaned over to catch the slime as Nick piloted them away from the roof.

From within the warehouse came a sound. It rose rapidly, reaching a state of pure, animalistic joy. Nick heard lil blue laser bolts going off inside, as guards they hadn’t seen set to action. Based on the growls in response, he had no misgivings about what was happening inside.

The cloud came down in a jerky, too-fast spiral.

Inside, the warehouse was a scene of chaos. Locals were using squeaky toys, metal lathes, or anything they could get their hands on to overwhelm a crew of ten or eleven lil blues. He even spotted a pair of brown-furred yeti, but they were currently in the clutches of the phobos. Nick thought one was wailing about Harry and the Hendersons, but that was probably just a trick of his mind.

“We need to go,” Salma said, gyrating with urgency. “No way the guys on the other end don’t figure out something is up. These people have it under control. Anastasia will send someone to clean up behind us.”

She was right.

But Nick had made a promise.

“Grace,” he directed as they dismounted, “you and Tiff get to the portal. I’ll be right behind.”

“Right behind?” Grace eyed him, then Tiffany, and frowned. “What are you going to do?”

“Keep my word. Go on. Hurry. I’ll be right behind. Promise.”

They’d worked together long enough for neither woman to question his tone. Tiffany, one hand wrapped over the cuts on her arm, and Grace moved away at superhuman speed.

Seeing them go, Nick rushed into the melee.

It was…something. A pair of knobbly hobgoblins were bashing a lil blue with wrenches, while a dragon-looking creature was breathing fire directly onto yet another yeti’s face. Nick frowned, confused for a moment, until he saw the stairwell leading beneath the structure.

“Damn glad we freed them first,” he observed, coming up short of the dangling phobos. Both yeti it held had gone slack, their eyes wide, bodies limp. Had they been human, he’d have assumed each had suffered from either a stroke or a massive heart attack.

Given the conditions, he assumed both.

There was no time to do it right. Jumping onto a metal table, he reached up and wrapped Salma around the golden chain, where she began to do her dissolution thing. The phobos watched him, the creature’s long, multi-jointed limbs occasionally twitching.

“You have me, mortal,” it rasped. “A weapon. You could have used me.”

“Could not.”

It laughed, and the sound was dying wind through sycamore trees, listless and woeful. “I sense the potential in you. Libraries of forbidden knowledge. You could have bound me. Used these chains to bend me to your will.”

Nick exhaled through his teeth. “I know tricks. Sure. But I’m not what you think I am. And I won’t become that thing either. I’m not going to enslave anyone, and I’m certainly not going to grasp power just because it’s in front of me. That life is for adventurers. Not me.”

“What would you call yourself, then?”

He met the thing’s blank gaze with a fierce smile. “How about a janitor?”

That earned another, louder laugh. “A janitor with knowledge restricted to…”

“Got it!” Salma crowed, the chain parting.

Freed of its bindings, the phobos’ face shifted, becoming feminine. And beautiful. She met his gaze briefly, licked her lips with a too-long tongue, and whispered, “Mortal, you must document our meeting and share it with seven people. If you do not, I will come through the nearest mirror and...”

He waved her off with a snort. “Stop that. You’re free. Go haunt bad guys.”

She snorted and rose through the air, becoming transparent before vanishing from view.

With the phobos freed and the locals clearly able to take care of themselves, Nick collected Salma and ran for the door. He passed a trio of elven women along the way. Each was covered in rather lewd tattoos. One, with honey-colored hair, made kissing sounds at him and called, “Honeysuckle and steak, baby. Come back when you wanna taste the rainbow.”

He didn’t ask.

The Fae Wilds was a place of magic and mysticism, where heroes could ascend to heights gamers could only dream of. They could also be really, really fucking weird.

He crossed the open field, spotting Grace and Tiffany ahead. They’d encountered more yeti and lil blues, and were at the tail end of mowing them down. It was a heartening sight, as Tiffany showed no signs of slowing due to her injury.

Swapping from an emptied Glock to a pair of folding nunchakus, she proceeded to acrobatically flip between yetis, breaking bones. Nearby, Grace had collected a lil blue laser rifle and was wrangling its trigger like she’d grown up with one. Shouting, “Pew, pew motherfuckers!” she giggled as she lasered the slow-floating aliens from the air.

“At least she’s not making any more anal probe jokes,” Salma pointed out as he leaned into a sprint.

True. There was that.

He made it to the women as they finished cleaning their plates. Winded, faces flushed, there was no missing the excitement on either of their faces. Tiffany seemed to have entirely forgotten the scratches on her arm.

“C’mon,” he called, waving toward the portal.

It wasn’t far, maybe another three hundred feet. Floodlights on the opposite side backlit the area, making it impossible to see how many more enemies might be waiting for them. They’d need real luck for this next part.

The women fell in.

“Grace, honey, how is it that you’re basically down to a bra and panties?” Salma asked.

Nick glanced over.

Sure enough, Grace had picked up a couple of fresh bruises, but little else. Most of the damage she should have taken had instead transferred to her clothes. Her pants were barely hanging on, and her top was closer to a bikini than anything else. Pale stretches of under and inner-boob were on rampant display.

The pierced girl’s reply was a lazy, “Nick can put big things in small places. Maybe I deflect damage to my wardrobe? Have you ever considered that?”

“Um. That’s not a thing.”

“Could be.”

Beside them, Tiffany missed a step.

Nick looked over to see her cradling her injured arm. The wound had seemed stable before, but now that they were out of combat, hints of blue extended from the scratches. He reached over, putting his fingers on the tissue.

“It’s like ice,” he said, worried. “We’re going to need Moira.”

With Tiffany’s condition rapidly worsening, Nick took the lead through the portal.

Disoriented by the transmission and blinded by the lights, he stepped aside to get a view of the camp.

It was stirring. Doors were opening and closing. Twenty, maybe thirty, people were speaking in the distance, one voice loudly demanding, “I don’t give a fuck if the security team hasn’t returned yet. We’re all security. Lock this shit down and let’s go see what’s going on.”

Beside him, Tiffany shivered as she drew closer. “Oh. Good. I was worried this would be easy.”


Chapter Eleven: Delay


“Down,” Nick said.

They went down. With the arch humming behind them, they inched their way out of the lights. Ahead of them, yeti stirred. There were far more of them than they’d seen before, a veritable army of the things. Blessedly, there was no sign of any lil blues.

Grace was counting beneath her breath as they went. She got to eighteen and looked at Tiffany. The other woman’s injury was visibly worsening, and fast. Her infected arm was now half blue, the hand limp. There was no way she could fight.

“Leave me,” Salma hissed. “I’ll collapse the tear. Get Tiffany to safety.” She pointed a pseudopod arm at a warehouse not far from them, along the wall. There were no lights or signs of any movement from that direction.

“Salma,” Tiffany said, teeth chattering. “We can’t…”

The slime cut in, “I’ll be right along. Get word to Moira. Hurry.” She didn’t wait to roll free of Nick’s shoulder. Bouncing once, she folded herself around a brick at the base of the arch maintaining the portal.

Nick didn’t wait.

“Let’s go.”

They moved low and fast, hugging the inside of the wall. The camp’s patchwork of floodlights made keeping out of sight easier than it would have been in a proper military camp. Grace took point, allowing Nick to remain close to Tiffany, whose infection had spread far enough to slow her down.

Clearing stacks of crates and a U-Haul truck, they came to a small warehouse near a corner of the compound. A crude sign above labeled it, “18-Storage.”

It was perfect for what they needed.

Nick hissed, “Let’s get inside and radio Moira. We can go from there.”

With a jerky nod, Grace approached. Grabbing the padlock, she yanked once. Hard. The metal hasp didn’t survive her determined grip. Pushing the door open, the trio vanished into darkness.

The interior was dark, dry, and smelled like dust and old engine oil and something faintly chemical. Crates lined one wall, lids pried off to reveal all sorts of random junk, from bobbleheads to blankets depicting a variety of fantastical magical creatures. The rest of the space was mechanical storage, with a workbench and a bunch of machinery in various states of disrepair.

Grace closed the door behind them, then dragged a heavy metal storage box in front of it.

Leaning heavily against his side, Tiffany didn’t protest as he sat her down on the workbench.

She’d gotten colder.

Her breath misted between blue lips, and her eyes had begun to glow with a sickly yellow hue. Seeing his expression, she tried to smile. Even her dimples were discolored. “It’s not that bad, is it?”

His response was to fish the walkie-talkie out of his pocket and press the button. “Moira. Come in. Are you there?”

Static answered, followed by the distant sounds of a yeti’s growled cry. “Damn it. I’m not seeing any of Winston’s detail. Bobbalobba, take Robross and Klive across. Find out what’s going on.”

Another, presumably Bobbalobba, replied, “I ain’t going over there with just two guys. If Winston’s down, that means King Frygger is in trouble. Give me everyone, or fuck off.”

A growl replied. “You can have eight. As soon as you see what’s happening, you come back and report. No engagement. Fair?”

“Grrr. Fine.”

Moira’s voice came crackling into the room. “Darlings, there you are. Are you okay?”

“Moira,” Nick rasped, relief flooding him. “Tiffany was grazed by one of the monsters. She’s cold. The wound isn’t closing. Her healing factor is losing.”

Her reply was tight. “More details. Nick, my darling paramedic, tell me everything.”

The wording was enough to trigger reflexes he hadn’t used for a while. Putting Nick aside, he rattled off diagnostic details with precision: heart rate, 48. Blood pressure, 78 over palp. Skin tacky and unresponsive. Pupils dilated and sluggish. Breath sweet.

Grace chimed into the silence, pointing out how Tiffany seemed worse now that she wasn’t moving.

“That’s the clue,” Moira said. “You need to get her warm. Inside and out. Heart rate up as soon as possible. I’m going to round up help and be on the way. You two need to do whatever it takes to heat her up. Now.”

