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Hex Kittens - Episode Five


A Fateforged Supernatural Thirst Trap

Directed by Neil Bimbeau


Authors' Notes


You’ve read the previous four, 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 6 here:


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


Chapter One: Bikini Days


"Can I get you anything, darling?”

Nick rolled onto his side and opened his eyes. Moira stood over him, her silhouette blocking out the worst of the mid-afternoon sun. A short distance away, the line of the Atlantic Ocean stretched from one side of the horizon to the other in a brilliant green-blue shade that the ancient Greeks probably had some clever word for. The umbrella over his head was striped red-and-white like a candy cane and had been doing a terrible job of keeping the sun off his face.

He’d been napping. He could tell because his shoulder was hot, and he had half a stiffy in his swim trunks. The sight of Moira wasn’t helping with that.

“I think I’m just about perfect,” Nick said, voice gravelly from sleep. “Honestly, right now I can’t really think of anything else I need.”

Moira smiled and took a seat on the deck chair next to his. Between them lay the remnants of a case of beer and a bag full of sandwich wrappers from the nearby deli. The redhead settled in with a sigh, adjusting the brim of the enormous floppy sun hat she’d been wearing every day since they migrated to this little slice of paradise. (Priestesses of Mater Lactea were apparently very prone to sunburn). Her swimsuit was forest-green–cut high around her waist and low in the bust, and it would’ve looked almost demure on a woman without Moira’s… attributes.

Attributes which Nick couldn’t stop himself from staring at.

It wasn’t his fault she had the breasts of a fertility goddess. They strained against the fabric of her top as if they took being caged up as a personal affront.

Moira noticed him staring and smiled. “Not even some milk?” she purred.

Nick rose to full wakefulness in at least two different ways.

“All I’m saying,” Moira chuckled, glancing down the beach, “is that there’s a half-dozen bottles in the mini-fridge.” Her chin moved over her shoulder, gesturing up the hill at the RV parked in a lot atop the breakers. “I could go get some if you wanted. Wouldn’t take but a minute.”

Nick smiled. “You do like to share, don’t you, Moira?”

The redhead returned her gaze to the waterline, her expression growing wistful. “Oh yes. I’ve been doing a great deal of sharing lately.”

Nick could see what she meant. Tiffany and Grace stood waist-deep in the Atlantic, playfully fighting in a way that normally only happened in beer commercials. Tiffany wore a skintight scarlet one-piece with a front that scooped almost all the way to her navel–an outfit she’d been calling her ‘Baywatch cosplay’ for several days now. Beads of saltwater covered the tops of her breasts, and her hair somehow looked even better for being wet and full of sand.

She glanced over at Nick and waved, shooting him a wink.

When she did, Grace struck.

The pale goth girl wore an outfit that left even less to the imagination than Tiff’s–a black bikini so tight and tiny it made Nick glad this section of the beach was pretty much unoccupied. She grabbed Tiffany around the waist and dunked her under the water before pulling her back up and giving her a kiss.

Violence, then sex. Yeah, that was pretty much Grace’s M.O.

It took Nick a second to find the other member of their party. Salma had been passed out on a towel when Nick drifted off; a long, snaking impression in the sand led down to a craggy outpost, about ten yards from the surf. The slime was engaged in what looked to Nick like a staring contest with an oversized horseshoe crab, her sensory nodule stiffly wiggling back and forth atop her body. As he watched, the crab took a step forward, then one backward as Salma jiggled threateningly.

“...is she okay?” Nick asked.

Moira pursed her lips. “I think she’s establishing dominance,” the redhead said.

“Right.”

Six weeks had passed since the adventure with the yetis. Six weeks of almost unimaginable calm in the middle of the maelstrom that had become Nick’s life over the last few years. Anastasia must have known they needed it–she’d made a deposit into the team’s account with a couple more zeroes than normal and told them to go take some time off before disappearing into whatever no-doubt non-Euclidian space she considered her home office.

So, they’d rented a lot for their RV and been enjoying having a space of their own. Nick reveled in watching his harem girls prance around in the sun in outfits so tiny they would’ve gotten you arrested anywhere there wasn’t sand and surf nearby. For the last three weeks they’d been sleeping in, having sex, eating shrimp, having sex, drinking Moira’s magic milk (which always led to them having sex) and the most depraved thing of all.

Getting to know each other better.

Nick had been dreading that part. He knew better than anyone that relationships that started with the foot all the way on the gas—the kind where you’ve got so much chemistry you’re banging in the backseat of the nearest automobile ten minutes after meeting each other—tended to self-destruct in an explosive fashion the moment you and the girl stopped for a minute and actually figured out whether you like liked each other.

So, he’d half-expected at least one of the girls to get tired of him by now.

But if anything, they were even more into him than they had been when they’d met.

Crazy.

Maybe it had something to do with the fact that they were mixing all that ‘getting to know you’ stuff with getting to know each other biblically. Or maybe it was the calming influence of the much older woman lying next to him. Hell, maybe it was Nick.

Whatever it was, Nick liked it. He wanted as much of it as he could get for as long as he could get it.

Tiffany and Grace waded out of the surf, making their way over to the deck chairs, both dripping wet and grinning like Denise Richards in Wild Things. Tiffany bent down as they passed Salma and scooped the slime into her arms, cradling her like a pet.

“Hey!” Salma protested. “I had that fucker right where I wanted him!”

“You were going to lose,” Tiffany chided. “I saw that crab’s claws. It probably would have pinched your nipple right off.”

“It’s a sensory nodule!”

Grace snickered. “Fine. It would’ve pinched your sensory nodule off.”

Salma refused to budge. “I was wearing him down! I’m the queen of this beach!”

Nick pinched the bridge of his nose. Salma hadn’t quite moved out of Valkyrie mode just yet. Though the summer sun had done wonders for the slime’s coloring, the whole ‘killing everything that moved’ urge Salma picked up towards the end of their adventure was still mostly present. So far, it had mostly manifested in a desire to intimidate any marine life she happened to come across.

Tiffany ignored the slime’s protests and deposited her onto the towel between Nick and Moira’s deck chairs. She plucked a beer from the case and ran it against the hollow of her throat, letting out a moan at the cold. Moira must have done something to keep them chilled.

“Hey, baby,” Tiffany giggled. No matter how many weeks he spent with the cheerleader-turned-monster-hunter, Nick could never get tired of her looking at him like that.

Nick grinned, stretching. “Hey yourself.”

Tiffany shared a glance with Grace. “Could you do me a favor?”

Oh, this is going to be fun, he thought.

“Sure, babe. Anything for you—”

“Could you do my back?”

Before Nick could say a word, Tiffany tugged down the straps of her one-piece. She peeled the wet red fabric off her body as she took a long, commercial-worthy swig of the beer bottle, moving with the unhurried confidence of a woman who knew exactly how good she looked and wanted all the attention she could get.

Her breasts came free, full and dusted with droplets of seawater. Tiffany arched her back with a sigh, thrusting her orbs in Nick’s direction as her gaze went wicked.

With a grin, she dropped onto the towel and lay on her stomach, the swimsuit bundled around her waist. “I’ve been out there too long already. I fucking love my tan, but I cannot let myself get burned.” She chuckled. “And tan lines are such a drag.”

Nick heard Moira’s gasp. “Sweet girl,” she whimpered.

“No tan lines if you do it naked,” Grace suggested. “Not that I can get tanned.”

“Nick,” Moira said, her voice crackling with arousal. “Let Tiffany have your chair.”

“Yeah, that way you can do her,” Grace snickered. “Mommy loves watching you get busy with the other harem girls.”

“I like her watching,” Nick murmured, reaching for the sunscreen.

“Do me good,” Tiffany said, wiggling her shoulders. “And then do me good.” She frowned, pursing her lips. “Maybe we should stay on the towel. Remember the bed at that Best Western? I don’t wanna snap the deck chair in two.”

Nick suppressed a groan at the mental image.

“See, this is what I’m talking about,” Salma chortled, motioning for Moira to pick her up. “Human mating is way more fun to watch than those crabs. Crabs don’t even moan. They don’t even talk dirty, unless they’re doing it in Morse code with those clackers—”

The suggestion was halfway to Nick’s lips that they move this party up to their home on wheels, and crack open the mini-fridge full of Mona’s milk.

Then his phone rang.

Everyone froze.

Nick glanced over at it. Please be a telemarketer, he thought.

It was Anastasia.

“Oh shit,” Tiffany said with a sigh. “Can we let that go to voicemail?”

Moira hmmed. “Ignoring Anastasia is usually worse than just answering.”

Nick bit back a swear. “Fine. But… rain check?”

Tiffany laughed. “Find out what the boss wants,” she said, stretching and sighing. “Then we’ll have fun.” She paused, frowning. “Unless the world’s going to explode in ten minutes or something.”

Knowing Anastasia, it just might.

“Nick!” Anastasia sounded unusually chummy, which immediately put Nick on high alert. “Have you been enjoying your vacation?”

I was, he thought. “Oh, you know,” he said, stubbing his toe on a beer bottle. “Relaxing. Catching up on my reading.”

“Good. Put me on speaker.”

Nick did just that. The whole group gathered around, a little confused.

“Is everyone there? Have a listen to this.”

There was an audible click on the line, and suddenly Nick was listening to a very different voice. Young, female, with a cadence he subconsciously associated with someone trying to sell him something.

“You guys, this town is insane,” the girl said. “If you thought the first episode was crazy, you are not going to believe the things we’ve found out here! My full expose drops Friday, pre-save it right now on the following platforms…”

“Who the hell is that?” Grace asked.

Tiffany was frowning. “Why does she sound familiar?”

“That,” Anastasia said, coming back on the line, “is Erica Stone of the No Stone Unturned podcast. Miss Stone specializes in true crime and unsolved mysteries. Her show has approximately thirty-five thousand Patreon subscribers, and right now, they are extremely upset.”

Nick did some mental arithmetic. “I’m guessing by ‘Friday’ she meant last Friday?”

“Bingo,” Anastasia said. “On Friday, Miss Stone was scheduled to drop the highly anticipated second segment of her series on the small, quaint hamlet of Chagrin Falls, Virginia.”

“What’s that?” Grace asked.

“A little nowhere town in Wythe County,” Anastasia said wryly. “That just so happens to have one of the highest per capita rates of missing persons cases in the country.”

Nick frowned. “Why do we care about some podcaster?”

Moira gave him a look. “Nick! Someone needs our help, and you’re asking why?”

“Moira’s got maternal feelings for everybody,” Salma jiggled.

“Normally, I would agree with you,” Anastasia said. “But there’s a complication.”

They waited.

“We have an asset in Chagrin Falls,” Anastasia said simply.

“An asset?” said Tiffany. “What does that mean?”

“A man named James Graves. Someone who used to work for us a very long time ago. A liaison between what we do and certain clandestine government agencies. The less I say about it, the better.”

“Government conspiracies?” Tiffany rolled onto her side, her toplessness momentarily distracting Nick. “That’s not our thing, Anastasia. We fight monsters.”

Anastasia pretended not to hear. “Our asset is retired, but still required to check in with his former handlers bi-weekly.”

“All Nick’s girls are bi-strongly,” Salma muttered.

“Mr. Graves missed his last check-in,” Anastasia said. “And then the secondary failsafe person stationed in the area also missed their check-in. Both of which just so happened to be Thursday–the day before Miss Stone’s podcast episode.”

“You think the two are related,” Moira said.

“I know so. I want you in Chagrin Falls by tomorrow morning. I’m sending you contact information and the current address of our asset, along with links to all of Miss Stone’s social media. You can listen to part one of her podcast on the drive. Make contact; find the podcaster if you can. Get to the bottom of whatever’s going on.” A pause. “There’s a sizable bonus involved.”

More than anything else, it was that last part that tipped Nick’s internal alarms into red alert. “We’ll pack up tonight and drive down,” he told Anastasia. “As long as you tell me one thing first.”

“I can give you any information you need,” Anastasia said–which wasn’t exactly the same thing.

Nick cleared his throat. “Why do you really want us in Chagrin Falls?”

There was a pause on the other end of the line. “Excuse me?”

“Come on,” Nick said, forcing out a laugh. “You don’t care about a missing podcaster. I know you’re not a fan of this woman’s show. We deal with threats to the Veil, Anastasia.”

Tiffany caught the thread. “If we’re walking into danger, we need to know what to expect ahead of time.”

“Is it some MKUltra shit?” Salma jiggled. The slime sounded almost excited by the prospect. “Are they keeping the little green men under the Cracker Barrel? Is this where they’re hiding the secret remote viewing station where they spy on world leaders in the bathroom?”

Anastasia didn’t dignify any of that with a response. “You know what I know,” she said, her voice terser than usual. “Check in once you arrive. I’m getting tired of people who are supposed to make regular reports forgetting to talk to their handlers.”

The line went dead.

For a moment, nobody said anything. The only sound was the gentle swell of the waves. Out on the beach, the horseshoe crab made a slow, triumphant procession back to the water.

Then Tiffany sighed and sat up. “Well, that sucks.”

“Was that her frustrated voice?” Grace asked. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard her frustrated voice.”

“She’s worried about her asset,” Moira suggested.

“Yeah,” Nick agreed. “And there’s something else going on. You all could hear that too, right?”

Slowly, they all nodded.

“I wonder what it could be,” Moira murmured.

Tiffany scoffed. “Whatever it is, we’re not going to like it.”

“Probably the Cracker Barrel thing,” Salma added. “This is why we’re ride-or-die for Waffle House.”

Moira reached out and laid her hand on Nick’s knee. Her palm was even warmer than the sunlight.

“This town’s probably five or six hours away if we take the car,” she mused, glancing from him to the two younger women. “If we leave the RV here, it's not that far from where we are now. Which means we don’t have to leave until the morning?”

Nick cocked an eyebrow.

“Well, I was just thinking,” Moira confessed, her smile turning wicked. “If tomorrow we have to drive six hours through rural Virginia to deal with whoever or whatever is making Anastasia use her frustrated voice—well. There are a half-dozen bottles in the mini-fridge. Mater Lactea would consider it a sin to waste them.”

Tiffany’s nipples got even harder.

Grace snickered. “Hell yeah.”

Nick glanced up at the hill at the RV, thinking about tomorrow’s drive. About the bed they all shared, and the mini-fridge in the little kitchen, stocked with the only liquid in the world he’d ever genuinely become addicted to.

“It would be a shame,” he agreed.

Together, they made their way up to the house.


Chapter Two: North by Southwest


“Oh man,” Salma said, rolling back and forth across the armrest. “Are we there yet?”

The Hellcat was a little cramped with four human passengers and one slime sidekick. Nick drove, trying his best to keep his eyes on the road while Tiffany rode shotgun with her feet up and her tits heaving in a tight little crop top with her midriff showing. In the backseat, Grace dozed while Moira sat alert, leaning between the seats. She was listening to the last episode of No Stone Unturned, which Tiffany queued up at her request.

“Hush,” Moira whispered, elbowing the slime. “This is all very interesting.”

“I don’t know about that, but she’s got a cute voice,” Tiffany yawned. “I can see how she’s got so many subscribers. She ought to try doing ASMR videos.”

The podcast episode was light on details and heavy on atmosphere. All he’d gotten from the first forty minutes of episode one (besides the ad reads) was that Chagrin Falls was a ‘very strange little town’ with a higher than usual incidence of disappearances and a habit of publishing obituaries that all sounded like they came from the same sheet of Mad Libs. Nobody she’d interviewed had been willing to give her a straight answer on anything—either that, or she was saving them for Friday’s cliffhanger resolution. Everyone in the car got a good chuckle about her calling it “the most polite cover-up in American history.”

Miss Stone could, in fact, spin a good yarn, though, which Nick appreciated—any drive over three hours long tended to make his brain feel like it had been scooped out of his skull and deposited on a hot griddle. The road head had helped, as had the energy drink he’d bought at a gas station right after. But the effects of both were starting to wear off.

“Are all podcasts like this?” Nick asked. “Constantly teasing stuff for the next episode instead of actually talking about shit?”

“Just the really popular ones,” Moira said gravely.

“I have not felt the rush of battle in my veins in over twelve hours!” Salma protested. “Tiffany robbed me of my vengeance against Günter, and I just know this town we’re going to is going to suck—!”

Nick’s brow rose. “Günter?”

“The horseshoe crab,” Salma said, like it were obvious. “His name was Günter.”

Grace cocked an eyebrow. “That horseshoe crab was a girl,” she said, immediately resuming her snore.

Salma deflated against the faux-leather. “My thirst can only be slaked by battle, then mead,” the slime protested.

Nick frowned. “How would you even drink mead?”

“I don’t know, but I could use a pick me up,” Tiffany said with another yawn. She glanced over at Nick, her grin turning lewd. “My last protein shot was like an hour ago. A girl needs to hit her macros, you know?”

“We’re almost there,” Nick said. “Something tells me the cops in this wing of Dixie wouldn’t take too kindly to catching Daisy Duke giving head from the passenger seat of the General Lee…”

A few minutes later, the exit for Chagrin Falls came up. Nick maneuvered into the right lane when Salma suddenly stiffened, letting out a cat-like hiss.

“Fuck!” the slime gasped. “Oh, this is fucked, Nick!”

“What’s wrong?” he asked, glancing around.

“Look at the road signs,” the slime bobbled. “Notice anything?”

It honestly took him a second. Highway signs stood at intervals, letting him know the Hellcat was driving down Interstate 81 and 77 at the same time. That wasn’t unusual; highways converged all the time.

What was were the cardinal directions.

They were on 77 North… and 81 South?

“Oh, this is so bad,” Salma groaned.

“What the fuck?” Grace had just woken up. “How can you be traveling north and south at the same time? I thought you people said my universe was the weird one!”

“It’s called a wrong-way concurrency,” Moira said, sounding troubled. “When two roads meet just so, you can technically be traveling north through one and south through the other. Or east and west.”

“There’s only two in the country,” Salma chimed in. “The other one’s right next to Oklahoma City, if you need an example of what kind of awful juju these things have. No wonder the government decided to set up a MKUltra sweatshop here.”

“It’s not MKUltra,” Nick said. “Probably.”

“It’s bad news,” Salma said. “I’m serious, we might wanna turn back.”

“Libusen was saturated with death magic,” Moira reminded them. “That didn’t stop you from helping me.”

“We’re going,” Nick said, pulling off the freeway.

“Your funeral.” Salma said. “Hey, do the Wardens pay out for a funeral if you get killed on the job?”

Nick didn’t dignify that with a reply.

The road wound through the trees, taking them over a bridge that looked like its last scheduled maintenance was during the Clinton administration. Up ahead, an oversized sign covered in red, white, and blue bunting read: WELCOME TO CHAGRIN FALLS! LET YOUR WORRIES FALL AWAY!

“Fourth of July decorations,” Nick remarked. “Isn’t it still May?”

“Perhaps they take patriotism seriously,” Moira suggested.

“They might,” Grace muttered, peering out the window as the Hellcat tore past the sign. “Or they might just be the kind of place that puts decorations up and forgets to ever take them down.”

The closer they got to the town proper, the more the bunting bloomed. Rows of 1950s style ranch houses greeted them, each with an American flag hanging from the porch. A roadside ice cream stand had a giant, grinning anthropomorphic cone sitting on top of it, surveying the town like a king on a throne. A church on the corner advertised a sermon about ‘not letting the past become a burden’ with one of those signs where each letter sits on its own individual square.

Faces (and one sensory nodule) pressed against windows as Nick drove into the center of town. Tiffany whistled through her teeth. Grace rolled her eyes.

“It’s a Norman Rockwell painting,” Moira murmured. “Someone’s done this whole town up like a Norman Rockwell painting.”

“Am I supposed to know who that is?” Grace asked.

“He’s like Banksy for boomers,” Tiffany said. “You don’t have Norman Rockwell in your universe?”

Grace shook her head.

Tiffany frowned. “What’s Lana Del Rey’s best album called, then?”

Grace answered without hesitation. “Born to Die, duh.”

“That’s not what I… fuck it, never mind.”

The Hellcat rolled past the post office, a library, a hardware store, and a bowling alley. Nick hadn’t spied a single brand name since they’d hit the town limits—everything here looked like vintage Americana. Like someone—or something—grabbed this place somewhere around 1953 and froze it in amber, like that mosquito from Jurassic Park.

“Salma’s right,” Tiffany said, sitting upright in her seat. “I hate this. I hate this so much.”

“You hate Norman Rockwell?” Moira asked.

Tiffany was already shaking her head. “I hate places that look like this,” she said, gesturing vaguely at the windshield. “It’s too clean. There’s always something sinister lurking underneath them.”

“Very Blue Velvet,” Salma chortled. “Very insightful, Tiff!”

“Oh, bite me.”

“Were you talking to me or to Nick?”

“Speaking of a bite,” Moira said, focusing their attention, “how about stopping there for some lunch?”

Up ahead at the next intersection was a diner, shining in the late-morning sun like a tin can. A sign above the door announced it as Tina’s. Nick wasn’t sure if it had been built to be “retro” or had just looked that way for decades—given the state of the rest of town, he would’ve bet the latter. The lot was gravel, and when Nick pulled in, the Hellcat ended up next to a Subaru with an ‘I HEART MY GRANDKIDS’ bumper sticker. He scooped Salma into his jacket as they made their way across the lot.

The place was surprisingly packed. The floor was checkerboard linoleum, and the booths were all red vinyl and shockingly well-preserved. The bar seating was all occupied. A jukebox in the corner played that old Merle Haggard song about Okies from Muskogee at a low volume.

“Holy hell, is that a cigarette vending machine?” Nick asked, staring. “I haven’t seen one of those since I was a kid.”

“Well,” Grace said flatly, scanning the room. “This is definitely not a Waffle House.”

“This is what a Waffle House dreams of being when it grows up,” Tiffany said. “Wow.”

A waitress smiled behind the counter in a dark-blue uniform and a name tag that read DOREEN. “Is it four of y’all today?” She asked, reaching for a stack of menus.

Salma vibrated against the interior of Nick’s coat.

“Yeah, uh—four regular menus, one kid’s,” he said, giving the slime a slight punch through the fabric. “Who knows, we might need it.”

The waitress didn’t seem the slightest bit put out by that. She led them to a booth near the back with a view of the field behind the diner. A small creek wound between the trees in the distance, with a couple of fishermen idly tending to their rods.

“Very smooth,” Tiffany said once the waitress took their drink orders and headed behind the counter to fill them. “We might need a kid’s menu?”

“Give me a knife,” Salma muttered from inside Nick’s coat. “I need a weapon!”

Nick frowned as the slime jiggled beneath the fabric. “Stop moving,” he whispered. “What the hell are you doing?”

“Bloodlust, probably,” Grace said. “You should have let her fight that hermit crab. This menu is way more complicated than the one at Waffle House…”

“Enemies everywhere!” Salma proclaimed in a muffled voice. “This place is crawling with them!” As Nick restrained her, the slime began humming something that sounded suspiciously like Ride of the Valkyries.

“What’s gotten into Salma?” Moira asked. The redhead frowned, looking worried.

“She’s probably about to go through another shift,” Nick said. “Perfect fucking timing…”

Doreen came back over with their coffee. “Did y’all get a good look at the menus?” she asked. Slowly her gaze moved back and forth across the table, as if taking them in for the first time. “Are you folks from out of town? Here for the parade?”

“Parade?” Tiffany asked.

Doreen’s eyes lit up. “Yes, the Founder’s Parade! It happens once a year on the anniversary of the town’s founding. People come from all over to see it! It happens right out there on Main Street!”

She gestured out the window at the quiet thoroughfare. Nick tried to imagine a whole crowd of people watching parade floats go by. Considering how sleepy this place was, it wasn’t easy.

“Huh,” Grace said. “And here I thought the big event in this town was watching paint dry.

Doreen laughed like that was the funniest thing she'd heard all week. "Oh, you are a pistol! No, ma'am, the Founder's Parade is something special. Floats, the high school band, and the fire trucks drive through with their sirens on! The whole town turns out. You really ought to stay for it.”

“Perhaps we will," Moira said warmly, in the voice she used when she wanted somebody to keep talking. "It sounds lovely. When was the town founded? And who founded it? I do love a bit of local history.”

Doreen's smile stayed exactly where it was. Her eyes, though, went somewhere else for a second—to Nick, she suddenly looked like a TV that had lost signal before reconnecting. Like the conversation had missed a step somewhere.

"You know," she said slowly, her brows furrowing together, "that's a really good question…"

A beat passed. Nick watched the waitress's face, his danger senses tingling in the back of his skull.

“Anyway,” Doreen finished, as if that settled it, and the light came back into her eyes all at once. "Anyway. Where are y'all visiting from?"

Nick glanced around the table to make sure everyone was seeing the same thing he was seeing. From the concerned look on Moira’s face, he could tell the older woman was worried. Tiffany and Grace looked a little less so—like this was just another bit of weirdness they’d hit since driving into town.

“Uh, we’re kind of from all around,” Nick said smoothly. “Pretty far out of town.”

"Some of us a little farther than others," Salma muttered from inside his coat.

Doreen blinked. "Beg pardon?"

"He's got a frog in his throat," Tiffany said, kicking Nick under the table. "Bad allergies. The pollen down here is wild."

"Oh, it is something fierce this time of year," Doreen agreed, instantly and completely satisfied. She tucked her notepad into her apron and beamed around the table at all of them, and for a moment there was something almost tender in it. "Well. However far you came, you're very welcome here. That's the nice thing about Chagrin Falls." She said it like a benediction. "We travel light. We don't let the past become a burden."

She topped off Grace's water (the goth girl had already downed half of it) without being asked and drifted off toward the counter, humming along with the jukebox.

For a moment, nobody said anything.

“She forgot to take our order,” Moira whispered. “Hmm.”

“That was weird,” Grace said, setting down her menu. "Was that just me, or—"

"It was not just you," Tiffany said.

"She didn't know who founded the town," Moira said. “Or when it was founded.” She had her hands folded on the table, and the easy warmth had gone out of her face.

"She works in the diner across the street from a parade celebrating the man. And she didn't know."

"Maybe she's just old,” Grace offered.

"She’s not that old,” Moira shook her head, pointedly not mentioning her own age. "Did you see her eyes? It was like watching someone try to read a sign in the fog."

Nick had seen it too, and he didn't like it. He'd been doing this job long enough to know the difference between a small town that was slow and a small town that was off, and Chagrin Falls had pinged the second meter the moment they'd crossed the bridge. The frozen-in-amber thing. The decorations in June. The church sign.

We don't let the past become a burden.

That felt very cult mantra to him.

"Are we all getting a weird vibe off this place," he said, "or am I just tired from the drive?"

"Weird vibe," said Tiffany.

"Weird vibe," said Grace.

"Profoundly weird vibe," said Moira.

"Finally,” Salma erupted, "Somebody gets it—!”

And then the slime, who had spent the last ten minutes building up a head of steam against the constraining tyranny of Nick's jacket, found a gap between two buttons and poured herself through it.

"Salma—shit—" Nick made a grab for her and missed. The slime rolled onto the table, scattering silverware and knocking Nick’s cup of coffee over, spilling it across the tabletop. Moira was up out of her seat, reaching for the slime, while Tiffany and Grace instinctively turned to block the familiar from the rest of the diner’s view. Not that they needed to bother. The place seemed strangely uninterested in what was happening at their table.

Something about that set Nick’s teeth on edge, even as he swore again and reached for Salma.

Before he could grab her, the slime suddenly stiffened. Its sensory nodule pointed towards the window overlooking the field.

“NICK!” Salma’s voice was loud enough to get two of the elderly men at the bar top to turn. “Bog monster! Twelve o’clock sharp!”

Nick turned to follow the line of her quivering nodule out the window, his hand already drifting toward the weapon concealed at the small of his back.


Chapter Three: Bog Grandma Blues


That wasn’t a monster. It was a… grandma!?

Nick’s hand was halfway to the pistol at the small of his back before his eyes actually focused on what Salma’s nodule was pointing at. When they did, he let it drop.

He blinked. “What the hell?”

Out in the middle of the field, shuffling across the grass like an extra from a George Romero movie, was an old woman. A rough-looking old woman.

Even with everything strange that was happening, Nick’s first reaction wasn’t wariness. It was concern. Even at this distance, he could tell the woman was not living her best life. Her hair was long, white and stringy, hanging in tangles around a puffy face that made him think of dough that had been taken out of the oven too early. She wore a shapeless floral housedress and a pair of slippers, like she’d stepped outside to get the mail and just… kept walking.

Was there a retirement facility somewhere around here this woman had slipped out of?

Or had someone dredged a body up from a nearby bog, put it in their grandma’s sleeping robe as some kind of sick joke and pointed it at the town’s main road?

“Oh dear.” Moira’s arm grabbed Nick’s shoulder. “Nick, that poor woman looks terrible. We need to help her. She…”

The redhead trailed off, worry lines appearing across her forehead. The fact that his primary magic user had stopped talking all of a sudden and was choosing instead to stare off into the distance should have pinged his danger sense something fierce, but at the moment he was more concerned with making sure the entire town didn’t start wondering why there was a giant talking boob sitting in the middle of their booth.

“Get back in my jacket!” he snapped, scooping up the familiar.

“Why are you people not assembling?” Salma demanded. “There is a monster that needs killing!”