A distant pop of electricity told Nick that Salma was making progress with her work. He looked in her direction as Grace mused, “But how are we going to warm her up inside and out? Go fight a bunch of yetis? I don’t think running will do it…”

On the workbench, Tiffany lifted her head. Blue lips, yellow eyes, and a smile that was small and crooked but still, recognizably, hers.

“Guys,” she said. The chatter rode under the word. “Guys, I have an idea.” She slurred, “It’s the best idea ever. I promise.”

Nick had his hand at her throat again, two fingers at the carotid, counting against his watch. It was still slowing. “Okay.”

“Okay so.” Tiffany took a slow breath and pulled it back together. The Chosen One in her was still in there under the cold, doing the work, finding her words. “Moira said heart rate up. Body warm. Inside and out.”

“And?”

“So. Cardiovascular engagement. Sustained. Heat. Heart rate up. Blood moving. And we have to be quiet. I don’t think I can run, and carrying me doesn’t sound very exciting, right?”

Nick saw it coming about two beats before she said it. He felt the corners of his mouth try to do something complicated. “Tiff.”

“We could fuck like rabbits.”

Grace stopped moving by the door.

“Tiff.”

“Babe. I am the patient. I am literally prescribing this. Cardiovascular engagement, sustained. Heart rate up. Quiet-ish. Especially if we grab some of those fluffy things for me to bite down on. The only thing in this storage shed that is going to keep my blood moving is the thing I want to be doing anyway, and I want to be on record as saying I think this is very romantic under the circumstances, do not look at me like that, Nick.”

“I’m looking at you,” he said quietly, “because I am dating a person who said the words very romantic about a hypothermia intervention.”

“It is deeply romantic.”

“Tiff.”

She caught his hand. Her fingers were cold and shaking and she squeezed his hand with what felt like the last hot strength left in her. “Babe. Listen. I am scared. I am scared and I am cold and I am asking you to stop being a paramedic for one second and be my person.” Her eyes shimmered, the sickly yellow shifting toward the warm hazel-blue he was used to for a second before sliding back. “I am asking you both. Please. Save my life with orgasms. Stat.”

Nick tried not to laugh and failed.

Grace had not moved since fuck like rabbits. Expression unreadable, she shifted her hips from one side to the other, the unmistakable spice of her arousal filling the air. He couldn’t help but remember how turned on both girls had been during the battle.

“Grace,” Nick said.

“Yeah.”

“You good?”

She crossed to the workbench. Bending down, she put her palm against Tiffany’s cheek, turning the other woman toward her. Although technically all of them were dating, Grace had made it clear when she’d joined them: up until him, she’d been firmly in the all-girl camp of sexuality.

Her hips swayed, brushing his. “I will be.”

Tiffany exhaled. The exhale fogged across Grace’s mouth as the girls kissed. It started slow, then deepened, the two breaking it off with a panted moan that left Tiffany’s mouth several shades less blue.

Nick moved into the opening, between Tiffany’s knees. He put his palms flat on either side of her face, thumbs at the line of her jaw, and tipped her face up to him. The skin under his thumbs was the wrong temperature, but the angle was right and the eyes under the wrong color were the right eyes, and the dimples that wanted to come out at the corner of her mouth came out at the corner of her mouth even now, even cold.

He kissed her.

Slow. Long. Deliberate. Tiffany made a low, growling sound that wasn’t quite normal. But then she snaked an arm around his neck and held him there as she arched, breasts firm against his chest.

Behind him, Grace moved.

Stripping out of her tattered shirt and pants, she went down to a pair of dark purple undies before sliding onto the bench behind Tiffany. Wrapping arms around the other woman, she peppered the blonde’s neck with kisses and little nibbles. Her hands slid around Tiffany’s torso, cupping beneath the breasts that were so very tantalizingly perky against Nick’s chest.

“Oh,” Tiffany exhaled a moan that was a good ten degrees warmer than a moment before. “You’re both so…warm.”

Nick broke the kiss to look at Tiffany’s eyes. Pupils tracking. Color a shade better than they had been. His thumb at her pulse without him deciding to put it there. Sixty-one. Up thirteen beats in less than two minutes. Not yet enough.

“We have to keep going,” he said, quiet.

“Oh, babe,” Tiffany moaned against his mouth as he kissed her again, “we are barely getting started.”

Slippery as an eel, Grace adjusted position, kneeling. Sensing what she was up to, Nick moved from between his lover’s legs, giving the other woman access.

Her black-painted nails gleaming, the pierced girl set her hands at Tiffany’s hips, looked up at her face, met her eyes, and Tiffany’s blue lips parted in the smallest please.

Grace took the waistband of Tiffany’s pants in both hands.

And pulled.


Chapter Twelve: Cardio


“Yip!”

Tiffany’s ass shifted forward from the raw force of Grace’s enthusiastic tug. Her boots, which proved to be in the way of the goth girl’s plans, went flying. That left the shivering, blue-lipped girl in pink cotton underwear and her top. Grace eyed the other woman’s thighs and ran her pierced tongue across her lips in an expression that would have been right at home on any supernatural predator’s face.

Standing, Nick crossed to the pile of towels. Unfolding two on the bench, he discovered they were proper beach towels, big enough for two or three people each. Clearing space, he got a hint of the passive magic inhabiting the threads but was certain the enchantments were benign. They were also only likely to activate if one of them fell asleep on one.

And if that happened, it would mean they failed their current mission horribly.

While he’d been busy, Grace had moved between Tiffany’s thighs. On all fours, the skinny girl’s pert ass wiggled from side to side as she nuzzled, licked, and bit her way across tanned, bare flesh. Tiffany had one hand buried in the girl’s dark hair and was watching him, familiar desire dilating her pupils. The yellow of the infection was still there, but only just.

He checked her arm and saw the symptoms of her infection had localized to covering the limb. That was good. It meant that their efforts, combined with Tiffany’s gifts, might allow them to reverse the supernatural affliction entirely.

“Nick,” she whined, hips shifting as Grace inched closer.

Stripping out of his trench coat, he draped it over Tiffany’s shoulders. “Warm inside and out,” he murmured, not bothering with any further delays. Leaning down, he wound a hand around his lover’s throat to feel her pulse as he bent to kiss her.

“Uhhhhhhohhhh,” she moaned, gasping and bucking toward Grace’s face and his kissing mouth. “You’ve never done that before.” The words against his mouth were lukewarm, which he took as another positive sign.

“Checked your pulse while we make out?”

“Held my throat during…It’s kinda kinky. I like it.”

Resisting an urge to talk more, he stole her next words with a deeper kiss. In return, she’d reached out, gripped his pants and yanked him closer. The sound of his zipper lowering raced through the air, contrasting the sloppy ones of Grace nearing Tiffany’s pussy.

“Ohhh, fuck yes,” Tiffany said against his mouth as the other girl tugged her panties to the side and began making circles with her tongue against Tiff’s clit.

Grace was a quick, attentive study, and had learned Tiffany well. It took only a few seconds for the blonde to begin moaning. She tugged his cock free, made a happy sound, and pulled urgently. “I want to taste you, baby.”

“Guess that’s one way to check your temperature,” he said with an amused chuckle, adjusting his stance to bring himself within the starving woman’s embrace.

Warm lips folded around his tip, Tiffany’s talented tongue working a frantic tempo against the underside of his dick as she swallowed moan after moan.

Grace’s dark hair fanned across Tiffany’s inner thighs, her mouth and lips squirming across Tiff’s pink slit. He watched as her piercing found a staccato rhythm, one that earned bucking moans from the woman gorging on his cock.

She managed a muffled, “Ohhhh, fuuuuuck,” around him, before drawing him deep enough to make her gag. “Grrrrukkkkohhhhhh.” That last bit came as Nick gripped her hair with one hand and her throat with the other. With Grace simultaneously assaulting her clit, Tiffany had a snowball’s chance in hell to last.

And she didn’t, either.

She bucked, abdomen rippling and shimmying as she slammed a hand down on Grace’s head, pinning the girl there and bucking into a very pale, very smug grin. Relentless, Grace leaned into it, applying her piercing to push the other woman to greater heights.

Nick felt Tiffany’s breath heat up. Saw her eyes when the yellow bits changed to molten honey.

And he wasn’t at all surprised when she stopped muffling her screams on his dick to demand, “Inside. Nick. I need you inside. Right now.”

Grace didn’t protest. The generous woman licked her lips clean and backed away to make room, only to pause as Tiffany shook her head. “Mouth needs to be occupied too. Can’t make noise. Get your pale, skinny ass back over here. Right now.”

That earned a happy little yelp. “Yes, ma’am!” Grace was already half naked, and she managed to vanish her panties with a motion so quick and subtle that Nick didn’t even notice. With the metal between her thighs gleaming in and out of the light, she laid on the bench ahead of where Tiffany sat.

While Grace got situated, Tiffany rolled onto her knees, presenting an ass so pert and supple that it probably deserved its own documentary. He inched forward, timing it so Tiffany was able to find handholds on Grace’s hips before he eased inside her.

Tiffany certainly wasn’t cold now. She wasn’t the same molten heat as usual, but only by a degree or two.

She began to moan, only for Grace to hiss, “Shhhh. Less moaning, more eating pussy.”

Now it was Tiffany’s turn to grin. “Yes, ma’am, and thank you very…. mmhmfhm.” The last bit was muffled as Grace tugged her down and wrapped her pale, dancer’s thighs around the tanned girl’s shoulders.

Tiffany clamped down on Nick’s cock as if she were trying to rip his dick off.

He tried to start slow, to be patient. But that only led to her bucking and wiggling and making totally undignified sounds that were probably her attempt to beg with a mouth full of delightfully pink pussy.

Meeting Grace’s eyes, he found a tempo that wouldn’t push him over the edge immediately.

Thwap! Thwap! Thwap!

The sounds of their fucking filled the space, loud enough that Grace had to reach out, grab a second towel, and toss it over the juncture. That muffled things. A bit.

Leaning forward, one hand still fixed on Tiffany’s head, Grace found his hand. Laced fingers with his. Her eyes were darkly intense, shining with a mixture of arousal and genuine care. “I’m…”

Whatever she was about to say broke off as Tiffany made a low, animalistic growl and did something he couldn’t see.