“There’s no monster,” Tiffany said. “That’s just an old lady.”

“She does look kinda gnarly though,” Grace chimed in.

The woman shuffled a few steps closer. The noonday sun plastered a sweaty lock of snowy-white hair against her forehead. She turned slowly, facing the diner, a light breeze blowing her dressing gown around her pork-belly pale knees.

Something’s wrong with that woman, Nick thought.

“Excuse me?” Tiffany half-rose from her seat, gesturing at their waitress. “Ma’am, is that woman alright? She doesn’t look well at all. Maybe someone should bring her a glass of water or something?”

Doreen shuffled over, followed Tiffany’s gaze out the window, and broke into a warm, fond smile.

“Her? Oh, that’s just Miss Nobody,” she said, like she’d just noticed her best friend jogging by. “Must be out on her noontime constitutional. Regular as a Swiss watch, that one.”

Nick blinked. “Miss what?”

Doreen smiled like he’d made a slight faux pas. “Unfortunate name, isn’t it? Heck of a thing to be born into the world with. Elspeth Nobody; everyone around here just calls her ‘Elsie’. Town wouldn’t be the same without her.” Another chuckle. “She’s one of our oldest and most distinguished citizens.”

“I believe the first part,” Grace said flatly.

“Distinguished?” Moira frowned heavily, already halfway out of her seat. “The poor woman looks like she’s having a crisis—”

She sat back down. Her gaze returned to the menu.

It was the strangest thing. Nick couldn’t make heads or tails of it. Wasn’t she concerned?

“Town wouldn’t be what it is without Elsie,” Doreen repeated slowly, as if speaking to herself. “We all depend so much on her…”

Nick opened his mouth to ask what, exactly, the town depended on from a woman who looked more like a drowned scarecrow than one of Chagrin Falls’s elder citizens. The words were halfway to his lips.

Then they just… fizzled.

Nick blinked. And forgot what he was about to say.

It wasn’t like ordinary forgetting. He’d walked into plenty of rooms before only to immediately realize he had no idea why he’d entered in the first place—hadn’t everybody? — but this felt different.

Cleaner. Smoother.

Like a hand opened up a seam on his skull, reached into his brain, and plucked the words out so carefully it didn’t even disturb the neighboring neurons.

He sat there with his mouth slightly open, wondering what the hell he’d been thinking about, and followed the waitress’s gaze out the window.

The grassy field behind the diner was empty. Had been since they’d sat down.

“Sorry,” Nick said, clearing his throat. “What were we talking about?”

“We were talking about something?” Tiffany said, shaking her head with a smile.

“The parade, I think,” Moira said. Alone of the human members of the group, she still looked distressed—staring out the window with her brows furrowed, as if she knew something was wrong but couldn’t quite put her finger on it. “There’s a parade, yes? On the anniversary of the town’s founding?”

“You betcha!” Doreen said. “Is that what brings you folks into town?”

That was not what had brought them into town. Nick was having a hard time remembering exactly what had brought them to the sleepy hamlet of Chagrin Falls, as a matter of fact. Beneath his jacket, Salma was practically vibrating.

“Let me get y’all’s orders,” Doreen said, taking out a small pad and a pencil. “Have you figured out what you’ll be having?”

They hadn’t, but they managed to muddle through, anyway. Once Doreen committed all their desires to paper, she headed back behind the counter. The booth went quiet. Nick sipped his coffee, while Tiffany stole a sip of his water. Moira kept staring out the window like a woman trying to recall a bad dream.

They were all still sitting there when Salma’s sensory nodule stuck itself through a seam in Nick’s jacket.

“Hey.” The slime sounded calmer, which was a bad sign. “I’ve got a question. And I need everybody to think really hard about it before they answer.”

Grace blinked. Tiffany’s head slowly turned. “What’s wrong, Salma?”

Nick looked down at the slime.

“Am I,” Salma said, “the only one who remembers bog grandma?”

Four blank faces stared at the familiar.

“Bog who?” Tiffany frowned.

The nodule swiveled slowly from face to face to face. When she realized that no one at the table had the slightest idea what she was talking about, Salma seemed almost to deflate.

“Oh no,” the slime said. “Oh, that’s really not good. This isn’t some kind of sexy prank?”

“I don’t know anything with a ‘bog grandma’ in it could possibly be a sexy prank,” said Grace.

“You never know,” Salma mused. “Tiffany can be pretty desperate sometimes.”

None of them argued the point.

“Okay, it’s not a prank,” the slime continued. “Which means we’re all in a lot of trouble. And considering everything we’ve been through up until this point, that’s saying something—”

“Salma.” Nick squeezed the interior of his jacket a touch. “Get to the point. People are starting to stare at us.”

“Oh, it doesn’t matter if they stare,” Salma said. “You might as well roll me to the middle of the table, slap a piece of cheese on top of me and call me scattered, smothered and covered. These people aren’t gonna remember it.”

Moira gave a little start, as if she’d half-remembered something. “Why not?”

“Because,” Salma said, wriggling from the interior of Nick’s coat. “Bog grandma is a mnemophage.”

The table filled with confused looks.

“A memory monster?” Nick frowned. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

"Nick." Salma's tone held a note of warning. "There was a lady standing outside twenty seconds ago who looked like something Gollum would take home from the bar after one too many drinks. And now there's not a one of you who remembers seeing her. Mnemophage. Take it to the bank."

Both Tiffany and Grace looked concerned. Moira was more confused. "What is a mnemophage?"

Grace spoke up. "I'm assuming it's what they call an infovore in my universe. It's a monster that eats information."

"Memories?" Moira asked.

"Along with emotions, personality traits..." Grace trailed off, a barely perceptible shudder passing through her slender frame. "They're bad news. If Salma is right, then this town's in a whole hell of a lot of trouble."

"Of course I'm right!" the slime protested. "I'm always right!"

"Salma," Tiffany frowned. "You once told me a squirrel outside our hotel room was a secret government surveillance device from outside the Veil."

"It was moving erratically!" the slime protested. "Besides, this isn't like that at all! I know what I saw!"

“Salma, mnemophages don’t eat people,” Nick protested. “They haven’t for decades. Not since they discovered that digital information is just as nutritious as what gets scooped out of human brains. They’ve all migrated online.” He paused. “Even the ones who haven’t tend to cluster around server farms and data centers.” He made a show of glancing out the window at the bare field and slowly flowing creek. “Does this look like a center of industry to you?”

“Did Libusen look like the kind of place a drude would choose as her point to pierce the veil?” the slime shot back. “Did Happy Valley look like the kind of place that would be overrun with Bigfeet?”

“Bigfootsies,” Grace corrected automatically.

“And yeah, that last one kinda did,” Tiffany added. “To be fair.”

“We need to go full Memento,” Salma was saying. “Post-it notes, Sharpies to write things on your hands, voice notes. We’re going to be flying blind once Miss Nobody figures out who we are and what we’ve come here to do.”

“Her name is Nobody?” Grace asked. “Now I know you’re making this up.”

“Salma’s not making it up,” Moira said quietly.

All heads turned to her.

“Are you starting to remember something?” Nick asked. His stomach turned in a way that had nothing to do with the slowness of breakfast’s arrival.

Moira was already shaking her head. “No. But that’s not something Salma would come up with on her own. She’d insist the mnemophage was called something like Zagthor the Munificent or equally ridiculous.”

“Yeah! Yeah, I would!” Salma agreed. “Wait, hang on—”

“Damn it,” Nick sighed. “She’s got a point.”

Just then, Doreen arrived with their food, carrying multiple plates on one outstretched arm. “Giving you a nice, hearty Chagrin Falls welcome,” she said, placing them down with a grin before grabbing the coffee pot. “Y’all enjoy!”

The food, annoyingly, was excellent. Whatever else was wrong with Chagrin Falls—and Nick was pretty sure that list was going to be getting longer over the course of the day—Tina's knew its way around a flat-top griddle. Tiffany devoured an omelet that looked like it had been cooked for three, while Grace tore through her hash browns with the kind of focus she normally reserved for reloading a crossbow. The hard-fried egg atop Nick’s breakfast burger tasted almost good enough to consider revising his opinion of small towns.

"This is unfair," Salma grumbled from his lap, where she'd retreated to sulk. "Everybody gets to eat but me. I can't even drink the mead I was promised."

"Nobody promised you mead," Nick said around a forkful.

"Odin promised me mead, along with all of my sisters."

"Eat a sugar packet and shut up."

Conversation stilled as they ate. It almost looked like everyone had forgotten the strange incident with the woman in the field—all save for Moira. The redhead sat sipping her coffee, her food hardly touched, staring out the window with a pensive expression.

The next time Doreen drifted past for a refill, Moira caught her sleeve with a warm smile. "Could I trouble you for a pen, dear?”

Nick blinked. A pen?

“Of course, hon." Doreen produced one from her apron without a second thought. "Keep it."

"You're a treasure."

Moira took the top off of the pen and carefully sat it beside her plate. The writing instrument lay next to her spoon and knife, almost like an extra utensil. Nick would have asked about it, but Moira evidently chose that moment to stop worrying and start eating her brunch.

"Smart," Salma whispered, vibrating approvingly. "Finally, somebody's taking the Memento thing seriously—"

Out past the glass, in the empty field, something moved.

It was fast—just a smear at the edge of Nick's vision. He glanced up, his hunter’s senses sharpening, his eyes already moving to track the motion. Something was wrong—

Nothing was wrong. There was nothing in the field. There was a field, and a creek, and two fishermen who hadn't moved in an hour. That was all there had ever been.

Nick blinked.

He had the oddest feeling he'd been about to say something. Then he shrugged and dipped a fry in ketchup.

Tiffany polished off the last few bites of her omelet with a groan that was almost—but not quite—sexual. “Damn, I had no idea how much I needed that,” the blonde said, wiping her mouth with a napkin. “Whatever else happens in this town, we’ve definitely got a decent place to get grub—”

Moira gasped.

All of them turned. The redhead had just lifted her coffee cup and noticed something. The pen lay next to her plate, for all the world like it hadn’t been moved—yet something was written across her palm.

The words of a stranger. In her own handwriting, neat and even, the ink still drying on her palm.

“Oh no,” Moira whispered. “Oh dear.”

Tiffany stiffened. “What is it…?”

She turned her hand around and held it up for the table to see.

BOG GRANDMA, it read.

And just beneath it, underlined twice:

SALMA RIGHT.

Yeah. They were in big trouble.


Chapter Four: Total Recall


A quick Google search confirmed Chagrin Falls only had one store that sold office supplies: a place called the Virago Supply Company just off the main road. It was tucked between an ice-cream parlor and a place that sold the kind of dresses Carrie White might have worn to the prom, and it looked like it had been frozen in amber sometime around 1962.

A little bell tinkled as Nick opened the door. The interior was about the size of an upscale gas station, and the only employee on duty seemed to be a man standing behind an honest-to-God brass cash register dressed like he was ready to serve drinks to Wild Bill Hickok.

“Good morning, folks!” he said, taking in the motley group without the slightest bit of confusion. “Let me know if you need help finding anything!”

They didn’t. Everything at the VSC was front and center. The counter by the register had a rack of ‘penny candy’ that cost twenty-five cents. There was a soda fountain with a bunch of red-and-white paper Styrofoam cups near the back. There was, Nick noted with a sinking feeling, not one single item in the entire store that looked like it had been manufactured after the Eisenhower administration.

“Where are the brands?” Salma muttered from inside Nick’s jacket. “What is this stuff?”

“Bromo-Seltzer, apparently,” Tiffany said, picking up a packet off a nearby shelf. “Which is not going to help us deal with this monster in the slightest. What even is this stuff?”

“It’s great for headaches!” the cashier said from the front.

“Let’s pick up a couple,” Tiffany whispered. “It’s super old; it might have cocaine in it.”

Moira let out a groan from the rear of the store. “They have Post-it notes,” she explained, holding up a shrink-wrapped pack. “At least the generic kind. But I can’t find a single Sharpie in this entire store.”

“We need Sharpies,” Salma said. “Gotta have Sharpies.”

But the VSC did not have them. They had grease pencils, they had yellow legal pads—they had a set of fountain pens so ornate and awesome looking Nick thought about buying them just to have them before he saw the price tag. What they did not have were markers of any kind.

Except for a pack of washable ones with a cartoon duck on the front. Nick sighed and added them to the pile, just in case.

Grace came over and picked them up. “We’re going to war against a memory-eating swamp hag,” the goth girl said, a little of her natural brashness leaking out. “And we’re bringing duck markers?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Nick said. “Get it all. The legal pads, the pencils, the… the stupid duck markers. Anastasia will reimburse us for it later. I’ll put it on the company card.”

“You’ve got a company card?” Tiffany asked, arching an eyebrow.

“It’s a figure of speech.”

“Damn. I was hoping we could go lingerie shopping.”

Grace snickered. “I wouldn’t do that here, unless you want to look like an extra in the Amish Paradise music video.”

“You’ve still got Weird Al in your universe,” Salma noted. “Nice.”

The man behind the counter was more than happy to ring them up, pushing buttons on that incredible old cash register. Nick wondered what he would’ve done if they hadn’t had cash until he spotted a very tiny Square reader sitting on one corner of the counter. So not everything’s 1950s tech, he told himself. Good to know.

“You folks in town for the parade?” the man asked.

He said it so close to the way Doreen had that Nick did a double-take. “Maybe,” he said.

The man smiled. “That’s great,” he said. “Gonna be real special this year, I can tell. It’s just got a feeling around it, you know?”

“Sure, sure,” Nick said, glancing out through the shop’s windows. If any stringy-haired old women came walking by, he wanted to be ready. “I’m sure there’ll be cotton candy and sparklers and all kinds of prizes.”

“Oh, we travel light in Chagrin Falls,” the man said beaming.

Then he did something very strange.

His hand came down on Nick’s.

“Don’t let the past become a burden,” he said, his smile failing to reach his eyes. “All those awful, awkward things you’ve been through… you can set ‘em down here, young man. This is a good place for it. A good place.”

The hair on the back of Nick’s neck stood straight up. The stuff about setting down his worries was creepy enough. But that phrase, that thing about the past being a burden…

For a second, he hadn’t sounded like Doreen.

It was like they were both playing the same recording from a speaker hidden in their throats.

Nick got the supplies and got out, the rest of the group trailing behind. Out on the sidewalk, Salma took charge.

“Okay, rules,” the slime announced, motioning from Nick’s jacket for Tiffany to pick him up. The blonde did, cradling him in her arms after spending more than the necessary amount of time pawing at Nick’s abs. “Rule Number One: write everything down. The second something weird starts happening, you put it either on your skin, on a Post-it, or on one of these legal pads. Not in a minute. Not after you finish your sentence or your make-out session or nutting all over Tiff’s ass. That second. You feel the thoughts sliding, you slap those sons of bitches onto paper before they’re gone.”