“Ohhhhh, fuck,” Grace moaned, eyes closing, back arching to thrust her bra toward the ceiling. “You’re…you’re so damn mean.”

Tiffany cackled.

Well, if they were going to play that way, so would he.

Still holding Grace’s hand, he sped up. Pushed himself into Tiffany’s gushing tightness until he couldn’t hold back. She was ready when he came. The instant he gasped with pleasure, she joined him, bucking and writhing and barely remembering to keep her voice down.

That was okay. Grace helped.

And with a hand on the back of Tiffany’s head, shoving her down, the other girl joined them in a three-way tie of orgasmic bliss.

When he finally came down enough to think, he was briefly surprised to find Grace kneeling beneath the blanket. Noisy, wet sounds came from Tiffany’s flooded pussy as the woman licked her clean of his mess. Then, just as he thought to back away, her mouth sealed around his softening prick. The sensation of her piercing rolling across the underside was undeniably appealing. One hand found his balls and began gently, carefully, tugging.

Tiffany adjusted, moving away to make room. Rotating onto her back, her motions pulled the towel free, giving her a view of the configuration. Honey-colored eyes half-lidded, she spread her thighs, revealing the perfect folds of her glistening pussy.

“You know what would make me very hot,” she whispered above the sounds of Grace sucking every unspent drop from his balls. “I want to make out with her while you make her scream into my mouth. A proper hard fucking. I’ll rake my nails down her back while you bruise her insides and…”

The dirty talk had done a number on Grace, who’d begun moaning around his dick. With a loud Pop, she surfaced for air. “Fuck yes. I want that. But…Tiffany, we need to make you hot. This is about you, not either of us.”

“It’s medicine,” he added, totally aware that he was hard again and still mostly dressed.

In the dark of the room, given his partners and the clear necessity of the situation, he wasn’t going to complain.

Tiffany laughed softly. “And you don’t think feeling Grace tremble and squeal against my tits won’t warm me up?”

“Okay. She has a point.” Grace didn’t wait to negotiate further. Slithering on top of Tiffany’s prone body, she wrapped the other woman in her arms. The two kissed, Grace stage-whispering, “Did you really just have him choke you?”

“Mhm. It was hot, wasn’t it?”

“Damn straight. Like super. I wonder if it’s safe for him to spank me a little? Would that be too loud, ya think?”

“Nah. Not with all that racket going on.”

Nick, who’d been maneuvering behind Grace’s pale ass and between four thighs, paused long enough to listen. Sure enough, there was an awful lot of sound coming from outside. Several voices sounded deeply alarmed.

One called, “I swear to the Dark Fates, if Blaramy brought his human out here again, I’m going to…”

Someone replied, “It’s not one human, Jaggieplip. It’s…oh, shit. It’s a lot. We need our jackets. Let’s go see what’s happening.”

Nick looked at Tiffany’s arm. The infectious blue had retreated to the point that it was a bare outline over the scratches. A gentle, pulsing magic came from the woman’s body, presumably her metabolism activating to adapt to deal with the invader.

Remembering how fast it had spread when they were out of combat, he doubted they could risk prematurely ending things. Not until they heard from Moira.

Grace’s pale ass wiggled from side to side, her drenched pussy flashing invitingly. “Niiiiick,” she whined. “Don’t make me beg.”

“Maybe he’s waiting for another invitation…”

Interrupting Tiffany’s conjecture, he stepped forward, found his angle, and sheathed his entire length in Grace’s vise-tight tunnel. She responded with a scream that Tiffany muffled with a kiss.

Pushing into a quick, sharp rhythm, he leaned forward to grip Grace’s hair with one hand. With the other, he smacked her ass. It was probably a bad idea. The woman clamped down on him even tighter as she made a delighted squeal.

He had to exhale to keep from crossing the edge instantly. When the urgency calmed, he noted Tiffany looking at him. She was no longer freezing. If anything, the inferno gripping her now went the opposite direction. Everything in her gaze was unleashed, wanton and greedy. Breaking the kiss with Grace, her lips plump from the fierceness of the kiss, she murmured, “Yes. Baby. Yes. Fuck her. I want to see you fuck her so good. Make me feel it.”

The intensity of the demand, totally lacking her normal romantic edge, nearly made him stop.

“Medicine,” Grace panted, head to one side, cheek against Tiffany’s breasts. “You…” she swallowed, “gotta do it. For her. Medicine.”

Well, okay then.

Hooking his hands over Grace’s shoulders, he plowed her. The room echoed with muffled screams and moans, along with the collision of two bodies. At some point, he wasn’t precisely sure when, Tiffany had grabbed Grace’s head and shoved her down.

Grace didn’t seem to mind. Instead of screaming against tits, it was against Tiffany’s pussy.

It all came to an end when Tiffany bent forward and smacked Grace’s ass again. The tattooed girl might as well have had a seizure, she came so damn hard. He didn’t have a chance. Tiffany joined them a few seconds later.

Head fuzzy, ears ringing, Nick slid free of Grace’s spasming pussy and stumbled to take a seat. The girls came and settled on either side of him, Tiffany’s hand on his sloppy, half-hard dick. Grace kissing his neck, then cheek.

“I never knew I could like cock that much,” the otherworldly woman admitted between panted breaths. “Holy shit, you weren’t lying about fitting things in tight places.”

The joke never ceased to earn a giggle from the girls. This time, Tiffany just had to add, “And next time, I think we should try…”

“WHERE IS THE ORGY? WE WERE TOLD THERE IS AN ORGY?” The shout, spoken with a decidedly southern drawl, came from a loudspeaker. And it was outside the walls.

Moira’s voice came over the walkie-talkie a beat later. “Loves, I want you to know I am soaking right now. If you don’t hurry out to help take care of me, I am going to be quite cross.”

Nick dove for the walkie-talkie. “You’re here? What’s going on?”

“I am here,” Moira replied in an amused voice. “And I brought the locals.”

“You brought them? How?”

She snorted. “Asked them. Well, told them about the orgy. That got basically all of them on board. They called their friends up the road. Apparently, there’s an entire moonshine outfit on the town’s outskirts. They’ve got this guy named Jeb… Well, long story short, you won’t believe how horny the ‘shiners are for Bigfeets and aliens.”

To emphasize her point, the speaker’s voice blared again. “WE WANT ALIEUSSY OR BIGJUICYUSSY. AND WE WANTS IT NOW. OPEN UP. PLEASE. WE ARE HARD.”

Someone must have jerked the microphone free, as a woman’s voice came next. “AND FRIENDLY! VERY FRIENDLY! I BROUGHT CAKES. FOR AFTER THE ORGY. Y’ALL FROM ROMULUS DO LIKE CAKES, RIGHT?”

“Romulus?” Tiffany giggled, the frenzied horniness that had gripped her so tightly finally relenting. Moving over, she began tugging her clothes on. Nick saw the scratches on her arm had gone back to their dormant state.

Hopefully, that meant it was either cured, or they’d bought plenty of time.

“They asked where the aliens were from. I had to tell them something.”

Creeeeak.

The door rattled, interrupting their discussion.

Suddenly aware that none of them had paused to reload, Nick dove for his Glock, hoping they had time before the yeti found them.


Chapter Thirteen: Moira is the Best


“It’s just me,” Salma announced, oozing through the modest gap. The glowing, breast-shaped slime inflated as she rolled to them. “Got the portal right on the edge. Should collapse any second. Figure if we’re lucky…”

“Dillyharris, I don’t wanna get buggered by humans,” a panicked yeti said from nearby. “I say we fall back until the blues can get control of them.”

The reply was a reluctant, “Uh. Yeah. Let’s go.”

Heavy footfalls retreated past the warehouse. Nick let himself breathe for one full second. Zipping up, he crossed to grab Salma, then turned to the girls. Grace hadn’t had much to put back on, so she’d wrapped the remains of her clothes in a towel. At some point, Tiffany’s pants had undergone a similar transformation.

“If this were an anime, I’d call it gratuitous fan service,” Nick observed, glad they’d taken the edge off, since his girlfriends’ contrasting, supple bodies were one hell of a distraction.

Tiffany snorted. “Our skin is extra durable, remember? Simple physics. When we fight strong monsters, our clothes go before our skin does. That’s not fanservice. It’s reality.” And then she ruined the logic bomb with an enticing little roll of her pelvis.

Yeah. She was back.

Making sure they weren’t leaving anything identifiable behind, the group hurried out of the building.

The portal was visible from the point of their egress, sparking and pulsing, destabilizing in real time even as several coat-wearing yetis disappeared within. A particularly tall one looked over his shoulder fearfully, mumbling something about, “Can’t let them get me.”

To their credit, the humans on the far side of the fence had gotten quite rowdy. Someone was crying in desperation. “I’ve always believed! I neeeeed this. Touch me with your appendages!”

Another person added, “Nathaniel, I hear they have noodles for penises.”

Which earned a round of, “Touch us with your noodley appendages!”

Nick shook his head. “This makes no fucking sense.”

His familiar jostled against his shoulder. “I know. It’s as bad as that time we visited that island. You remember? The one with the talking turtle-thing and the political pelicans? Ugh. So bad.”

“Wait, there are political pelicans?” Grace asked. “And you gave me shit for the bouncing bears?”

His reply was flat. “It’s totally different. Trust me.”

The group raced to the wall, where Tiffany didn’t hesitate to leap up and snap the barbed wire. She dangled there while Grace grabbed her ankles, and Nick repeated the climbing maneuver from earlier.

Crrrrraaazzzzzooom!

No sooner had they landed on the far side than the sound of the portal collapsing filled the air. A couple of yeti, still in the camp, made desperate sounds. From the crashing and yelps that followed, Nick was confident they’d scaled the walls.

On the other side, he fished the walkie-talkie out. “Moira, where are you?”

Her reply was strong now. “Next to your Hellcat. You should probably hurry. The locals are bringing in farm equipment.”

They didn’t ask.