Moira and Grace nodded. “What if we don’t notice it sliding?” Tiffany asked.

“Then you’re fucked, and you’d better hope somebody else notices,” Salma said, her nodule pointing straight up at the blonde. “Rule Number Two: I know I said write on whatever you can find, but trust me. Hands first. Legal pads get left in cars. Paper gets thrown away. Your hands come with you no matter what you do.”

“Unless you wash them,” Nick said.

“So don’t,” Salma countered. “Eat with utensils or whatever and refrain from jerking off until this is over.”

“They have pills for this in my universe,” Grace said.

Salma stiffened. “They have pills for jerking off?”

“Those are called Viagra,” Tiffany said. “Nick doesn’t need them—”

“For infovores,” Grace said, her eyes narrowing. “Mnestic drugs. They keep you from having your memories stolen. Anastasia can’t get us any of those?”

Nick and Moira shared a look. The redhead had no idea what Grace was talking about.

Neither did Tiffany.

“Looks like a no,” Grace rumbled. “Wonderful.”

“There might be something I can do to help us,” Moira announced. “But it will have to wait until we’re settled down for the night. Until then…” she gestured with her chin at her legal pad. “We see anything, we write it down so we don’t forget.”

“You know what would be great to have?” Tiffany arched her back, stretching as she tucked her legal pad between her thong and the waistband of her jeans. For a second, Nick got a flash of her stake-through-the-heart tattoo. “Those markers they use at clubs. The ones that show up under blacklight and take a couple days to fade away. You could totally still wash your hands with those.”

“I don’t know how comfortable I would be shining a blacklight over this group,” Moira said with a faint smile.

Back at the Hellcat, they all set about fulfilling Salma’s Rules One and Two. Nick took one of the silly duck markers and tested it on the palm of his hand, then wrote quickly. Nothing fancy. TOWN EATS MEMORIES. TRUST SALMA. DON’T LOOK AT BOG GRANDMA.

That last one was Salma’s suggestion.

“As near as I can figure, that’s the transmittal method,” the familiar explained once they were all seated in the automobile. “Mnemophages usually work slowly and over time—they ride you like a horse until you’re all used up, like a… a skeleton horse, I guess. For bog grandma to hit you that quick, she’s got to only be taking what you can give her. So, you don’t look at her, you don’t listen to her, you don’t even think about her if you can help it. We stay away from the old lady, we’re probably fine.”

“Probably,” Moira repeated.

“I’m a talking boob, not a textbook,” Salma admitted. “Also, I’ve never actually fought one of these things before.” Her sensory nodule shifted towards the front seat. “Have you, Nick?”

He shook his head. “If I have, I don’t remember it.”

“Har har.”

Nick glanced down at the words on his palm. “That wasn’t a joke,” he said.

The car went silent at that.

It kept gnawing away at Nick. Nothing Salma had said was definitive—the whole group was flying by the seat of their pants, moving completely off of vibes. They knew precious little, besides the fact that the town seemed to be forgetting things and a thing that presented itself in the form of a crone in a dirty housedress was the likely reason. And even that had to be taken on the word of a familiar who’d once tried to assassinate a squirrel.

Which raised an obvious question.

“Why don’t you forget?”

Salma jiggled. “Huh?”

“Everybody else in this town has a colander for a brain,” Nick said, putting the key in the ignition. “You saw ‘Miss Nobody’ and you remember it just fine. Why?”

The slime gave the Salma equivalent of a shrug. “Because I’m awesome.”

“Be serious.”

“I’m seriously awesome.”

From the backseat, Grace lifted a hand. “I think I might know this one.”

Nick glanced over at her. “Go for it.”

Her eyes met Nick’s for a moment, and the smile she gave him made him wish they’d run into significantly fewer obstacles since coming to Chagrin Falls and significantly more quiet alleyways.

“In my universe, infovores don’t do the whole computer thing. They feed on minds that are built a certain way. People who are, for lack of a better term, special.”

“Chosen?” Tiffany asked.

“People who can think the unthinkable,” Grace explained. “Which means those who’ve had dealings with the ultramundane.”

“The what?” Tiffany asked.

“It’s an old word for paranormal,” Moira explained in a quiet voice.

“Exactly,” Grace explained. “This whole town’s probably been getting acclimated to Elsie for years. We’re even more susceptible, because our brains are in exactly the kind of shape she likes to eat the best.” The goth glanced over at Salma on the center console. “But they don’t eat the ultramundane itself. They’re part of it.” She reached over and gave the side of Salma’s boob a little flick. “There’s nothing in there the thing knows how to read. Trying to scoop out Salma’s memories is like trying to eat soup with a fork.”

“So, it can only eat human memories,” Moira said, brightening.

“And Salma’s not human,” Tiffany beamed. “Salma’s our seeing-eye dog.”

The slime stiffened. “Seeing-eye… I am your war oracle, thank you very much! God, I wish I’d left my Valkyrie Mode fully up before we got to this town…”

Chuckles filled the car. It was a good theory. Clean, logical, and the sort of thing that made all the women in the car relax the tiniest bit. Even if the worst happened and the mnemophage managed to get onto all of them at once, it couldn’t affect Salma. She was bedrock. She’d pick up the pieces. They were safe.

Nick relaxed, too.

But he really, really shouldn’t have.

Because why had the slime lost her color so quickly? Her Valkyrie aspect had more or less completely disappeared the moment they entered the city limits. That never happened before a shift—it always waited until the shift itself had begun, and Salma’s next change wasn’t scheduled to happen for another few days.

He’d filed it away as something to ask about and promptly forgotten about it—in the normal way, not the magically enhanced one.

And now, mid-mission, it was unlikely to come up.

Unfortunately for them all.

“Okay, but here’s what I can’t stop thinking about,” Tiffany said as Nick pulled out of the parking lot. “What if it already ate something good?”

“Like what?”

“Like—okay, do not laugh,” the blonde said, turning in her seat. One hand went to her bare midriff like she not-so-secretly wished she could let it stray lower. “But, like, what if we had some amazing sex last night? World-class. And I discovered some brand-new kink I never had. And then that thing came along and just ate it, and it’s just gone, and now I’ll never know about it?”

There was a beat of silence in the Hellcat.

“I didn’t know there were kinks you didn’t have,” Grace chuckled.

“That’s exactly my point!” Tiffany twisted around in her seat, thrusting her pert rear in the air as she leered at the goth girl. “If there’s a new one out there, I want it! It’s mine!”

“You could write it on Nick’s hand,” Salma suggested. TIFF HAS SECRET KINK. INVESTIGATE.

“Thank you, Salma,” Tiffany giggled. “I might do just that.”

The Hellcat sped down the road. Nick tried to keep his mind on the drive.

It wasn’t easy.


Chapter Five: So Hot You’re Hurting My Feelings


The Golden Rim Motor Inn was neither golden nor situated on any kind of rim.

It was a low horseshoe of butter-yellow buildings on the edge of town with a faded neon sign proclaiming VACANCY and COLOR TV like the latter was some kind of luxury. The vacancy light was lit, and part of Nick suspected it had never not been lit. Only a handful of cars filled the parking lot, most of them belonging to employees.

But it was quiet, clean and—according to Yelp, at least—the only accommodations of note free of both bedbugs and hidden fees for miles in any direction.

The clerk had no trouble getting them set up for two adjoining rooms; he didn’t even ask them for ID. His spiel about feeling ‘welcome’ in Chagrin Falls and ‘letting go of the past’ was beginning to feel familiar enough now that Nick didn’t flinch when he heard it. None of them did.

That might have been almost as scary as the memory monster, honestly.

The rooms were small and clean. The televisions were in fact color, though both were the first CRT sets Nick had seen in probably a decade-plus. Each room had a Gideon Bible in the drawer and a cute little cross-stitch over the bed. One of them was a generic LIVE LAUGH LOVE, which prompted nothing more than an eye roll from Nick.

The other said YESTERDAY IS A CLOSED DOOR. No one commented on it, though nobody protested when Moira quietly took it off the wall and shoved it into the drawer with the Bible.

“Cool. I hate it!” Grace said, tossing her crossbow case onto the bedspread. “Let’s get unpacked.”

They opened the connecting door between the two rooms and propped it open with a chair, turning the two small rooms into one larger one. As they pulled their belongings out of the Hellcat (Nick using his inventory Tetris liberally where the vehicle’s trunk was concerned) and set them out in the rooms, Nick took stock. It didn’t take long.

“Does anybody else feel like this town is happier forgetting shit?” Grace muttered as she dragged Tiffany’s suitcase over the little bump on the motel door.

“Out of sight, out of mind,” Nick mused. “Literally, in this case.”

“Ignorance is not bliss,” Moira assured the group. She hadn’t moved much of the luggage, but as the unofficial (sometimes more official in the bedroom) Mom of the group, Tiffany and Grace were happy to do the heavy lifting for her. She’d taken up residence at the desk in one of the rooms and appeared to be doing something complicated with Doreen’s pen and one of her spell/recipe books. “It’s just ignorance. What you don’t know most absolutely can hurt you.”

As Nick pushed a case of weapons underneath the bed, he heard Moira let out a frustrated sound. When he glanced up, she had the pen against her wrist, and what appeared to be smoke gently rose from the surface of her skin.

“It’s not working,” she said when he caught her eye. “This is very bad, Nick.”

“What’s wrong?” he asked, coming over. Now that he was close, he could see marks—places where Moira had been working the pen across her wrist in spirals and runes, like she’d been trying to make a protective tattoo out of ink.

As it turned out, that’s exactly what she’d been doing. “There are sigils that improve memory,” she explained as Tiffany and Grace entered the room. “I’ve been trying several different ones—the ink in a pen isn’t as potent as what I put into a tattoo, but it should still do something. And it is—just not at all what I was hoping it would do. Look.”

As Nick and the others watched, Moira drew a protective sigil on her wrist, shading it in with the pen. No sooner had she finished, though, than the design immediately began to flake off of her skin. The ink turned to smoke, rising to the surface and dissipating in a thin plume.

“I take it it’s not supposed to do that,” Nick murmured.

Moira shook her head. “We need real protection,” she said, her voice taking on a steadiness that he instinctively trusted. “Not pen ink, and not marker. Not something this town can peel off of my skin the moment I’m finished making it.” She paused. “My gear is still stashed in your luggage, correct?”

It was—along with about a thousand other things that should not have been able to fit in the same bag. Nick gestured at the duffel bag in the corner of the room and nodded.

“I can give one of you a tattoo,” she suggested. “A true one—ink and magic, worked into the skin. A spell that might be strong enough to resist whatever the mnemophage is doing.”

Nick blinked. “I don’t know,” he said. “The ink’s flaking off. What if a tattoo does something worse?”

“I don’t know how much space you could find on me,” Grace said, holding up her arms. “Not a lot of room left at this inn.”

Tiffany nibbled her bottom lip. She had one tattoo—the one on her lower back, which Moira had put there for her at a different time and for a very different reason. A little stake through a little heart, with the name of the man she loved woven into it. It meant a lot to her.

“I can’t think of one I’d want,” Tiff said, her hand subconsciously straying to her tramp stamp. “And the one I’ve got… well, it’s kind of the one, you know?” She laughed nervously.

Moira could tell how this was going to go. She smiled, unbothered. “And you, Nick?”

Nick looked over at the duffle bag, thinking of a sigil that might help him fight the mnemophage. A permanent one. Which would be dead weight on his skin the second they crossed the county line for good.

And then about what might happen to permanent ink if it started to pull away from its owner the way Moira’s pen drawings did.

“I don’t really want a tattoo that’s only good for one job,” he said. “No offense to the artist.”

“None taken,” Moira said. She sighed. “It probably would have backfired, anyway.”

“Magic tattoos are off the table for now,” Tiffany said. “So, what’s Plan B?”

“Plan C, probably,” Grace added. “Salma’s legal pads are Plan A.”

Moira’s smile changed. Turned naughty.

“Plan B,” she said, “is Plan M.”

The atmosphere in the room notably shifted. Grace perked up, and a knowing smile spread across Tiffany’s face.

“Why, Mommy,” the blonde giggled. “I had no idea we’d earned another treat so soon…”

“No,” Salma said flatly. “Absolutely not.”

Tiffany frowned. “You’re normally chomping at the bit to watch me and Nick get freaky.”

“We are working.” More of Salma’s Valkyrie mode must have been hanging on than they realized, because the slime sounded more pragmatic than usual. “You drink that stuff and you’re all useless for hours. You’ll be a pile of milk-drunk idiots climbing Nick like a tree while bog grandma walks in and Hoovers out your skulls—”

“It’s not just the milk,” Moira said.

Salma fell silent.

“The milk is the fuel,” the redhead explained. “There’s a rite I can perform—some of Mater Lactea’s magic, intended to hold what’s precious in place.” She was already unbuttoning the top of her blouse. “There are many different kinds of healing. If I anchor us tonight, it may be that the monster cannot touch us. I’ll do it while you’re all open to me.” A smile. “While you’re full.”

Full of her milk, in other words.

“It may be,” Salma echoed. “May.”

“I’m a priestess, not a textbook,” Moira said, tossing back the words Salma used earlier. “And, to be perfectly honest, I haven’t fought one of these monsters, either. I’m just trying to give us the best possible chance here.”

Tiffany was already up off the bed. Of course she’d be the most eager to get started. “I’m in,” she said, like it wasn’t even a question. “But I’m ‘yes, and’-ing you, Moira. There’s something else we need to do.”

Moira looked at Tiffany, her expression filling with maternal warmth. “What’s that, sweet girl?”

Fuck, Nick never got tired of the way Tiffany just ignited when she was called that. “Nick treated the whole ‘secret kink’ thing as a joke. I’m not.”

Nick felt his eyebrows furrowing together. “I don’t understand—”

“If that thing can eat a good night, then I want to have a great one,” Tiffany protested. “And I want to find out every single thing I like before she can take a crumb of it.” The blonde grabbed one of the goofy duck markers off the table and twirled it between her fingers. “And I’m going to write all of it down. So I don’t forget.”

Nick snickered. “That’s not how kinks—”

“Salma’s rule number one,” Tiffany said sweetly. “Write everything down.”

And before Nick could stop her, she put a hand on his chest and shoved him back onto the bed.

He landed with a surprised sound, the blonde already climbing on top of him. She straddled his lap with a wicked little grin that made his cock twitch hard in his jeans. Her blonde hair spilled over one shoulder as she popped the cap on the marker with her teeth and spat it across the carpet.