Tiffany and Grace took the lead, the blonde showing no signs of her recent injuries. Nick was about to pat himself on the back and say something about sex magic. Then he noted the hint of blue on her arm.

Vigorous sex had pushed the infection back. A few orgasms might even hold the issue at bay for a while. But they weren’t a cure.

They cleared the deepest part of the forest to see two shapes waiting for them. One was his Hellcat. The other was…

“Is that an RV?” Tiffany asked.

“A big one,” Grace confirmed.

Moira came into view. She was wearing a thick cardigan, the tips of her breasts clearly damp, and pajamas with fuzzy slippers. Her red hair lay in a braid over her shoulder, and she carried a thermos in one hand. And she was standing on the step of a forty-foot Class A motorhome.

“Moira,” Tiffany breathed a laugh. “What did you do?”

The witch’s response was a worried smile, her eyes fixed on Tiffany’s arm. “There you are. Lovies, why don’t you climb inside? We need to get somewhere we can tend that wound.”

Grace and Tiffany didn’t hesitate to climb into the mansion-on-wheels.

Breathing hard, Nick stopped at the bottom of the step and looked up at Moira. “Wha…an RV?”

She bent down, putting a hand on his cheek. Exhausted yet radiant, her skin flushed with the warmth that only came when their four-way bond triggered her fertility magic, she kissed him. “We can discuss this at the clinic. First, let’s take care of our girls. Follow me.”

“Follow you?” he repeated, confused.

“Mhm. And after we’ve gotten this taken care of, we are going to have a very serious conversation in the shower. You. And me.”

“What about me?” Tiffany called, mostly joking.

“Or me!” Grace was quick to add.

Moira smirked. “We’ll see.”

For all the banter, Nick didn’t miss the genuine concern in his lover’s nurturing gaze. Not needing further encouragement, he raced to the Hellcat to follow them into town.

The convoy crawled back through the woods with no headlights for the first half mile, the RV’s running lights two faint amber dots ahead of Nick’s Hellcat, the dirt road white in the moonlight where the trees thinned. In the too-empty quiet, he allowed himself to ruminate on recent events.

They’d just encountered something with a lot of moving parts. Yet it also felt oddly… contained. Less a sprawling plan to doom the world or threaten the Fates, and closer to simply banal. It was the difference between organized crime smuggling drugs and a proper military assault.

Moira turned her headlights on. He added his, the beams giving a good view of paved country road. The compound was behind them now, though a glance in the rearview mirror was enough to tell him the night was far from over. He honestly felt bad for any yeti the locals found.

There were some fates worse than death.

Then he groaned as he realized what he’d missed. Stray yetis meant they’d have to stay and clean up the mess.

Salma stirred against his collar. “Bring the talkie out.”

“Why?”

“I want details.”

“About the RV?”

“No. About the orgy thing.”

“Oh. Yeah.” He lifted the walkie-talkie. “Moira, you there?”

Her reply came immediately. “I am. We’re ten minutes out from the clinic. What’s up?”

“Salma wants to know about the… uh… distraction.”

Her reply was vaguely amused. “Ask me at the clinic, once we get Tiffany tended.”

“Will do. How is she?”

“Holding. The wound is progressing slowly. We have time to get her where I can tend her.”

“The clinic?” he asked.

“Mhm. Saw it on the way out to you. Hopefully, it’ll have what we need.”

They went quiet for a while after that.

Salma interrupted his contemplation yet again. “I’m glad she’s going to be okay. Tiffany is good for you. So are Grace and Moira. But Tiffany was the first.”

He glanced down at the shrunken slime. “I didn’t think you cared that much.”

“Liar. You know better. We’re in this together.”

“That we are. All of us.”

The clinic was a one-story brick building on the outskirts of the postage stamp of a town. A sign over the front door proclaimed it ‘FARMER’S URGENT CARE.’ Moira pulled the RV around the back, into a gravel lot, and parked next to a dumpster. Nick rolled the Hellcat in behind her and killed the engine.

No sooner had they parked than a woman came out the back door in scrubs. Unlike most of the locals, she showed no signs of inebriation. Middle-aged, gray-haired, sharp-eyed, she watched the group unload.

“Let me guess,” she said dryly. “Another sex-related injury? Who got what stuck where?” She eyed Nick. “Or did you pull something?” Her gaze slid lower. “Unless you…”

“It’s not sex related,” he snapped.

Clearing her throat, Moira took charge. “We have an infectious cut. I can handle it. But we need a sterile room and maybe an X-ray, if you have one.”

The woman didn’t hesitate to wave them in. “We have one. Come on in. The boss says we see everyone, for anything, no questions asked.”

“Boss?” Nick asked.

“Mhm. Mr. Hairfoster. Lives up the road.” She waved in a generally northern direction. “Come on in, you can call me Nurse Wren, or just Wren if you like”

Tiffany, who was beginning to show signs of chill again, accepted help getting inside. The clinic was shockingly modern, with polished floors and the sorts of equipment one might expect to see in the big city.

“Did Mr. Foster buy all this?” Moira asked as they made their way down a hall.

“Yup. He hired me a few months ago over the phone. Said he wanted a place where anyone who needed help could get it.”

“And you don’t drink the stuff they bring around?” Grace asked.

“Can’t. Condition of the employment.”

“Odd.” The inked girl said the word the way one might say clue.

Wren opened a door to a spacious room equipped with an X-ray machine, a full wall of dental equipment, and a bunch of other stuff Nick barely recognized. “Anyway, here we are. Med-1.”

They entered the room as a group, with Nick helping Tiffany onto the table. She gave him a grateful nod and held her arm up. The scratches had slowly begun spreading, a hint of blue returning to her lips. The nurse moved to grab a thermal blanket and began taking her vitals.

Moira strode over, bending to begin her inspection. Her breasts had swollen of their own accord, and dark spots decorated the hard nipples. “Nurse, if you don’t mind, we can take it from here.”

The woman paused, eyed the redhead’s chest, and rolled her eyes. “Yeah, yeah. See no weirdness, hear no weirdness and all that. I’ll be out here if you need anything.”


Chapter Fourteen: Gift of a Goddess


The door clicked shut behind Wren, and the treatment room went quiet.

Moira had Tiffany’s shirt off and the thermal blanket folded down to the elbow before the latch finished settling. Maintaining her demeanor of utter calm, she whispered beneath her breath as she examined the other woman. A floral fragrance came off Tiffany, impossible to name, carrying notes of beauty and renewal and all things fertile.

Laid bare, the cuts themselves were practically nothing for a Chosen One. There were three of them, each four inches long and a couple of centimeters wide. It was the blue that was the problem. Dark veins spread from the marks, inching sluggishly toward her elbow and wrist.

The witch made a soft, assessing sound.

“What’s the word?” Tiffany asked gently.

“It’s what we thought. Transformation curse. Like lycanthropy, but from a different place.” She slid two hands above the spreading forks, whispered a few words, then repeated the process on the opposite side. “This is a patient, ancient magic. Bestial, yet not uncontrolled. These beings retain their sentience even as they transform from the inside out. If you were to become one, you’d gain many advantages. Sharper senses. Perfect night vision. Immunity to the cold.” She paused, fighting a tight smile. “And a lot of hair.”

Tiffany whimpered. “I hate body hair on me. That would be a fate worse than death.”

That earned a chuckle from Nick and a snort from Grace, who said, “Trust Tiffany to be thinking about being hot while she’s turning into a Bigfootsies.”

“Now you’re just saying that to be funny,” Tiffany accused, sticking her tongue out.

“And?” Grace wiggled her eyebrows. “Also, if that’s an offer…”

“Ladies,” Moira firmly interjected. “You’ve already tried that. And it’s done a wonderful job. Tiffany has brought the infection into a state of near balance. Her body is naturally adapting. Fighting the curse. But to fully fend it off will take outside intervention.”

“The milk of Mater Lactea?” Nick guessed.

“Just so.” Moira gave the blonde a warm smile. “And guess what? I’m already producing. For some reason.” She tossed Nick a playful glare, even as she reached for her top. It popped off, revealing the woman’s gravity-defying chest. Her bra, the clasp straining against supernatural physics, made a loud ‘Sproing’ sound when she removed it. Her rose-tipped breasts, decorated with the creamy decadence of her order, flashed free in a wave of motion that could best be described as ‘anime adjacent.’

Sliding a chair over, she wrapped an arm around Tiffany’s shoulders. “Come, dear. Whenever you’re ready. Take as much as you need.”

Tiffany turned, curling toward the nurturing woman’s bosom. Her tongue darted free, sampling the decadence of the divine gift. Moira sighed, shifting closer with eagerness, and the blonde wrapped her mouth around the other woman’s perky nipple.

“Ahhh, yes, darling. That’s it.” Moira closed her eyes and tilted her head back, awash with the ecstasy of the bonding act.

Nick and Grace exchanged looks. The tattooed girl’s pupils had dilated, and what little clothing she wore suddenly seemed more of an inconvenience than anything else.

“Bigfeet,” Salma interjected with a loud, damp sound. “Failed breeding attempts after we wrap this up. Moira, why don’t you explain how you ended up with an RV and a bunch of moonshiners trying to fuck the aliens?”

Moira laughed. “It was pure coincidence, really. I was walking to the hotel when I noticed some people gathered down an alley. They were playing loud music. It was so unexpected, I had to investigate.”

“By yourself?” Nick frowned.

“It’s a town full of drugged people, silly,” she replied, followed by a low moan. “Ohhh, yes. Drink deeply, baby.”

Tiffany had a hand up around Moira’s trim waist, hugging her closer. The sounds of her feeding had deepened as the magic of their love bonds stirred. Wiggling free of the blanket, she rubbed her thighs together.

“If you don’t continue the story, I’m going to be feeding or fucking in t-minus ten seconds,” Grace murmured, eyes shifting between Tiffany and Moira’s exposed boob.

Eyes dancing with mischief, Moira covered her free breast. “Tiffany may need more than one for this charm. As for the other, well…”

Nick cleared his throat. “Ladies. Focus. Moira, what happened?”

The redhead stuck her tongue out at him. “Spoilsport. Anyway, as you can probably imagine, I’d found a local soiree. There must have been sixty people there. Everyone had the beverage, but they’d brought their local moonshiners in. Rough sort, that. Beards and overalls and all the tropes. You’d think the locals wouldn’t get along with them, but nope. Everyone was quite friendly. There were banjos, Nick. And fiddles. You wouldn’t believe how good they were with them, either.”

Deadpan, he replied, “Did they play Devil Went Down to Georgia?”

She grinned. “Twice! The first one and the sequel.”

Pop! With a loud sound, Tiffany surfaced for air. Grabbing Moira’s waist, she adjusted the other woman to get within reach of the unattended boob. With a, “I never much liked the sequel,” she returned to her treatment.

Moira moaned, biting her bottom lip as waves of pleasure rocked through her. She was damn near a climax already, her face flushed and her back arching to thrust into the insatiable mouth latched onto her sensitive flesh.

Grace gasped, took a step closer, one hand latching on Tiffany’s inner thigh, nails digging. Her other hand went to Nick’s waist, tugged on his belt.

At the contact, Tiffany spread her legs even wider and nodded, making it perfectly clear how she felt about group sex in a medical clinic.

“I swear,” Nick grumbled, only half-complaining, “this is worse than Emrya’s hucow fecundity magic. Moira, what happened next?”

“Ahhhh, yes. Well.” She licked her lips, steadying herself. “I was gathering information. Found out about… ahhh, right there. Yes.” Tiffany’s hand had ventured from waist to ass, and was kneading Moira’s voluptuous backside with urgency. The results threatened to push the priestess beyond speech.

“And?” Nick pressed.

“Ah. Where… Oh, yes. I found out that Mr. Hairfoster has been supporting the town for months. He arranges everything. Imports. Exports. Keeps goods flowing. He’s so rich that he’s employed most of the town. Your call came in just after the party began, uh… devolving.”

“Into an orgy?”

“Mhmmm. Yes. Ohhh, Tiff. Babygirl. Yes. A little. Oh. There! There! Nick, come closer. Kiss me. Please.”

Grace’s hand still on his belt, Nick crossed to the redhead, took as much of her as he could into his arms, and kissed her. Below one arm, Tiffany continued worshiping at a breast. Grace sneaked in beside him. Taking full advantage of her strength and agility, she found Moira’s unattended nipple with her mouth, Nick’s back with one hand, and Tiffany’s inner thigh with the other.

From an outside perspective, it probably looked like a very gymnastic, sexy Picasso.

The contact was enough to send Moira gushing over the edge. Magic flooded the air as both girls eagerly lapped up the blessings of the goddess. Leaning into a deep, passionate kiss, Moira bucked and arched, her climax a barely muffled moan.

It took several seconds before the group had the self-control to unwind. Nick looked down. Grace, eyes heavy-lidded, followed his gaze. As did Tiffany and Moira.

“Shower soon,” the witch announced. “You all stink. Speaking of which, the RV has a full-sized shower big enough for all of us. Believe it or not.”

That earned appreciative noises from both girls. Tiffany held her arm up. All signs of the infection, save for faded scars, had gone. Nick thought her eyes still held just a hint of honeyed energy, but that might have been a trick of the light.

“Speaking of the RV…” Salma prompted.

“Ah. Yes.” Moira took a step back. Turning to grab some wipes from a counter, she cleaned up, then pulled her wardrobe back into place. “When your call came through, I knew I’d need help. I went back to the orgy and told them about the aliens. I may have suggested that they were in the compound, shy, and very, very horny. The response was… enthusiastic, to say the least.”

“And they fell for that?” Grace shook her head in disbelief. “What’s in that drink?”

“I have ideas about that now. But anyway, the orgy got its act together and dropped me off at the RV place on the way to you. I spoke with the owner, who insisted I take the best, biggest model on the lot. Even did the paperwork for me.” She twirled her hand. “I get the feeling that this entire town is set up to minimize friction. No one asks questions. No one pays for anything. It’s Sims logic to keep the locals from figuring out what’s happening.”

“With Hairfoster using the funds they take in to support it all,” Nick finished thoughtfully. “It’s a front. The entire town is a front. They don’t hurt the locals because that would raise all sorts of suspicions.”

“But they do keep them occupied and happy,” Tiffany went on.

Grace chimed in, “And healthy. They want them to live longer because that helps the longevity of the scam.”

From Nick’s shoulder, Salma added, “I’m willing to bet the extra vitality helps them dream better, too. What do you wanna bet that if we go into these folks’ homes, we’ll find barrels full of sexy waifu paraphernalia?”

Tiffany gasped, hands to her cheeks in shock. “Salma, you’re brilliant. That would totally explain the orgy talk.”

“Some of it,” Nick said. Then, to Moira, “Does our girl have a clean bill of health? Are we good to visit this Hairfoster chap?”

The braid of her hair attractively tousled, Moira took a few minutes to reinspect the injury. By the time she was done, even the faint scars were gone. “Any lingering magic, if there is any at all, will be beneficial. She has a clean bill of health.”

“Excellent.”

They did their best to put themselves together, then exited the room. Wren, occupying a central station some fifteen feet from the doors, gave them a look that might have been disapproving or drenched with longing.

Knowing Moira’s influence, it was probably both.


Chapter Fifteen: Jinkies, Mr. Hairfoster!


In the interests of not letting any stray bigfeet escape, they made their way north immediately. Nick and Salma took point in the Hellcat, while Moira, Grace, and Tiffany followed in the RV. He had no doubt the girls would be availing themselves of the shower and a change of clothes and didn’t mind one bit. The last thing any of them needed was more underwear-related distractions.

Leaving the city proper, he navigated onto a winding double-lane road that climbed through increasingly sharp hills. A glance in the rearview mirror told him Moira and company were handling the RV well. For all its size, the thing hugged the steepest curves at speed, never once losing his tail.

“Bet that thing is worth millions,” he muttered, wondering at the exact specs. “Probably German or Swiss, or something exotic. Australian, maybe?”

That last earned a snicker. “You know it could be American. Last I checked, some US brands are catching up on the top end.”

“Really?”

“Mhm.”

“And who gave you internet access again?”

She made a gentle blop sound, which was her way of saying she wasn’t going to tell him.

Their hilly ascent continued for miles. In time, the bright lights of the town vanished behind a shoulder of pine, leaving them in a darkness punctuated by signs of a different type of civilization. They’d entered a region owned by the wealthy.

Wrought-iron gates slid past in the headlights. Hilltop houses sat far back behind immaculate, moon-silvered lawns, each one larger and better guarded than the last, cameras blinking from the gateposts like patient insects. Based on their intelligence, Mr. Hairfoster’s residence sat at the end of a long road bordered by woods. None of these matched, so Nick kept climbing, watching the tree line thicken on both sides until it closed over the road like a held breath.

The walkie crackled, Moira’s voice spilling out. “I think the turn should be coming up. Long drive, woods on both sides. That’s the one.”

Sure enough, the road forked a quarter mile on. One arm peeled off down a freshly paved stretch flanked by security stations and a long wooden fence that ran off into the dark trees.

Nick rolled past it without slowing, then pulled the Hellcat onto a dirt track a little farther up, wide enough to swallow the RV behind him. Moira brought the big rig in a few seconds later, the gentle roar of the oversized engine filling the night air before it cut out and left the woods ringing with crickets.

The girls appeared a moment later.

Tiffany had cleaned and changed. Now wearing a familiar orange turtleneck, so damn tight it seemed painted on, a pleated skirt that rode about six inches above the knees, and knee socks, she’d topped it off with a familiar wig. And black, horn rimmed glasses.

“What…” he began, only to see Grace join her.

The second Chosen One was in a long-sleeved orange shift dress with a green collar and a green band in her hair. She hadn’t covered any of the piercings or tattoos, which made her a tantalizing mixture of wholesome and gothly-deadly.

“Ladies,” he began to protest. “This is official business, not a cosplay convention.”

Moira appeared a beat later. She’d changed into…

“Moira, what the shit,” he grumbled.

It was one of the cheerleader outfits the girls had found on the other world. Dark red, the chest covered in glyphs, the only adjective worth applying to the thing was scandalous.

She did a little spin, the skirt fluttering up to reveal yoga shorts beneath. They were so tight on her ass that he could practically see everything. “It’s enchanted, Nick. Protective magic. I checked the new outfits while the girls were getting settled. There are potent wards on these. The latex versions are nice, too, but more for combat.”

“Latex versions?” he repeated.

Grace waved the question away. “Remember? We got a bunch of stuff in that trash heap. We can talk about it later.”

“Uh huh. So, over the fence?”

“Maybe not,” Moira said. “The guardhouse near the entrance had its light on. Pretty sure I spotted a mug of the black stuff in the guard’s hand as we drove by. This might be as simple as a little bluffing.”

Physically exhausted from the long day, Nick wasn’t about to let an opportunity for something easy pass. He waved. “After you, ladies.”

Tiffany took the lead, walking them back down to the security stations at the mouth of the paved road. A burly, and very human, security guard leaned out to greet them. His eyes bulged as they swept across Moira, and he choked, “Ah. Evening, folks. Real sorry, this is a private estate.”

“We’re expected,” Tiffany said, giving the man a beaming smile, dimples on full display. “We’re consultants. Mr. Hairfoster is expecting us.”

“But, uh…”

Moira took a deep breath and spoke in a voice so throaty it damn near made Nick pop a button on his pants. “I assure you, he’s expecting us.”

The guy flushed, reached inside and grabbed both a walkie-talkie and a bottle of the mysterious drink. Taking a swallow, he started to thumb the device.

“That won’t be necessary,” Grace interjected, crossing the gap in a blur of Chosen-One speed to lean in and strip the walkie-talkie from the man’s unresisting grip. “We’re friends. Of Mr. Hairfoster. He wants us to come in. We promise.”

And then she smiled, too. There were no dimples, but it was no less devastating in its own way.