Grace wordlessly moved Salma over to a windowsill. Moira let out a warm laugh, her fingers already working the rest of the buttons on her blouse. It never failed to blow Nick’s mind how much these women liked watching each other with him. Especially Moira. She had that whole “Mommy” thing going on with the girls—especially Tiffany—and he could already tell they planned on playing it to the hilt.

“That’s my sweet girl,” Moira purred, rising from her seat. She shrugged off her top, leaving her wearing nothing above the waist but a lacy black bra that was already straining to contain her slowly-swelling breasts. Beneath her waist, the womb tattoo above the apex of her sex was glowing brightly enough to be seen through the fabric. “So eager to get started. But we don’t have any bottled milk in the hotel room, do we?”

They didn’t. They’d consumed the last of it at the beach house before the drive.

“I don’t want the bottled,” Tiffany said, letting out a lusty moan. “I want to drink it right from the source, Mommy…”

Nick grabbed at the marker. “Mommy fetish,” he chuckled, one hand going to Tiff’s lower back. “I ought to put that one right across your tight little tummy…”

Tiffany giggled. “I already know I have that one,” she said.

“You don’t want to forget, though,” Nick growled, boring holes into her with his eyes.

She met his gaze and shivered with lust. “You’re right,” she whimpered. “You’d better make sure I have everything written down in case that awful thing makes me forget what I like…”

On the other side of the room, Grace had already kicked off her boots and was crawling into bed beside them, her eyes bright with anticipation. “Fuck yes,” she groaned. “I’ve been craving that milk ever since we left the Outer Banks.”

Nick was, too. It might be the only liquid he’d let himself get honestly addicted to.

And what an addiction.

Nick’s hands settled on Tiffany’s hips, helping her unbutton her Daisy Dukes as he looked over at Moira. The redhead was glowing visibly now, radiating that soft, maternal power that was Mater Lactea’s hallmark. The temperature in the room ratcheted up by several degrees as she channeled her magic, the humidity rising until their clothes felt intolerably sticky and stifling.

As they disrobed, Moira began chanting in a low tongue. Nick could never make heads or tails of anything she said in this condition, yet he felt as if he understood all the same. The redhead closed her eyes, whispering ancient words, her hands feeling for the catch at the back of her bra.

She didn’t make it in time. The magic took hold fast.

Moira’s tits swelled with a heavy, visible surge, straining the fabric of her bra. It held on with a valiant effort and gave up, snapping in three places at once as her breasts grew fuller and rounder than any woman’s could naturally be. Her nipples were already stiff and prominent, beading with droplets of rich, creamy milk.

Oh fuck. He could smell it. Nick’s cock was suddenly hard as a girder, throbbing against Tiff’s thigh.

“Oh my gawd,” Tiffany gasped. The blonde was down to her panties and was grinding slowly against the bulge in Nick’s boxer shorts, like she was trying to scratch a maddening itch between her legs. “Oh fuck, Mommy, please…”

Moira stood at the foot of the bed, her womb tattoo glowing like a campfire, squeezing her goddess-enhanced tits together. A thick streak of milk arced out, landing across Tiffany’s tank top and making the fabric cling transparently to her perky tits.

“Come here, good girls,” the redhead purred, crooking a finger. “Let Mommy take care of you.”

Neither of them needed to be told twice.


Chapter Six: Kink Codex


In a flash Tiffany was there, arching her back like a bow as she buried her face against Moira’s left breast and started to suck. Grace took the right, all her haughtiness and pretensions dropping away the moment that first gorgeous mouthful of Moira’s heavenly fluid filled her mouth.

Their eyes glazed over, pupils blown with bliss. Tiffany’s gaze went even glassier as she drank, her hips slamming down with the same rhythm as her lips as she slurped, little moans spilling from her as Moira’s fingers tangled in her hair. Nick could barely stand it—if he didn’t get inside of a pussy or a mouth soon, he was going to go off like a bottle rocket and add a bunch of cum to the milk dripping down both women’s chins.

Moira watched him with a knowing look, stroking the backs of the two younger girls’ heads like a madam with her two favorite courtesans. “Good girls. Keep going. Drink up every drop. Burn all that fear away—open yourselves to me—to my healing…”

Moira’s eyelids fluttered, her tits heaving, and Nick knew she was having an orgasm.

“Uh haaaah,” the redhead whimpered. “Oh fuck…”

Tiffany pulled off of Moira’s nipple with a wet pop, her gaze both a million miles away and focused on him like there was nothing else in the whole fucking universe. “Nick,” she groaned, the word rising up from her like it came from the bottom of a deep, blissful well. “I feel so good. I’m so fucking horny…”

Grace was already beside him, her dark hair and pale skin in his peripheral vision as she kissed his neck. “Everything’s all sparkly,” the goth girl groaned. “Fuck, I love this shit.”

Moira straddled him, lowering her heavy tits to his face. “Your turn, baby. You’re going to need your strength to satisfy all three of us…”

No man on earth could have resisted Moira with that smell in their nostrils and those gorgeous knockers in his face. Nick certainly couldn’t—he sat up, mouth latching onto Moira’s breast as Grace tugged down his boxers and Tiffany slid to his other side.

The first swallow nearly obliterated him. The world went white as rich, creamy, impossibly sweet milk flooded his system, leaving him high as a kite with no possibility of a hangover. Heat spread through his chest, his cock, his brain. Thinking slowed. Every inhibition—even the ones that occasionally still surfaced in the back of his brain, even now—felt distant and silly.

Why shouldn’t he fuck three girls at the same time? Why shouldn’t he write all of Tiffany’s dirtiest desires across her tits and pussy like the gleeful little whore she was and coat them in his cum?

Fuck, this milk was so good. Too good. He swallowed again, then again, spurting precum all over Grace’s fingers as she gave him a few strokes.

When he finally pulled back, glowing from the inside, Tiffany was naked. She looked like an All-American dream—the cheerleader every man dreamed of carrying home over his shoulder at the end of the big game and knocking up with a dozen kids.

“Markers,” Tiffany demanded, the word slurred with milk. “All of them. I want everything written on me before I forget a single thing I love.”

Moira grabbed the pack off the desk and handed them out. Nick ended up with a hot pink that stood out on Tiff’s skin like the sexy version of a sunburn, while Moira’s was black and Grace’s green. Somehow, they all stood out without fading or running—Mater Lactea’s magic, probably.

“Let’s see,” Moira purred, taking her time deliberately. Grace and Tiffany were already making out, the goth girl peeling off what little was left of her clothes as her bestie’s tongue explored her throat. “What do you love, good girl?”

Tiffany shuddered. “That,” she whimpered, only the whites of her eyes showing.

Nick got to it before Moira could. Just beneath her collarbone: LOVES BEING A GOOD GIRL.

Tiffany glanced down at it as Grace’s kisses reached her stomach and kept traveling lower. Fresh arousal dripped down her thighs as she read the words written on her skin. “Yes… oh fuck, yes I do…”

“Such a good girl,” Moira murmured, cupping Tiff’s chin. “Yes, you definitely have a praise kink…”

Grace’s face disappeared between Tiffany’s thighs as the blonde and Moira made out. The smell of sex filled the room, overpowering even the milk, and Nick’s thoughts turned to mush. Maybe overloading his brain with horniness would provide the protection they all needed against the mnemophage.

If not, well—it sure was a hell of a lot of fun.

Moira and Nick worked with the markers while Grace worked with her tongue. Tiffany gasped, filling the room with beautiful moans as she rocked her hips against the goth girl’s face, her gaze roaming everywhere as more words were written across her skin.

BI-SEXY, written across her stomach and kissed by Moira.

FUCKS IN PUBLIC, scribbled by Nick down one of her thighs as it trembled against the onslaught of Grace’s sweet little mouth. Nick was thinking of the alley in Libusen where he’d banged her brains out in the backseat of the Hellcat when he wrote that one.

Tiffany cried out, hips bucking, nails digging into Grace’s scalp as she came. The goth girl lapped up her juices, tongue swirling around her clit as she milked every last drop of pleasure from Tiffany’s tight, athletic frame. Nick and Moira were still writing as her body writhed and ragged gasps of bliss spilled from her.

FILM ME. COLLAR ME.

USE ME LIKE A WHORE.

Nick, thinking of her Velma outfit, wrote COSPLAY SLUT across her tits and Tiffany caressed it like it was the sweetest thing he’d ever said.

He pulled Grace to him and kissed her, tasting Tiffany’s juices on her tongue. Moira’s hand worked him to harder than full hardness, getting him ready for what undoubtedly came next. The goth girl pulled back with a giggle, looking at the mess they’d made of Tiffany like she was seeing it for the first time.

“Wow, that’s so hot,” she panted, her eyes devouring the pornographic words written all over her bestie’s body. “Fuck, you’re definitely never going to forget what a nasty little slut you are…”

“I’m a good girl,” Tiffany groaned, her voice dreamlike with afterglow. “Oh fuck, Nick, I’m so wet and tight right now!”

He knew she was.

Moira’s hands roamed over the younger girl’s body, pinching nipples and spreading her legs wider. “Tell us more, baby. What else makes that pretty cunt clench?”

“Nick does,” she whimpered, arching her hips. “Please, baby, I need to get fucked…!”

He couldn’t take it any longer.

Nick shoved her onto her back, barely hearing Moira’s cry of approval, and spread her legs wide. He buried his cock inside of her with one smooth thrust, bottoming out inside of her so hard the bed squeaked. Tiffany screamed in pure bliss, back arching as her soaked walls clenched around him like a fist.

Fuck. Fuck, she felt so incredible.

He bore down with a grunt, starting to pound her hard. The sound of skin on skin filled the room with a hard, steady rhythm, Nick’s dick pumping like a piston as he tried to fuck Tiffany right through the bed. Her moans told everyone exactly how much she liked it.

Grace shared a look with Moira, then straddled Tiffany’s face. The goth girl ground her dripping pussy against the blonde’s eager mouth, riding her while Nick fucked her brains out. Moira slid around to the other side of the bed, taking hold of her other funbag and pushing the nipple between Nick’s lips.

He drank. He drank greedily as he fucked Tiffany, the milk making every sensation more intense. Droplets fell onto his bare chest as he watched Grace ride his girlfriend’s face, the muscles of her back clenching as her perfect, round ass bounced up and down.

“That’s it,” Moira cooed, voice thick with maternal lust. “Fuck her hard and deep, Nick. Fill her up while she eats Grace’s pretty little cunt.”

Jesus, how was this even real? Tiffany looked like she wasn’t sure—she was lost, moaning desperately into the goth girl’s pussy as Nick railed her, rearranging her guts. He felt her walls grip him like a fist as she came, an orgasm hitting her like a thunderclap—then, thirty seconds later, another climax rolled like a boulder through her body, amplified by the milk in her stomach and the utterly filthy knowledge that she looked like a living pornographic white board: trembling, leaking, eyes glassy with milk-high and overwhelming arousal.

The writing on her skin smeared slightly with sweat, but every word stayed visible. Every kink, from road head to foursomes to being mommy’s good girl were etched on her for the whole world to see, a filthy testament to everything Nick and the others brought out of her.

Grace shuddered and squealed as an orgasm coursed through her, then the goth girl slid down Tiffany’s body, straddling her. She went up on all fours on top of her, so that her ass and pussy hung just a foot or so above the spot where the blonde cheerleader and Nick were joined. With a grunt, Nick pulled out of Tiff—and slammed himself hilt-deep into Grace.

“Oh fuck!” the dark-haired girl cried. “Holy shit, yes, pound me, Nick!”

Everything kind of dissolved around that point. The milk-high made everything hazy and perfect—he fucked Grace for a while, then pulled out and thrust every inch of himself into Tiff’s pussy, then switched off. Moira seemed to be everywhere at once: her breasts swollen with milk, her mouth sucking at her own nipples before passing a mouthful of sweet cream from her to them, her fingers squeezing and caressing and raking with her nails.

Nick’s first orgasm was deep inside of Tiffany, painting her insides with a load so thick and virile it would’ve knocked her up instantly without protective magic. When the second one built to a peak he pulled out and sprayed across her marked tits, letting Grace lick the blonde clean while he fucked her hard and fast from behind. He felt her cum again before he did, her black lipstick latched around Moira’s nipples and sucking greedily until she was getting filled with fluid from both ends at once.

Grace fucked, Nick had learned very shortly after he met her, like a dream—relentless and precise, her body doing things that were simply impossible for lesser women. She slammed herself back on him hard and fast, her abs flexing in the glow from Moira’s light. She didn’t need words written all over her. She didn’t need to scream Nick’s name even though he could tell she was doing it on the inside. The sounds she made were rough and involuntary, and he knew that if it weren’t for the magic coursing through him, he’d already be done, rode hard and put away wet.

When Grace came that final time she leaned over and bit his bottom lip hard enough that he tasted blood. She slid off of him like a woman dismounting a horse, grinning fiercely, joining Tiffany on the side of the bed.

“Your turn, Mommy,” the goth girl chuckled.

And then it was Moira.

Nick sat up against the headboard while she rode him, his dick disappearing all the way down to the balls every time she ground down, her massive tits pressed so hard into his face he was getting more milk than air.

It didn’t matter. It was incredible. It was everything.

As both of them charged towards their orgasms, Moira arched her back and began to chant. Tendrils of magic filled the room, swirling around all four of them as the final phase of the ritual took hold. He didn’t understand the words—none of them did, save for Moira. But he felt them land all the same.

The warmth. The protection. The love.

At the point of no return, he felt something vast and gentle envelop him, pressing into the soft meat of his brain and holding it, setting it deep and locking the door.

Moira came with a low, earthy cry, her thighs tightening around Nick’s hips. “Come inside me,” she begged, only the whites of her eyes showing. “Please, darling, please fill me! Pour out your offering to the goddess…!”

A moment later, Nick’s offering came thick and hot, the pleasure blinding him as he unloaded deep in Moira’s still-spasming cunt.

He held it there for a long time, the golden glow so bright that anyone standing outside the motel probably thought they had a fucking spotlight shining out the windows. Then both the pleasure and the magic ebbed, and the room went relatively dark. Four exhausted people curled up beneath motel sheets, too wrung-out to do much besides lie in each other’s arms.

“Did it work?” Tiffany mumbled, her eyes still glassy, her cheeks still burning with heat.

“We’ll know soon enough,” Moira murmured.

“We ought to get up,” Grace protested. “We should…”

She was out like a light. All of them were out like lights, one right after the other. Falling like sleepy, kinky, freshly-fucked dominoes.

The last thing Nick heard before he sunk off into unconsciousness was Salma’s voice, very quiet, over by the window.

“I’ll keep a lookout,” the slime assured them. “You rest.”

Nick managed to nod.

“Sheesh,” Salma muttered. “I sure hope that clerk didn’t hear any of that…”


Chapter Seven: Welcome To My Island


Nick woke to an unexpected darkness.