“That is how you pass a diplomacy check,” Salma murmured into Nick’s ear as the gate swung open and granted them access. They paused long enough for Nick to jog back up the dirt track and bring the Hellcat down. The RV stayed where it was parked, too cumbersome to make a useful getaway car, and none of them wanted to be on foot for whatever came next.

The gate guard, still flummoxed, just watched them pull through. He waved as they passed, happy as a man holding a door for old friends.

Tiffany, seated in the back next to Moira, looked out the window. Moonlit trees flashed past as she sighed, “After this, I need a nap. And tomorrow, I vote we take the day off to play Dungeons and Dragons. We still need to get out of that aquatic dungeon. The one with the fish people.”

“Screw the game. I want Nick to absolutely wreck all my quivering bits.” Moira’s mutter was just a bit saltier than normal.

Grace, seated next to him, purred loudly. “If you’re wearing that, I’m totally in.”

“Group stuff after I take care of her,” he chided the eager girl. “Moira deserves it.”

“MMmhm, special cock time,” the witch agreed.

The flirty banter continued as he drove the hilly, forest-flanked drive. It was long enough to make him glad he’d stopped to grab the Hellcat.

They arrived at a sprawling mansion that bore all the hallmarks of a recent, expensive renovation. Steep stairs led to double doors, and the whole face of the building was lit with orange, torch-style lights that flickered greeting ominously. Nick parked at the roundabout out front. No guards. No cameras he could spot, no dogs, no patrols. Just the fountain ticking water into its basin and a great deal of money pretending, badly, to be a home.

Suspicious of ambushes, the girls collected weapons and fresh ammunition from the trunk before making their way to the front doors.

The interior was dimly lit, spacious, and had all the signs of someone doing a very poor job of masquerading as a human. Gaudy paintings, no two alike, lined the walls. Furniture from a hundred antique thrift stores had been slapped into place haphazardly, bookshelves flanking random bits of everyday household equipment that spilled into the side hallways. Nothing matched. Nothing was used. It had the staged, too-even stillness of a model home built by something that had only ever had houses described to it.

“Are these paintings… AI?” Moira asked, pausing next to a picture of balloons riddled with glitchy, clearly artificial errors.

Nick paused next to a bookshelf. Tugging out a book titled Betrayed by Nasty Uggos, I Become the Ultimate Harem King of All Kings, Book 1 of 12, he flipped through the pages. “What the crap? Look at this. Entire paragraphs repeat. This guy just went from having bruised ribs in one chapter to a broken toe in the next.” He turned to another page, then another, a sense of growing outrage making it hard to breathe. “These characters have no personality. For fuck’s sake, the women are barely life support systems for their vaginas. And the inventory management is entirely broken.”

At another bookshelf, Tiffany had a second book. This one was titled A Perfect Construction: An Over-The-Top Isekai Litrpg Bonanza! She opened it, skimmed a page, and frowned. “Wait, this is exactly like a webtoon I read years ago. Slave Harem, I think? Is this just a blatant AI theft of someone else’s real book?”

“You read Slave Harem?” Moira asked.

Tiffany shrugged. “I was a bored, horny girl. I read a bunch of shit. Besides, some men’s romance is genuinely hot.”

“Slave Harem?”

The blonde flushed, looking away. “I’m allowed to have fantasies, okay? Don’t kinkshame me.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it. Just never pictured you as the collared type.”

Grace snickered. “You should have seen her when Nick put a hand on her throat.”

“Oh, really?”

Nick, desperate to interrupt the discussion, tossed the book he held on the floor like it was worse than a lump of dogshit. “Who the fuck would read this slop?”

“Bigfeetsies?” Grace suggested. “Aliens who don’t give a damn about little things like continuity or quality storytelling?”

“That would make sense. Yeah.”

It took them a while, but the aroma of a fireplace eventually drew them toward their destination. They moved quietly now, past more soulless, computer-generated trash, the banter replaced with quiet professionalism. The hallway opened into a large sitting room. Framed by yet more bookshelves, the space was dominated by a stone fireplace. It was nowhere near cold enough to need one, but the smell of the crackling logs was rather pleasant.

Seated three-quarters away from the open entry door, facing the fire, was a large masculine figure. A deep voice came from the occupant, thunderous and secure in its confidence. “Who are you and why are you in my…”

The speaker trailed off, stopping as he rotated the chair to face them.

Dressed in a red velvet robe with a quilted collar and a long hood, the guy was wearing an awful rubber mask. It was of a human face, by way of department-store mannequin. And it barely fit.

Yellow eyes widened as the creature took them in. “It’s you. You’re here.”

Without missing a beat, Tiffany crossed the floor. Lightning fast, she reached out, yanked the hood back, and tugged at the mask. It stretched like string cheese before bouncing free to reveal the hairy man from town.

It was the Bigfoot they’d seen in town, earlier that day.

Salma, jiggling with amusement, said the only possible thing.

“Jinkies.”


Chapter Sixteen: Firelit Confessions


“Mr. Hairfoster, I presume,” Nick said as the creature surged to his feet. Growling, the yeti swiped for Tiffany’s head.

She ducked and rabbit-punched the guy’s side so fast, and so hard, that the cracks of ribs crunching were like firecrackers. He grunted, exhaled hard, and fell into the chair, lifting his paws defensively.

“Ahhh, fine, fine, I give. I’m no good in a fight anyway.”

Moira pointed. “Grace. His pockets. Are those vials?”

The other girl darted over, emptying Hairfoster’s pockets while the yeti watched, yellow eyes sunken and sullen. He’d been carrying three glass vials, each full of a different colored liquid.

“What are they?” the witch demanded, accepting the bottles from Grace.

The yeti’s lips twitched. “As if I’ll…”

SMACK!

Tiffany slapped him across the face hard enough to send a tooth flying. It lodged in the spine of a book. Nick glanced over and saw it was more AI slop. This one was Harem Witch Academy Acreage ArchMage: A High-Powered LitRPG Large Harem with Feet, Redheads, and Buttstuff.

“Ugh. I hate keyword salad,” Nick grumbled, as Tiffany growled in the yeti’s face. “The woman asked you a question.”

Ducking away from a potential second backhand, Hairfoster stammered, “Potion of Charm, Potion of Charisma, Potion of Forgetting. Anything I’d need to deal with humies who stumbled on my lair.”

“Lair?” Nick repeated. “This is quite some lair.”

Hairfoster shrugged unselfconsciously. “Some monsters live at the bottom of dungeons. I was given the other side.”

Tiffany quirked a half-smile. “Remember how we met, baby? Shapeshifters in mansions. Same thing.”

“I guess if I was a rich and powerful bad guy I’d prefer to live in luxury,” Nick mused. “Just logical, I suppose. Am I right in guessing that you’re less of a mastermind and more of a figurehead, Mr. Hairfoster?”

The yeti glared, jerked when Tiffany drew back, and yelped another explanation. “Yes. That’s right. I’m the one who handles the public face of the company. I make the connections. Make sure the goods are delivered. I protect the townsfolk. That’s it.”

Moira opened a bag Nick hadn’t noticed and produced a bottle of the now-familiar black liquid. “Tell us what this is.”

“A slightly modified Serum of Benevolent Compliance.”

She arched a copper brow. “Modified how?”

“Well, we added rejuvenating properties. Long life. Vitality.”

“Vitality explains the horniness,” she mused. “Is that all?”

He squirmed, glanced at Tiffany, and whimpered. “There might be one more thing.”

Tiffany showed the yeti her teeth. It came across far more threatening than any monster they’d faced in the last twenty-four hours.

“Third-Eye Blind. That’s the name of the enchantment. It blinds foresight and scrying. It turns the people who consume it into carriers. Ones that spread a sort of psychic broadcast that prevents all types of scrying or fortune telling.”

Nick rocked back on his feet. For a moment nobody said anything. The fire popped. Of all the things they’d encountered, this was the most significant.

Salma stirred. “Nick, that’s big. Bigger than smuggling toys. If bad guys can manufacture stuff to block Fate’s sight, we’re going to have to take this up the food chain.”

He swallowed, nodded. “Yeah. Gotta.”

The questioning went on from there. Most of it was simple, and what they’d already figured out. The lil blues, the oni, and the yeti were in cahoots. They’d sold dream-based empowerment to fae, and used a captured trailer park as a safe route between the worlds. The locals, already outside of normal observation, had proven the perfect slaves to manufacture their goods. On Earth’s side, the toys became a lucrative source of revenue, particularly to wealthy collectors.

It was a win-win proposition.

“And it was all for wealth?” Nick repeated at the end, disbelieving. “You did all this to give fae superpowers for money?”

“Well. Yeah. I mean, there might have been more. But we didn’t ask. We were brought in to do a job.”

“By the oni?” Tiffany cut in, eyes narrow.

“Mhm. He organized everything.”

There it was. The bigger thread. The mastermind behind a racket that had all the hallmarks of spreading into something apocalyptic if left alone.

“I need to make a call,” Nick announced. “Ladies, please keep squeezing.”

“Glad to,” Grace replied, popping her knuckles.

He left the room and drew his phone, dialing a familiar number.

“Nick,” Anastasia’s French accent purred at him. “Tell me you have solutions to all our outstanding problems. Tell me I don’t need to send a Warden to clean up a mess for you.”

“Hey. That wording is offensive.”

“Nick. Really. Is now the time to fish for platitudes? Talk.”

He told her. Starting from the beginning, he walked her through each step of the mission, including the Santa lich, the lil blues, and the oni. Finally, he filled her in on Hairfoster’s revelations about the anti-scrying potion.

“Yes. Well, we’ve known about such potions for a while now.” Anastasia dropped the bomb in a matter-of-fact tone. “We’ve been tracking variations since the end of the Second Aether War. It takes a lot of magic to create those, Nick. A lot. That oni might be the tip of an iceberg. Or he might just be another powerful monster trying to get more of what he wants. We’ll need to find out.”

Nick tried to let that settle. It did so poorly. He was not equipped to face A-tier threats. “What do you need me to do?”

“Nothing. You’ve already done it. I’ll send a cleanup crew to the trailer park zone, and an official to collect Mr. Hairfoster for questioning.”

“What about the oni?”

“We have him. He’s been reluctant to talk, so we’ve asked for help. Word is, the Fates are going to send Big Red in to do it personally.”

Nick cursed. “Matthew? Seriously? Isn’t that overkill?”

“Not our call where the Fates send your former mentor.”

He sighed. “We had two weeks together. Two. Hardly makes him a mentor.”

“I remember him saying how much he liked you. How proud he was that you survived the investiture.” A pause, the line humming. “Actually, now that I think of it, perhaps we could recall you when he arrives? We both know you do better on this side. Where you’re not mana-starved. In fact, if we put a good word in, the Fates might let you enter their dungeon. It’s past time for you to get a Tablet of your own, I think.”

“You know better. I don’t want power. Or a Tablet. I’m happy with Salma and the gifts I’ve been given.”

“And your girlfriends?” Anastasia said, a note of sly amusement in her tone.

“And that.”

“If you brought them over, I could perform a Fate’s Binding for you. As part of a proper harem, you’d all get some nice upgrades. What about that?”

That, more than the offer of power, made him hesitate. He stood in the gaudy hallway with the phone warm against his ear and actually thought about it, about what it would mean, about whether he had any right to want it yet. “Ask me again in a year or two. Assuming it works out.”

She laughed. “Ah, Nick. My sweet boy. Very well. A year or two.” When the amusement faded, she went on. “Cleanup crews are dispatched. Someone will come and collect your yeti. Don’t loot anything that might be evidence.”

“Hrm. You never let me loot.”

“Not never. Besides, you’ll collect the standard stipend for each corpse we find. That should keep you and your ladies well-off until the next mission, I should think.”

She had a point. There’d been a lot of lil blues and yetis. “Thanks. I guess.” He deliberately failed to mention the RV or the weapons he’d been gifted. “What about the humans?”

“Cleansed. We’ll wipe their memories and purge their bodies of magic.”

“And all those toys?”

“Actually, Nick. Now that you mention it, we might have the perfect mission for you after this one. How does two hundred dollars per trinket you collect sound?”

“Absolutely not. I’ll fight Dracula himself before I tear a stuffed hentai plushie from someone’s arms.”

“That’s such an amusing mental image… but fine. Finish up. Give me a few hours, and you can go about your business.”

He returned to the others, where he discovered his three girlfriends towering over a crying yeti. The poor thing’s yellow eyes were streaked with red, tears matting his fur.

“Ladies?” Nick asked, stopping in the doorway. “What’s going on?”

“Hard questions,” was all Tiffany would explain. “What’s the word?”

He waved at the monster. “They’re taking him for questioning. We’ve got a few hours.”

“A few hours?” Moira prompted, whipping her head around to their captive. “Do you have any chains? Manacles, perhaps? Or a room that locks from the outside?”

Mr. Hairfoster didn’t stop to consider. “Well, there is the prison we had built for if snooping kids came along and… Wait, why are you looking at me that way?”

As it turned out, there was a perfect place to keep him while they waited.

Fortuitously, the remodeled place also had an excellent shower. One that Moira demanded they visit.


Chapter Seventeen: Just Desserts


They left Salma to guard the man, partly because someone had to, and partly because the slime’s flickering personalities were the least likely of any of them to interject with what came next.

Hand in hand, Moira and Nick found the master bedroom, and with it, the connected bathroom. It was, like everything else in Hairfoster’s mansion, both well-built and not quite sane. Big enough to swallow two apartments, the tile shower alone could have fit the Charger. All dark stone and frosted glass, it sat next to a tub with strange, webbed feet.

“Well, that’s a thing,” Moira said, inspecting the tub, then the countertops. They, too, were posh with gold fittings. The spigots were shaped like fish, their mouths gaping wide, and the longer Nick looked at any one detail, the less convincingly the whole room held together, like a stage set for a play about wealth written by someone who had only heard wealth described. He stopped looking at the details. The woman in the room was a much better use of his attention.

“Very much a thing,” he agreed.

With a brief shake of her head, she turned to him and placed her hands on his shoulders. His trench coat struck the floor with a ringing, metallic sound.

Pausing, she looked down. “What’s in there?”

“Would you believe a thirty-pound dumbbell and my new guns?”

“A dumbbell? Really?”

“Probably,” he grinned.

With another shake of her head, the redhead slid her hands across his chest, beneath his shirt. “I’ve missed the way you feel.”

“For a day?”

Her response was almost bold, full-fledged, and firm. “When a woman spends so many of her years yearning for completion, she appreciates it all the more fully when she finds it.”

Fabric rustled loudly as his shirt, then pants, fell to the floor. She tipped her chin toward the shower. “Get the water going for us?”

He did as she requested, opening the sliding glass door and fiddling with the controls. None had proper labels. Instead of H or C, there were B and D, or S and M. It took several seconds of trial and error to crack the configuration, and he was well-rewarded once he did. The shower had jets everywhere, at every angle. With the right twists and pulls, he produced a veritable car wash effect that doubled as an all-over massage.

The glass hissed open, revealing Moira.

Nude, the woman could have modeled as any fertility idol ever carved. Her heavy breasts drew the gaze, but the lushness below was just as enticing. Her flat, tattooed stomach and the broad sweep of her hips were enough to make him salivate with desire.

Seeing his expression, she made a low, pleased sound. Crossing the space, she fitted her body into his arms and kissed him deeply. Then, without breaking the moment, she lifted her hands to reveal a washcloth and soap. He chuckled into the kiss as she began to bathe him.

Slowly. Methodically. Using a washcloth and soap, all while maintaining skin-on-skin contact, Moira kneaded his body. It was one of the most erotic massages he’d ever received. It also just happened to result in the cleanest back, shoulders, and backside he’d ever had.

“I adore your butt,” she said, breaking the kiss long enough for him to turn around.

“Oh? I’m quite fond of yours, too.”

She moved against his back, breasts a distraction that had him painfully hard. Soaping the washcloth anew, she started with his upper chest. “I think women don’t talk enough about how a man’s body can be just as appealing as we find women’s. We worship at the altar of tits and cake. What about cock and man-ass?”

“All cock and man-ass?” he asked playfully.

She swatted him. “I mean your cock and man-ass.” Then she gripped his butt with one hand as the other slid down to roll the washcloth across his dick. With sensuous, slow motions, she combined thoughtful squeezes and pulsating strokes with the undulating pressure of her tits.

It didn’t take long at all before he had to warn her. “Moira, I’m…”

She didn’t miss a beat. Dropping to her knees, she urged him to turn around. Cupping her breasts, which bubbled with the soap her writhing had borrowed from his back, she looked up at him. Eyelashes damp from the mist, red hair dark and wet down her shoulders and back, she practically begged. “Come for me, Nick. Give me my reward.”

She slid both hands around his shaft and stroked once, twice.

He gave it to her, showering her face and chest. She made a happy, throaty sound and dove in, half-swallowing him as she moaned and rubbed his seed into her flesh. The taste alone was enough to send her over the edge, as if pleasing him was nearly as good as being filled herself.

Then the familiar magic took hold, her blessing making its presence known the way it always did. The air went sweet and warm and close around them, the goddess answering the bond, and any thought of being finished washed away as cleanly as his first release. She rose to her feet and gave him a heavy-lidded, pleading look. “May I?”

That was Moira. Nurturing. Gentle.

He kissed her thoroughly. “How would you like it?”

In reply, she turned and put her hands against the wall, arching her back. She dropped one hand to reach behind, spreading herself for him. “Love me, please, Nick.”

“I do,” he promised, and the two simple words meant exactly as much as they sounded like they did.

He came behind her, kissed the nape of her neck, and found their union. Entering her elevated the physical. Sure, there was warmth and pressure and need. But it was also a welcome home, a song after a long day, an acceptance on a fundamental level that had to be felt to be described. Being with Moira was the very embodiment of the idea of a loving embrace.

It just happened to also feel amazing.

Moving with him, she met his thrusts with counter-motions that weren’t the same as pushing back. This wasn’t an act of taking. Rather, she maintained her position for his enjoyment. It was not the frantic, urgent fucking of Tiffany or, as of recently, Grace. The priestess’s posture was an open book, an embrace without end. It was an invitation for her lover to use the gift of her body however he saw fit.

Nick chose to honor her gift with one of his own. Slow, gentle, and thorough. Trailing kisses across her nape, using his hands to stroke her hips and back, he deliberately avoided the obvious. Rather than coaxing her breasts, which he knew she would enjoy, he touched all the places they so rarely took the time to indulge. Hips, back, and arms. Folded within her depths, he trailed his mouth across her earlobes and over her shoulders.

Intimate and sweet, taking all the time she needed.

“Oh, Nick,” she sighed, the cascade of her moans rapidly growing to a crescendo.

Her second climax of the evening wasn’t spastic or aggressive. It wasn’t filled with adrenaline and raw, cosplay-inspired lust. Instead, it was a deepening of their connection. A rush of warmth and pressure that brought the two further into harmony.

Which made him even more surprised when she slid a hand behind them to reposition his cock. Higher this time.

“Moira?”

Her response was a languid, self-satisfied laugh. “The girls snuck in and are waiting their turns. I figure if they are going to listen in, they might as well hear the first time you ruin my ass. At least one of them is going to be quite jealous.”

On the precipice, his cockhead nuzzling her backdoor, he hesitated. “Seriously? From making love to anal ruination?”

Reaching over, she wiped the glass.

True to her observations, their lovers were standing outside. Both were still in costume. Tiffany had even found a magnifying glass somewhere to add to the atmosphere, holding it up to one eye with the solemn focus of a woman conducting a very serious investigation.

“They deserve it,” Moira said, fully smug at the jealousy plain on both women’s faces.

She let the moment sit just long enough to enjoy it. Then, with them watching, the witch shoved herself backward, impaling her ass on his cock.

With that, all thoughts of lovemaking vanished.