In his mind, it was morning—they’d stopped at the Golden Rim Motor Inn for the night and passed the hell out, obviously after several vigorous rounds of sex from the way his body felt. But the room was almost pitch black. Morning felt like a long way off.

Nick propped himself up on one elbow and checked his watch. Just after nine o’clock at night.

Oh. Oh shit.

Warm bodies lay all around him in bed. Over on the windowsill, the squat form of Salma snoozed quietly, the familiar’s sensory nodule slowly traveling up and down like one of those drinking bird toys. His mind felt clear—clear in the way that only happened after a belly-full of Moira’s special milk—and it didn’t take long for him to remember where they were and what had happened a few hours ago.

“Moira.” He rolled onto his side and shook the redhead gently. “Hey. We lost the daylight.”

Moira’s eyes snapped open.

She rose with a snort, as if realizing the error in real time. He watched her slip to the edge of the bed, ignoring both Tiffany and Grace with their limbs wrapped around each other. She didn’t bother going for her panties, or her (now destroyed) bra.

She grabbed a duck marker off the floor and went to the desk. Nick flipped on a light.

The others stirred as she settled into a chair and extended her forearm. She drew a sigil from memory: a complicated set of spirals and straight lines she’d been practicing on and off since they learned the nature of the threat they were facing. The one meant to shield them from the mnemophage.

He felt his heart skip a beat.

Moira finished the sigil and waited. It glowed faintly, the magic settling into her skin. One second. Two. Five seconds.

It was holding.

It held.

Moira let out a sigh like she’d been carrying something heavy for days and had just been allowed to set it down. “It’s working,” she said, showing the mark on her forearm to the group. “Whatever the mnemophage is doing to the town, the protective sigil is resisting it. It’s not crumbling or turning to smoke like the others.”

“Thank goodness,” Tiffany said. There was a beat, then the blonde looked down at her own naked body, covered in phrases like GOOD GIRL and AIM CUM HERE. “I mean, I would’ve hated to forget about all this…”

“You wrote AIM CUM HERE above your own pussy,” Grace observed, blinking.

“Nick wrote it. With an arrow.” If anyone expected Tiffany to have shame, they’d inevitably be disappointed. “It’s basically signage. Very professional.”

“Hey.” Salma’s voice sounded… raspy? “Just wanted you to know, after you tuckered each other out with your porn-and-dairy routine, we had visitors.”

The mood in the room changed in a heartbeat. Tiffany went from sex kitten to monster hunter so quickly it was staggering, and Nick was out of bed and reaching for his jeans before he’d consciously decided to.

“What kind of visitors?” Moira asked.

“The town kind,” Salma’s sensory nodule shifted from the window to the group. “A couple hours ago, three of them wandered into the parking lot. Then four more. Then… honestly, I’m not sure. It was a whole group. Like fucking Christmas carolers.”

Nick tried to picture an entire group of Chagrin Falls citizens standing outside their motel room. All of them doing… what? Just standing there, smiling?

Jesus. What a creepy image.

“Did they try to get in?” Grace had an edge to her voice.

“Nope—if they’d tried, I would’ve woken you up,” the slime said. “They just…stood there. Not knocking. Not talking. In the fucking dark.”

Nick and Moira shared a look. “That is damned unnerving,” he said.

“Agreed,” Moira said. “Could they have sensed the ritual somehow?”

“And then they just left,” Salma finished. “Except, and this is the most messed-up part, they all did it at the same time. Like someone rang a bell only they could hear. They just… lost interest.”

Tiffany was aghast. “Why the fuck did you not wake us up?”

“What, so you could beat up half the town?” The slime jiggled. “We don’t need that kind of smoke. Besides, bog grandma wasn’t with them.”

Tiffany opened her mouth to argue, then had a realization. “You didn’t want to fight them.”

“Huh? They’re not monsters, they’re townspeople. We don’t kill humans—”

“You’re supposed to be in Valkyrie Mode right now,” Tiffany said, frowning. “And you didn’t want to go smite something?”

A tremor passed through the slime that might have been a shrug. “Guess it’s my time of the month,” Salma said.

Something was up with the slime for sure. Nick made a mental note to figure it out later: right now, they needed to move.

Grace was already pulling her boots on. “We’re not safe here.”

“We’re not safe anywhere in this zip code,” Nick said. He slid his pants on and found one of the VSC’s duck markers protruding from the pocket. As he dressed, he found the TRUST SALMA, DON’T LOOK AT BOG GRANDMA still faintly written across his palm and traced it over, re-darkening the lines. Even with Moira’s protection spell, it couldn’t hurt to be careful. “Which is exactly why we’re done sitting around. We should’ve touched base with Anastasia’s contact hours ago. We should’ve been out looking for that podcaster.”

“We’re safe from that mnemophage now,” Tiffany said, her gaze traveling to the sigil drawn on Moira’s wrist. “The ritual worked, Nick. She probably would’ve eaten our brains if we didn’t call on Mater Lactea.”

“Speaking of which,” Moira said, holding up the marker. “Each of you, one after the other. You need the same sigil I have. After that, Nick is right—we need to go find the one man in this town who’s supposed to have some answers.”

“Assuming he’s even still alive,” Grace grumbled.

Moira drew the same protective sigil on Tiffany, Grace and Nick’s wrists. None of them flaked off or turned to smoke, which Nick took as a very good sign.

“Bring whatever weapons you think you might need,” Nick said. “Better to have them and not need them than the other way around.”

Nobody jumped out at them from the shadows as they got into the Hellcat. Nick cut on the headlights and they drove off into the night.

Chagrin Falls felt different after dark. Those were the only words he could put his feelings into. By day, the place was a Norman Rockwell painting—with the sun down, it was more like a half-finished Rockwell, or one of those disturbing liminal portraits where it feels like there’s someone standing just outside of the frame. Porch lights burned over empty rocking chairs. An abandoned sprinkler system ticked quietly back and forth across a darkened lawn. A child’s bicycle lay on its side at the mouth of a driveway where someone had simply walked away and forgotten it.

All the windows were dark. The town felt empty in a way that set Nick’s teeth on edge.

“This is so David Lynch,” Tiffany murmured, her face close to the passenger-side window as they passed silent houses and drove down empty streets. “Small-town America with something dark and sinister lurking underneath of it.”

Nick thought about Doreen, untroubled, unable to name her own town’s founder. About the man at Virago Supply putting a hand on top of his and promising him peace.

About a dozen grinning strangers standing in a motel lot in the dark and all walking away at the same moment.

“No,” he said, shaking his head. “That’s the thing. I don’t think these people have anything lurking. I think the mnemophage ate it all.” He grimaced. “This is what happens when you’ve been hollowed out from the inside. There’s no issues, no neuroses—not even any secrets. Nothing’s left but a bland, smiling face with nothing underneath it.”

There was silence in the car for a long moment.

“Okay but that is totally David Lynch,” Tiffany protested. “You basically just described the end of Twin Peaks. The third season, not the original two.”

“Twin Peaks has five seasons,” Grace said.

Tiffany blinked. “Man, I’ve really got to visit your universe sometime.”

The Graves place sat alone at the top of a long private drive, on a hill that overlooked the whole town. It was an enviable piece of real estate, and the little grid of perfect glowing streets looked even more like a model train set from this high up than they did when you were driving through it. It was a handsome old white farmhouse with a wraparound porch, smoke curling from the chimney despite the warm weather. Two cars sat in the driveway: a mid-tier sedan and a beat-up pickup truck, both of which looked like they’d seen better days.

Nick pulled halfway up the drive and killed the engine. For a moment they all stared. The windows were dark, just like in the rest of the town.

“This the place?” Grace asked.

Nick nodded. “Anastasia gave me the address. James Graves—probably goes by Jim if I had to guess—ex-spook, knows about the Veil, missed two check-ins. Closest thing this town has to a custodian.” Nick paused. “Considering what’s going on, he’s doing a terrible job of it.”

Grace snorted. “You think he’s alive? After missing two check-ins?”

Tiffany had managed to wipe away most of the marker they’d scribbled on her with, but a tiny bit of pink was still visible beneath her shirt collar. “He might’ve just forgot.”

That would’ve been funny under other circumstances.

They climbed the porch steps, weapons concealed but at the ready. There was no telling what they might be getting into. Nick knocked. Waited.

Footsteps inside. “There’s someone in there,” he whispered.

“Let’s hope it’s him,” Salma muttered from inside his jacket.

A light flashed on over the porch. The deadbolt turned. The inner door swung open.

It was not Jim Graves.

It was a young blonde woman in a flannel shirt three sizes too big for her. Despite the late hour she held a cup of coffee in one hand, and her hair was tied in a utilitarian ponytail. She stared at them blankly from the other side of the screen door, dark circles under her eyes.

Oh, holy shit, Nick thought.

He knew that face.

He’d seen it on No Stone Unturned’s Spotify page.

Tiffany got there first. “Well would you look at that!?” the cheerleader chuckled. “Mission accomplished. Let’s grab her and get the fuck out of here.”

Erica Stone stood in the doorway. The podcaster they’d come to Chagrin Falls to find: the one who’d promised a Friday expose about the creepy town that never came. She stared at Nick, his friends, and the thing peeking out of his jacket.

She didn’t jump into his arms, she didn’t cry, and she didn’t thank God she was being rescued.

She just studied him with the flat, cracked-out calm of someone who’d stopped being surprised by life itself at some point in the last few days.

Then she turned. “Jim!?” she shouted, staring into the darkness. “Your friends are here!”

Friends? Nick thought.

Moira stepped forward. “Miss Stone, I’m so relieved to see you. We were asked to find you and get you out of this town. You might not understand this right now, but you’re in terrible danger…”

Erica laughed. “Believe me, I know,” she said, taking a sip of the coffee. “I might not remember much right now, but I definitely remember that.” She jerked her head back. “Jim!”

Behind her, from somewhere deeper in the house, a man’s voice called out. “Let ‘em in, Miss Stone. They came a long way.” A pause. “And shut the door behind ‘em quick. She’s more active at night.”

Nick didn’t have to ask who she was. He meant the woman none of them (save for Salma) could remember seeing.

“Alright then,” Erica said, stepping aside. “Come on in. Let’s make introductions.”

Nick glanced over his shoulder as the rest of the group entered. Only now did he make the connection: the beat-up truck and the sedan sitting in the driveway. The former must belong to Graves. And the latter was Erica Stone’s podcast-mobile.

“Are you okay?” he asked the blonde as he stepped inside.

Erica snorted. “I’m missing most of the last week, the nice old man who pulled me out the clutches of that thing says it’s gonna get worse before it gets better, and he seems really eager to meet whoever Anastasia finally bothered to send.” She paused. “So, I guess me being okay mostly depends on whether you people know what the hell you’re doing.”

“We’re experienced,” Tiffany assured her.

“You said it had you in its clutches?” Moira sounded alarmed. “The mnemophage?”

“I’m back here,” came Graves’s voice. He sounded like he ought to narrate Westerns for a living: his voice was calm, twangy, and had just the right amount of gravel in it. “In the kitchen. There’s more coffee if anybody wants it. Anastasia’s people generally always want more caffeine.”

James Graves sat at the kitchen table with a cup of coffee by one hand and a revolver sitting by the other. He was older than Nick expected, but he looked like he’d been the high school quarterback fifty years ago: he still had a surprising amount of muscle and his beard and hair had yet to go fully white. Something about his eyes reminded Nick of men who’d done very bad things—and done them calmly and without second thoughts.

Tiffany and Grace froze behind him, seeing the gun.

“We’re going to need to make this fast,” Graves said by way of introduction. “I don’t know how much of this you’ll remember in the morning. Now that Elsie’s got a taste for what this town can really give her, she’s hooking on with her jaw and not letting go. Newcomers probably taste better than the people she’s sampled before—”

Moira entered the room behind Nick. “We’ve neutralized the mnemophage’s effects,” she said.

Graves’s gaze shifted to Moira’s sigil. Then to the identical ones sketched across the team’s wrists. “Huh,” he said, sitting up a little straighter. “That’s actually holding. Good for you.”

“Thank you.”

“It won’t last,” he added.

Moira did a double-take. “I think you underestimate Mater Lactea.”

Graves rose from his chair with a grunt. “Come on,” he said, taking the cup of coffee and tucking the revolver into his pocket. “You won’t believe a word of any of this standing in my kitchen. Nobody ever does.” He grabbed a heavy ring of keys from a piece of cork board hanging on the wall. “It’s easier to show you the problem. Miss Stone, you stay up here. You’ve seen this once—no need to put you through it again.”

“Yeah, hang on a second,” Grace said, holding up a hand. “Just what the fuck is going on here? Anastasia told us you went MIA, and that this podcaster lady vanished without a trace. And now it turns out the two of you have been here the whole time? Together?”

“Yeah, that’s weird,” Tiffany added. “What, are you two shacking up or something?”

Graves chuckled. Erica didn’t laugh.

“Nothing like that,” Graves said. “Come on, we’re wasting time.”

They left the room. Erica didn’t argue with Graves—more than anything, that set Nick’s teeth on edge. She said she’s missing most of the last week, he thought. And that things are going to get worse before they get better.

Graves led them past the pantry and down a set of cellar stairs. At the bottom was a door that absolutely did not belong in a 1950s farmhouse. It was thick as a bank vault, with both a keypad and an old-school lock, like whoever designed it didn’t fully trust one or the other and went with both just to be safe. Graves handled both, and the cellar filled with the sounds of hydraulics sighing.

The door slid open. The air on the other side was cold and smelled like ozone and chemicals.

Behind it lay a long, well-lit corridor lined with cells.

“Welcome to my island,” Graves said. There was no humor in his voice at all.

He led them into the corridor. Nick’s head moved on a swivel, his danger sense going off the fucking scale. Each of the cells had thick doors, with glass panels he felt certain were immune to both bullets and all sorts of more esoteric weapons, and all of them were occupied by something.

Not a who. A what.

One was full of black liquid that lapped against the glass like a living thing, moving though nothing had touched it. The next cell had a child’s chalk drawing on the back wall that Nick was fairly certain hadn’t been there a second ago. One was completely empty, but empty in a way that made looking at it hurt. Tiffany made a small noise as they passed that one and shaded her eyes with a hand, giving Nick a distressed look.

Most of them had cards next to the doors, covered in tiny, clinical handwriting. Like art exhibits—or patient charts. Names. Intake dates.

Nick leaned over and glanced at one. The date on that cell was almost as old as he was.

“Holy shit,” Grace said, looking around the chamber with more familiarity than the rest of the group. “This is a containment site, isn’t it?”

Graves cocked his head to the side. “You recognize the setup, don’t you?”

Grace was already nodding. “This is the local version of something they’ve got where I come from. Long story.”

“Might be less long than you think,” Graves said.

“How long has this been here?” Moira asked.

“The site? About a half-century.” Graves walked the row like a man checking on livestock. “I’ve been here about a decade—you could call it my retirement present. Used to have help. I was head of a whole little outfit. A manager, if you can believe that.”

Nick could. “What happened? They die?”

Graves turned, a funny expression on his face.

“They forgot about me,” he said with a thin, mirthless smile. “Don’t that just beat all?”

He stopped at the next to last cell. Unlike the others, this one had furniture—it looked more like someone’s sitting room than a prison cell. There was a small bed, a rocking chair, a basket half-full of knitting, a little portable TV showing static—and something that did not make the slightest bit of sense to Nick or anyone else in the group.

A rack of servers.

A squat gray tower of them, practically bolted to the wall. They made a low humming noise, their fans running and every light on the sides blinking green. Cables ran between them, some of them disappearing into the wall.

“Hell of a place to set up your wi-fi,” Tiffany ventured.

“This is hers,” Graves said, gesturing at the little sign next to the cell door. “The one the town is so fond of. Miss Nobody.”

Nick glanced at the placard. He wasn’t sure why he expected it to actually say ‘Elspeth Nobody’ on it, but it obviously didn’t. Written at the top along with a small fact sheet and intake date were the words CLASS IV MNEMOPHAGE - X-49232.

The cell was empty. No bog grandma stood waiting inside.

“As you can tell,” Graves said, “she’s obviously not at home.” He stared at the empty rocking chair for a long moment. “Elsie doesn’t stay in her box these days. That’s the whole problem, really.”

He went on to explain, staring at the little room and the rocking chair all the while. The look he gave both as he spoke was the look of a man explaining the workings of the copier he’d hated at the office ever since getting his job.

“Unlike most of the stuff we’ve got in the See-Eff-Two, you can’t cage Elsie. She’s not a person—she’s more like an idea. Bars don’t mean anything to a non-physical entity.”

“See-Eff-Two?” Tiffany asked.

“Chagrin Falls Containment Facility,” Graves said. “Makes the place sound a lot more important than it is—it’s really just a glorified basement—but that’s the official designation. CF/CF, or CF2.”

Nick didn’t really care what he called it. “If the cell doesn’t work, then how did you keep her in there?” he asked.

Graves gestured at the computer. “I fed her,” he explained.

“A computer,” Moira said, peering through the glass. “You talked about these things clustering around data centers earlier, didn’t you, Nick?”

“Mnemophages eat information,” Graves said. “Hungry ones go out on the hunt—satiated ones stay slow and fat. Content.” He nodded at the servers. “I set them to churn out an endless river of junk food for our girl. Blogs, Reddit threads, social media posts… you know, garbage. Terabytes of the stuff, downloaded and redownloaded in a never-ending loop. All the potato chips you can eat, for all eternity.”

“An endless doom scroll,” Tiffany snickered. “Clever.”

“It’s a leash,” Grace said softly. “You’ve got her on a leash.”

“Had her on a leash,” Graves corrected. “It snapped a while back. She’s been wandering, getting her food from the town. On some level, I can’t blame her—I’m the one who’s been glutting her with garbage for years. But she’s discovered that real memories taste better than fake ones—”

“A while back?” Nick’s hackles rose. “How long has this been going on?”

Graves sighed. “Too long. It’s my fault. I let it get out of control. I should’ve stopped this when I had the chance.”

Nick waited.

“A few years ago, I… I put her to some use,” Graves explained. “It was a violation of protocol, and I shouldn’t have done it. There was a terrible car accident—some kids coming back from the senior prom were killed. The town was hurting, and the families… if you could’ve seen the way they were crushed, the absolute hell they were going through…”

The implication hit Nick like a splash of ice water in the face. “You let the mnemophage eat the memories.”

There was something wrong with that explanation, something that stunk. Under other circumstances, Nick would’ve questioned it further, but all of this was far too weird. And the anger provided clarity, as deceptive as it was.

“I couldn’t not,” Graves said. “It was supposed to be a one-time thing. I couldn’t let…”

“Let the past be a burden?” Moira asked, her expression hard. “That’s become quite the slogan around here lately, hasn’t it?”

“You don’t know the half of it,” Graves’s jaw worked. “The town started loving her. I don’t know who started that “Miss Nobody” thing, but it caught on like wildfire. Before I could stop it, she was everywhere. And she knew just how to play it.” He paused. “She wasn’t eating their brains. She was taking the stuff they wanted taken.”

“Like what?” Tiffany asked.

“Bad memories. Awkward ones—like that time you accidentally told your teacher ‘I love you’ right before leaving for summer break. Dates that went bad, times people put their foot in their mouth. Elsie ate them all.” He paused. “On some level, I think the citizens of Chagrin Falls knew what was happening. At least at first. The trouble was, they liked it. They were happier without those memories, healthier. They started treating what she does as a gift instead of a curse. I let it go on for too long. Now I can’t stop it, because they won’t let me stop it.”

“Let you?”

He met Nick’s gaze evenly. “They start doing the Children of the Corn thing yet?”

Nick thought about Salma’s story. About a dozen townspeople standing outside of their motel room, grinning and silent.

“Yeah,” he said. “They have.”

“They do it to me, too,” Graves said. “And your podcaster.” He nodded back up the stairs. “I pulled Miss Stone out of a ditch with most of a week scooped clean out of her skull. Lucky I got to her before there was nothing left to eat.”

Grace crossed her arms under her breasts. “Pulled her out how? You can’t un-eat a memory.”

“No, but you can shore up what’s still there,” Graves said, crossing over to a steel cabinet on the opposite side of the hall. “Human brains are remarkably flexible things. Particularly when aided through chemical enhancement.”

He pulled out a slim metal case. Inside, nestled in foam, were a dozen small vials of glowing green fluid and an auto-injector. The labels were written in a language Nick had never seen before.

But Grace clearly had. “Oh fuck,” she said, her eyes lighting up. “You’ve got mnestics!”

“You’ve heard of these?” Graves looked a little surprised. “There’s a hell of a long story behind how I got these—”

“The people you work for sourced them from an alternate universe,” Grace said without preamble. “It’s my universe.”

Graves blinked. “Hell. Anastasia really did send you people for a reason, didn’t she?”

“Wait.” Tiffany held up a hand. “You have anti-mnemophage drugs and you didn’t tell us before now?”

“That’s another had situation, unfortunately,” Graves said. “I’ve got maybe a dozen doses left and no way to make more. The supply chain’s dried up. They’ll hold a mind together in a pinch, even with a Class IV like Elsie gnawing on it. But they don’t last long, and they cause some hellacious side effects.” He closed the case. “They’re a temporary vaccine. Not a cure. I’m telling you about them now, so that nobody gets cute about it later.”

Nick filed the information away. “So, what do you actually need from us?” he asked.

“Help me get her back in her cage,” Graves said plainly. “We hook her back up to the endless dopamine drip, the town gets to keep all the bad stuff they let themselves forget and hang on to what they’ve still got, and Chagrin Falls goes back to another sleepy little town. End of story.”

“Those people have lost a great deal more than just a few awkward memories,” Moira protested. “They’re not alright. They need help, not the status quo.”

“I’ve got a better idea,” Nick said. “She’s not really a person, right? Then we kill her. You won’t have to worry about any more jailbreaks after that.”

For the first time since they entered the basement, Graves looked genuinely afraid.

“You can’t,” he said. “Trust me, it’s been tried. You can’t shoot an idea. You can’t turn a flamethrower on it and burn it to cinders. The only thing that even slows a Class IV down is feeding it, and that’s kinda like the advice they give people about sharks: ‘You don’t have to swim faster than it, just the people you’re with.’”

Down the corridor, in the cell filled with black fluid, something pressed a pale handprint against the glass from the inside before disappearing. Nick shuddered.

“They’re getting antsy,” Graves said without turning to look. “They see one of their kind walking free, they figure ‘why not me, too?’ We’re gonna have a full-on containment breach if we don’t get Elsie back in her cell.”

“Fuck,” Tiffany said. “Okay, killing’s out. So, what do we do?”

“We track her down,” Graves explained. “First light. Before the parade. All of you doped up on mnestics so you don’t forget what the hell you’re doing halfway through. We bag her, we drag her back to the CF2, we hook her up to the servers.”

Nick didn’t like it. It sounded deceptively simple. Also…

“The parade? That’s not until next week.”

Graves snickered. “Oh no. It’ll be tomorrow. The town’s already forgetting that it was never supposed to be anything other than tomorrow. Elsie’s got your scent now, which means she’s going to want to move sooner, rather than later. She’ll want as many people as possible out and about when she does.”

“Why?” Tiffany asked.

“Because,” Graves said. “You folks keeping me safe from Elsie isn’t going to be the hard part. I’ve dealt with her before. You see…”

Suddenly it all made sense. The waitress. The clerk at the general store. The welcoming committee outside their motel room.

“It’s the town we’re going to have to contend with,” Graves said. “They love Elsie. They don’t want to let the past become a burden. Which means they’re probably going to try to kill you the second you touch her.”


Chapter Eight: Way Too Easy


The next morning, Chagrin Falls was transformed.

The break of dawn shouldn’t have filled Nick with such a sense of foreboding. But the town shouldn’t have been flying their Fourth of July decorations in the middle of fucking May, and yet Chagrin Falls was managing that just fine. The view from Jim Graves’s porch revealed that the sleepy hamlet’s citizens had been busy overnight, stringing up bunting and throwing up as many signs about ‘traveling light’ and ‘not letting the past be a burden’ as there were about loving America. Somewhere in the distance, the high school marching band was already tuning up—a few stray notes carried on the wind, practicing for a parade that, as of yesterday, hadn’t been scheduled to happen for another week.

“They really did it,” Tiffany said, leaning on the railing. “They got the whole thing moved up just for us, the way you said they would.”

“Told you.” Graves came out onto the porch with a thermos of coffee in one hand and the slim metal case from his makeshift containment facility in the other. “Nothing she loves more than a crowd. Today’s gonna be a big day for this town.”

“Hopefully the last big day for some time,” Moira said.

Graves let out a non-committal grunt. “We should get started. She was probably feeding last night while the townsfolk slunk around getting all those decorations set up. She’ll be sluggish now. She won’t later.”

He said the case on the porch rail and opened it. The little green vials gleamed up at Nick, ensconced in their padding. Mnestics, he thought, swallowing hard. Drugs from another universe. Grace’s universe—or at least one enough like hers that the principle is the same.

His gaze traveled to the protective sigil Moira had drawn on his wrist. It hadn’t flaked a bit, though the ink had faded a touch over the last twelve hours or so. If Moira’s magic was still keeping them safe, did they really need the drugs? What if alt-universe medicine had side effects they weren’t prepared for?

Graves takes them all the time, Nick reminded himself. Besides, we need all the help we can get.

“Roll up your sleeves,” Graves said, loading the auto-injector with the first vial. “This is going to hurt.”

“We’re not afraid of a little pain,” Tiffany snickered.

“Not physically. Emotionally.” Graves looked at the vial, his expression turning almost wistful. “It’s kind of like seeing your life flash before your eyes, except not as fun. For a few hours, you’re going to remember just about all of it.” He gestured with his chin towards the town. “Especially her.”

That was the point, Nick figured.

He took the first shot. The auto-injector hissed against his bicep, and for a moment nothing happened. Then the drug hit him like a slap in the face and the world dissolved.

Oh fuck. Memories flickered through him in fast-forward, almost too fast to catch. The pattern of light and shadow across the ceiling of his childhood bedroom, back when it took him hours to fall asleep each night. The cheap perfume of the girl he’d lost his virginity to senior year of high school, worn the night the two of them passed third base for the first time in the back of his car and made it all the way to home plate.

Then the EMT job. All the rescues, the last-minute saves, the thank-yous from patients being transferred from the ambulance to the emergency room—and the ones who stopped speaking on the way there and would never open their mouths again. The night one of his patients turned out to be a succubus and nearly killed him, introducing him to Salma in the process.

All of it washed over him with a clarity so sharp that reality briefly doubled. He slumped against the porch rail, blinking rapidly, willing his heart to stop beating quite so fast.

By the time he recovered, Grace was shuddering. The goth girl took the shot stoically, though her hands trembled as she gripped the rail. Tiffany murmured “oh, that’s a lot” as the mnestic took hold and stayed remarkably quiet and still the whole time. Moira cried silently, tears streaming down her cheeks.

Graves injected himself when they were done, then closed the case and handed it to Erica the podcaster. “That’s five doses,” he said, his tone of voice letting them know what he thought of burning almost half his stash. “Should hold until after we get Miss Nobody back in her cell.” He glanced at the sigil drawn on Nick’s wrist. “Don’t trust the witch-marks over the medicine. They held last night. Doesn’t mean they’ll hold in an up close and personal fight with Elsie.”

“You’re a very reassuring man,” Moira drawled.

“I’m an alive man,” Graves countered. “Reassurance doesn’t come into it.” He turned to Erica, his expression gruff. “Miss Stone, you stay put. Lock the door behind us and get ready to open up CF2 when we get back.”

Erica didn’t look happy about this in the slightest. “I’m a journalist. This is the biggest story of my entire career and you want me to sit here alone?”

“You’re a podcaster with no field training whose memories of the last week got turned into shredded cheese,” Graves countered, not unkindly. “If this goes how I think it’s gonna go, the last thing we’re gonna need is someone who can’t defend themselves.” He smiled. “Besides, I need you to be ready. You’re part of this, too. You help us get her into the cell, and you make sure none of those other cells open while we’re gone.”

“Fine,” she harrumphed. “But you’re all letting me interview you when this is over. I owe my listeners the second part of this story. I’m not letting you wriggle out of that.”

“And I told you I have no desire to try,” Graves said, his tone telling Nick they’d had this discussion more than once. “You’ll get your story, Miss Stone. Be ready.”

She locked the door behind them as they left. The group made their way to the Hellcat and drove towards the city center, trying their best to ignore the sounds of a town getting ready for a hastily-rescheduled parade. Nobody spoke.

They’d just pulled into a parking space on Main Street along the planned parade route and hopped out of the Hellcat when Nick saw her.

The strangest thing was that, for him, it was the first time he’d seen her. The mnemophage had eaten the memory of every other time they’d run afoul of her in Chagrin Falls, and so there was a strange moment of dislocation where what Nick had been told about Elsie’s stringy hair and filthy housedress matched up with the reality of the situation.

With the mnestic burning clean and bright in his bloodstream, Nick could see the old woman plain as day, shuffling down the sidewalk on a ‘noontime constitutional’ happening five hours early. He kept on seeing her. The memory didn’t fade.

He didn’t forget.

It was worse, somehow. Knowing she’d been there the whole time. Watching. Eating.