Epilogue: Cleanup Crew


Anastasia’s people arrived four hours later. Their timing couldn’t have been better, as Moira’s restorative milk had run out only thirty minutes prior. Dressed and groomed and doing a convincing impression of people who hadn’t just spent three and a half hours anointing multiple mansion rooms, Nick met the crew of ten bland-looking humans at the front door.

Less ‘agents of destruction’ and more ‘HVAC repairmen,’ the group exchanged all of twenty words with him before filing past into the house, already pulling on gloves, already not looking at anyone.

“We’ll take it from here,” a short woman told him as she walked by. “You and your crew can clear out.”

He yawned. “Seriously? You won’t let us use one of the beds?”

She paused, gave him a lifeless stare, and said, “No. You have the RV, which Miss Anastasia has graciously arranged to remain yours. Use it.”

Shit, he thought, and said, “Fine.”

Collecting the others and climbing into the Charger, they wound around six box trucks on their way down the winding entry road. There was no sign of the gate guard when they drove past. Both brick guardhouses stood open and empty. The one that had held the security guard showed no signs of its former occupant, save for the bottle of black liquid still sitting on its windowsill.

None of them mentioned the absence.

There were some questions they knew better than to ask.

They didn’t try for the interstate right away. While Anastasia hadn’t explicitly ordered them to remain behind for stray yeti, Nick decided it would be best to verify before leaving. They parked the Charger behind the RV and slept in their new bed.

It was just big enough for all of them. Grace noted, only half-joking, that the interior hadn’t seemed big enough until after Nick boarded the thing. He didn’t comment on the strength or weakness of his spatial compression powers, and she was too exhausted to press.

They slept for over twelve hours.

When they woke, he texted Anastasia about the yetis.

Her reply came after several minutes. Leave them. The Fates sent a Warden to personally burn the Serum out of the locals, the scrying-blind and all. She will handle the monsters. I have your next assignment.

Already?

Yes. Although I think you’ll like this one. It looks like it might just take a few weeks to sort out.

When he relayed the message, Moira sighed longingly. “Weeks? That sounds nice. Maybe I could check on my cats, and we could figure out a real routine. One that’s not just dashing from one mission to the next.”

None of them disagreed with that, not even Salma. Now an odd shade of alabaster and green, her new personality was already proving quite…interesting, to say the least.

“As long as we have shit to kill, I’m good with it,” she announced, adjusting her shape to produce a small harpoon. The tip gleamed in a decidedly metallic way.

Seeing it, Nick groaned. “Fuck me. She’s gone full Predator.”

The end of Hex Kittens Episode 4. Join Nick, Moira, Grace, and Tiffany in episode 5, due next month.

Pre-Order 5 here: https://harem-lit.com/r/521RWdXG


Appendix: Sue-Bell’s Comfort in a Jar


A note from Moira.

This recipe has been captured with love and kindness, from the generous souls who went hunting Bigfussy on behalf of our needy family.

Sue-Bell confided this concoction to me before the…uh, events. She called it Comfort. What follows is my personal reconstruction.

What you will need

Two ounces of decent corn whiskey. A clean bourbon will do if you do not have a moonshiner of your own.

One ounce of heavy cream. This is not optional, and it is not a garnish. The cream is the whole soul of the thing. It is what turns a hard drink into a kind one.

One ounce of whole milk, the colder the better. Skim will give you a thin, sad result, and you did not come all this way to be sad.

Three quarters of an ounce of maple syrup, the real kind, the kind that costs too much and is worth it. Sue-Bell taps her own. You will use a bottle, and that is allowed.

Half an ounce of strong, cold coffee or chicory, whichever your people drink. The bitterness is the adult in the room. Without it, the whole glass is just dessert pretending to be a nightcap.

A small pinch of salt. Trust me.

Fresh nutmeg over the top. Not the dusty tin. Buy a whole one and grate it, and you will understand why people used to fight wars over the stuff.

How to make it

Put the whiskey, cream, milk, maple, coffee, and a pinch of salt into a jar with a lid. A proper mason jar if you have the option, because the drink knows where it comes from and behaves better in the right container. I cannot prove this. I believe it the way I believe a lot of useful things.

Fill the jar most of the way with ice. Put the lid on. Now shake it like you mean it. Sue-Bell shakes hers for a full thirty seconds and counts out loud, and somewhere around fifteen the whole kitchen has joined in, because that is the kind of kitchen it is. You want it cold enough to ache and frothed enough that the top goes soft and pale.

Strain it into a short glass over one big piece of ice. Grate the nutmeg over the top until it smells like someone two rooms away started baking. Sit down before you drink it. This is important. It is not a standing-up drink. It is a drink for after the hard part is over and the people you love are in the next room.

And not doing things without you because that would be rude, and you’d be left all soggy and…

Anyway, enjoy responsibly, my darlings.

~Moira


Bonus Scene: Full Hookups


Nick asked me how I got the RV, and I gave him the polite answer. He was tired. Tiffany was hurt. It wasn’t the moment for the long version.

This is the long version.

I was walking to the hotel when I heard the music. It came up an alley to my left. Banjo and fiddle and a great many happy voices. It was the nicest sound I’d heard all day, so I went and looked.

Yes, by myself. The whole town was gently drugged out of its mind, and a drugged town is, if anything, safer than a sober one. Sober people have opinions. Drugged people have snacks.

Down the alley I found a party. It was sixty people, give or take. Fairy lights, folding tables, at least three kegs of regular beer, dozens of bottles of clear liquid and, of course, more of the dark stuff.

I didn’t drink anything, because I wasn’t born yesterday.

Or on the back of a turnip truck.

But I digress.

The moonshiners had recently become an integral part of the community. They were precisely as you’d expect. Big bearded men and several equally burly women. They all, and I kid you not here, wore overalls.

All of them.

And the townspeople? They loved them.

A woman in overalls found me first. Sue-Bell. Shockingly clear eyed, she pressed a jar into my hand before she’d finished saying hello, and the jar wasn’t the beverage. I didn’t drink from it, but I got the recipe for something she called ‘Comfort’. It’s documented somewhere in here.

“You ain’t with them dreamin’ folk,” she said. She didn’t say it like an accusation. She said it like she’d found the one other grown-up at a children’s party.

“I am not,” I agreed.

“Didn’t think so. You’re watchin’.” She took a deep swig of her drink and belched like a world champion. “Watch all you like, sugar. Nobody here’s gonna mind.”

No one minded anything. That was the whole town in four words.

The band was very good. Unnervingly good. They played The Devil Went Down to Georgia, and then someone asked for the sequel, so they played that too. The one where the Devil comes back and loses again. I have theories about how a drugged mountain town out-fiddles Satan twice in one evening. I’m keeping them to myself.

Then the party began to relax.

I won’t pretend to be delicate about it. The folding tables stayed up. Most of the clothing did not. It happened the way weather happens. No announcement. No one in charge. The good people of the town drifted into it as easily as they drifted toward the snack table.

It wasn’t the oddest thing I’ve seen. Not even close. I was mostly relieved none of them tried to get me to join. Not that they didn’t invite, mind.

But they were quite polite when I told them about my relationship status.

I was deep in a conversation about Mr. Hairfoster. Lovely man, by every account. Terribly generous. He apparently employed half the county for little more than loyalty.

Then my walkie crackled and Nick’s voice came in.

I stepped into the alley to hear him. Tiffany was hurt. They needed me, they needed me now, and they needed me an hour up a mountain. I’d come into that town in the back seat of a car, and the car was no longer in that town.

So I did the math.

I went back into the party and climbed onto a folding table. It held, because it was a good table. I clapped twice. Sixty friendly, mostly undressed, deeply suggestible people turned to look at me with the open faces of toddlers being offered a second dessert.

“Darlings,” I said. “I don’t know if you knew this, but there’s a compound just off the street over there. A few miles. And behind that compound there are a bunch of bigfeet and aliens. I hear they are real shy.”

That got me a lot of wide eyes, and a stray scream of, “I wanna go pound town on an alien butt!” Followed by a, “Shut up, Seymore, can’t you see she’s still jawing?”

Giving the speaker a gracious smile, I went on. “I was just told the outsiders aren’t hiding from you good people. They are just shy. And very, very, horny.”

The response was immediate and, honestly, moving. I’ve never watched a town find its purpose so fast. Keys appeared. Someone produced a hay wagon. Sue-Bell climbed back into her overalls, tucked breasts large enough to be mistaken for watermelons away, and shouted.

“If there’s aliens and they have probes, I wanna feel one on my coochie!”

A whole group of the ‘shiner women ululated in agreement.

She gave me a big, bleary-eyed grin. “Gonna lead us, sugar?”

I hesitated. This was probably a bad idea. But…I’m a witch. Not a hero. Nick, and maybe Tiffany, are the heroic types. Grace and I? We’re pragmatists. And I knew an opportunity when I saw one.

“I need a vehicle of my own,” I said. “Something large. My family travels with a great many opinions.”

She caught on right away.

The man we saw on first arriving at the town was at the party with us. And he was only too happy to escort me to his RV lot and gift me with my very own RV. Paperwork and all.

He even picked out the top-of-the-line, explaining, “It’s not every day an outsider takes us to real aliens. Here. Take these keys. And sign this. It’s the least I can do.”

And that’s how I got us the RV of our dreams.

The crowd hadn’t waited for me, but that didn’t matter. I arrived in time to hear them shouting that they’d spotted a ‘big eyed, small mouthed alien waifu’. It was closely followed by screeches of, “Hey! Alien thing! You’ve sure got a pretty mouth!”

Anyway, you know the rest.

Enjoy responsibly.

~Moira


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


Final Thoughts


We (Adam, Neil, and Dalton), hope you've enjoyed Hex Kittens 4. Expect regular episodes every month (or sooner) for at least 6 episodes.

As always, if you've liked this book, please leave a review and consider showing support to the authors on their patreons and Discords.

Pivot Press Discord: https://discord.gg/GXn8csy2gg

Pre-Order book 5 here:

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
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