“She’s right there,” Nick said. The air shimmered around the mnemophage, as if it were trying and failing to rip away the sight of what he was looking at. “I can see her. Fucking finally.”

“No wonder you were so freaked out,” Grace muttered.

“Welcome to the party,” Salma drawled.

The slime was riding in Nick’s jacket, and she was seriously beginning to worry him. She didn’t sound good: her voice was gravelly, her words coming out slow and occasionally slurred. Nick knew that every now and then his familiar had a transition from one state to another that could charitably be called difficult. But this was a side of her he’d never seen before.

“Are you okay?” Nick asked.

Salma wriggled. “I’m on the lookout,” the slime said, her sensory nodule slowly rotating. “Waiting for the horde to show up.” Then she went quiet again.

Something was wrong with their war oracle. He hoped it was just some weird side-effect of the mnemophage’s influence, and that as soon as they got Elsie back in her cell, the slime would be right as rain. Either that, or she’d feel better once she finally shifted out of Valkyrie mode and into whatever came next. Not that there was much battle-maiden left in her now.

All that vim and vigor seemed to have jumped to Graves. He moved like a man half his age, his gaze fixed on the mnemophage as they followed it into a public square. Nick could swear Elsie was humming as she walked, almost gleeful as the town set up for her parade. He tried to remind himself this wasn’t a person. It was a thing, a living idea.

No matter how much it felt like a monster.

Graves had brought a second case with him—bigger, battered, gunmetal-gray, the kind of thing you’d haul ammunition in. He set it down on the sidewalk as they closed the distance to the mnemophage and popped the lid, reaching inside before producing a small, flat wafer. Despite its slight size, Nick could tell the thing was heavy—it seemed to be radiating energy, thickening the air around them.

“Bait,” Graves said in response to their questioning looks. “Concentrated feed. What the setup back at the house gives her, except a whole Thanksgiving banquet of it. Gigabytes of the stuff.”

Elsie stopped humming.

Graves reached into the case and pulled out a slender remote. Lights from inside the box lit up as he thumbed a button on the front, filling the device with a piercingly blue glow that could be seen in broad daylight. “She can’t help herself,” he announced to the group. “She’s gonna come for it.”

“What happens then?” Grace asked, unslinging her crossbow. The suggestion that weapons wouldn’t work on the mnemophage apparently hadn’t swayed her.

“I’m going to get her in the box,” Graves said. “Get ready to slam the lid the second she’s in. If she attacks me, you might have to take over.”

The mnemophage turned. The housedress billowed around her knees as her milky eyes focused on the tiny drive—then at them. Elspeth’s gaze took them all in, her power pushing against them the same way the air vibrated when a heavy metal band hit the first power chord on a building-sized Marshall stack. The mnestics held. The sigils held.

They didn’t forget her as they looked at her.

She took it all in. Them, standing around the case, the little drive pulsing like a heartbeat. Graves holding the remote, his gaze flickering between the mnemophage and the lights on the inside of what Nick was already thinking of as the real-life version of the trap from Ghostbusters. A whole team of people resisting her power, holding onto their memories and their minds, just waiting for her to walk straight into her own doom.

Ice filled Nick’s gut. This was so obvious. Too obvious. She wasn’t going to go for it—

She was already going for it.

A hideous smile stretched across the mnemophage’s face as she shuffled towards the case. Graves picked up the drive and—like a bomb defusing agent making sure to clip the red wire instead of the blue one—set the thing down inside the case with the kind of steady carefulness Nick associated with surgeons and strippers who gave really good lap dances. Elsie barely noticed.

“That’s it,” Graves whispered, his voice tight. “Come on, you old horror, it’s feeding time. Nice juicy hard drive. Come and get it…”

She reached the case—and climbed right inside.

It was that easy. The mnemophage shrunk as she folded herself into a space far too small for her, disappearing into the lighted case like a genie turning to smoke and entering a lamp. She settled onto the drive with something like a contented sigh, the sounds of gnawing and chewing echoing across the square as she began to feed.

Graves thumbed a button on the remote. The lights flashed and went out just as he slammed the lid closed, thumbing three heavy latches into place and sitting down hard on top of the thing just for good measure.

The case rumbled like a Poke-ball. Once, twice… then it went still.

Graves stared at them, sweat pouring down his face. He looked like he’d just run a mile.

“Got her,” he whispered.

For a moment, nobody moved.

“…That’s it?” Tiffany finally asked. “The thing that’s been haunting the whole town? She just—what, she got in the box?”

“She got in the box,” Graves agreed, wiping his face. “That’s Step One down.”

Nick should have felt relief. He didn’t.

Even if the mnestics weren’t coursing through his bloodstream, he wouldn’t have trusted this. But the clarity the drug presented him with allowed him to close his eyes and remember the exact expression on Elsie’s face in the half-second before she’d folded herself into the bottom of the case and vanished. She hadn’t been confused. She hadn’t even been hungry.

It was the smile you gave your Uber driver when they finally showed up. The look of someone stepping into a car they’d called themselves.”

“Crap,” Nick said. “It’s a trap, isn’t it?”

Graves glanced up from between his legs. “What?”

“Has she ever gone in the case that easy before? Has anything you’ve ever kept locked up in one of those cells made it that easy on you?”

Graves was quiet for a moment too long, a storm cloud forming over his face. “No,” he admitted, grimacing. “No, she has not. They have not.”

“So, either we just got so good at our job that you didn’t even need us in the first place—”

“Or she wanted us to pick her up just now,” Graves finished for him. His expression was severe. “It doesn’t matter. She’s in the box, and in the box is better than out of the box. We get her up the hill, hook her back up to the servers, and we sort out the why later. Let’s move.”

They moved.

All of a half-dozen steps.

Because the section of street between them and the Hellcat was no longer empty.

The most terrifying thing was that none of them had heard them coming. Not Nick, not Tiffany or Grace, not even Moira. They’d just shown up, as if out of thin air, without a sound.

Dozens of them. More pouring in from the cross streets every second.

The people of Chagrin Falls.

Doreen from the diner was there. The man from behind the register at the Virago Supply Company beamed at Nick as he took his place among the crowd, standing practically arm-in-arm with a half-dozen, people dressed in varsity jackets from the nearby high school. The motel clerk and the marching band and probably every single resident of the town was there, because all of them had been touched by Elsie.

All of them had fallen in love with the mnemophage. All of them looked at Nick and his crew and saw five strangers trying to cart away one of their oldest and most beloved citizens, instead of saving them all from a monster.

And all of them were smiling.

“Oh, there they are,” Salma slurred from inside Nick’s jacket. “The horde. Told you the horde was coming.”

The man from the supply store took a step forward, giving Nick the same sad smile he’d used when he called Chagrin Falls a “good place.”

“You don’t want to do that,” he said pleasantly in that recorded-from-a-hidden-speaker voice. “You need to let Elspeth go.”

“Listen,” Nick said. “She’s not what you think—”

“Let go of what’s weighing you down,” the man said, gesturing at the case. “We travel light here, young man. We don’t let the past become a burden.”

“Yesterday is a closed door,” someone chimed in, grinning from ear to ear.

“And we surely don’t let anybody carry our Miss Nobody away.”

And still smiling, the crowd of upstanding citizens advanced on the group.


Chapter Nine: Where is My Mind?


“Nobody dies!” Nick shouted over the noise of the crowd. “You hear me? We’re not killing these people!”

The townspeople advanced, grinning and almost silent, arms outstretched towards the case with the mnemophage stuffed inside. Graves stood between them and it, and Nick and his crew surrounded Graves.

Good God, they were so outnumbered.

“It’s not their fault,” Graves agreed, picking up the case and holding it against his chest. “She’s got them by their brains. They don’t know what they’re doing—they think they’re defending a friend! You start putting citizens in the ground, you’re no better than the thing in this box.”

Grace glanced down at her crossbow. Then the wall of smiling, advancing neighbors. Then back to her crossbow.

“You sure I can’t just wing ‘em a bit?” she asked. “Kneecaps, maybe?”

“No, Grace.”

She let out a bratty sound and slung the crossbow between her shoulder blades. “Fucking fine,” she grunted. “But if one of these grandmas bites my ear off, I’m telling everyone we meet it was your fault.”

“Duly noted,” Nick said. “Non-lethal weapons only. We knock these people out, get to the Hellcat, get the mnemophage back where she belongs—”

It was as far as he got.

Because then the welcome wagon reached them, and there was no more time to argue.

Nick had been in some rough fights before. The aforementioned battle with the succubus where he almost died was one he was never going to forget; neither was the basement brawl against the Drude and her army of Nachzehrer. But this was the worst kind of fight.

Not because of the enemies. Because of the rules.

And how unfair they were.

Nick and his girls might have been pulling their punches, but the townspeople weren’t. Their enemies didn’t care if they were getting hurt—just that they were putting themselves between their favorite person and the possibility of her being taken away from them. The man from the Virago grabbed Nick’s jacket with both hands, still beaming, and Nick slugged him in the face hard enough to send him sprawling into the three people clustered behind him.

Beside him, Tiffany delivered a roundhouse kick to a jaw, sending a middle-aged matron sprawling. The townspeople pressed in closer, coming in waves, mostly unarmed but a few carrying whatever they could bring with them on short notice.

Somewhat absurdly, Nick spied the marching band near the rear of the pack, swinging trombones and snare drums like swords and shields.

Shit. This was never going to work. They needed to clear a path, and fast.

“Salma!” Nick barked, reaching into his jacket. The slime was nearly out of her hiding place already, shaken loose by the cashier’s attack. “I’m gonna need you to focus up!”

For one terrible second the slime didn’t answer. Then, miraculously, her sensory nodule stiffened and some of her color returned.

“I’m here!” Salma sounded almost like her old self. Relief flooded Nick, even as he disarmed a neighbor armed with a chunk of concrete and chucked the hunk down the road. “Let’s smite these fuckers! Dah-dun-dahnah-NAAAH-nah…!”

Okay, yeah, that was definitely Ride of the Valkyries. Maybe Salma wasn’t entirely ready to give up Valhalla just yet.

Nick scooped the slime into his arm, backing up a step. “Harden!” he commanded.

The familiar jiggled. Salma didn’t get noticeably stiffer.

Shit. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’m just—damn it, I’m trying! Look, this happens sometimes, it’s totally normal—”

Nick ducked as a member of the marching band swung a saxophone at his face. “Salma, come on!”

The slime went rigid with what felt like a genuine effort, hardening into a dense, fist-sized lump of muscle in his hand.

Fuck yes!

“Grace!” He tossed it to the goth girl. “Catch!”

Grace plucked the hardened slime out of mid-air and cracked a charging linebacker across the temple with it. His skull made a sound like a coconut splitting, and the kid dropped like a puppet with its strings cut.

“Don’t kill them!” Graves shouted.

“He’s just unconscious!” Grace shouted back, chucking Salma into the gut of the local priest and catching the slime before it hit the ground. “They’ll be fine! Batman does it all the time!”

Nick wasn’t so sure about that, but he wasn’t in any position to argue.

They advanced step by step, each foot of pavement costing them at least a half-dozen stunned or unconscious Chagrin Falls citizens. Grace tossed Salma with deadly precision, breaking noses and fracturing ribs with the force of her throws. At one point she chucked Salma directly between a burly citizen’s legs, making Nick wince.

The rest of them were anything but idle. Nick reached into the pockets of his jacket, activating his inventory Tetris as he looked for anything he and Tiffany could use to bring down townspeople without causing permanent damage. Behind the trio, Moira lifted her arms and chanted, the womb tattoo under her flannel glowing brightly enough to be seen in the morning light.

A shield slammed down across the pavement, segmenting the townspeople into two separate groups. With unnerving smiles, they took the long way around, undaunted by the delay.

Items spilled from Nick’s pockets, littering the pavement. A portable CD player clattered to the concrete, popping open to reveal a burned CD-R with “SEX MUSIK” written across the top in Tiffany’s handwriting. A bottle of cologne shattered, filling Nick’s nostrils with a scent that made the whole fight feel even more absurd than it had thirty seconds ago. A half-eaten meatball sub—gross—was one thing he wouldn’t be shoving back into place when the fight was over.

Finally, his hand grabbed something long and solid. He tugged—and a nine-iron slid from the interior of his jacket.

“When the hell did you buy golf clubs?” Tiffany asked, taking the proffered weapon.

“Yard sale, I think?” Nick ducked as Tiffany swung, cracking a maddened professional-looking woman across the chin. “You made that joke about your ‘back nine’ and I decided, what the hell?”

“Oh yeah, I remember that,” Tiffany chuckled. “You got one for you in there?”

He almost assuredly did, but what came out the next time he grabbed at the interior of his Tetris space wasn’t another golf club. His fingers gripped the first thing that felt solid enough to bean someone with and came back with a giant novelty umbrella, shaped like the Master Sword from The Legend of Zelda. Unlike the golf clubs, he didn’t have the faintest idea where he’d got that.

He brandished the umbrella before him like a sword, feeling foolish. Adding insult to the confusion, a whole pack of unboxed Sharpie markers chose that moment to come spilling from his pockets.

“Oh hell,” he grunted. “I had those the whole time!?”

“The less said about that, the better!” Moira said.

Between all of them, they managed to make it work. Barely. They cracked and shoved and body-checked a path through a hundred eager, grinning citizens to make it back to the Hellcat. Graves climbed in the back, the case containing the mnemophage held tight against his chest. Grace held a Salma who’d gone limp the moment the slime softened back up, her sensory nodule drooping.

Nick threw himself into the driver’s seat, put the car in gear, and floored it.

And the town did not let go.

They clung. Doreen—sweet Doreen who’d been so nice with the coffee refills—draped herself over the hood, palms flat on the windshield, mouthing something about the past through the glass. Three members of the marching band climbed onto the trunk, attacking the rear windshield with their instruments. A teenager hung off the driver’s side door like the hook in the old urban legend and didn’t let go until Nick slammed it several times.

Townspeople hung from the Hellcat as it sped down Main Street. Even through the windows, Nick could hear the thing that was starting to turn his stomach. The cheerful, sing-song mantras of the citizens of Chagrin Falls were starting to shatter, revealing the real, raw feelings underneath.

“We travel light! We travel light—!”

“Don’t make us remember!” Doreen shrieked against the windshield, her face naked with terror. “We don’t want it back! We’re HAPPY!”

“Let sleeping dogs lie!” one of the teenagers on the trunk cried, grunting it with every swing as they turned their trombone into scrap metal. “Please!”

Nick swerved, hard, and Doreen slid into the grass. More bodies peeled away as they drove. Somehow Nick managed not to trample any of them beneath the Hellcat’s wheels. He didn’t look at the rear-view mirror. He couldn’t bring himself to see it.

Moira’s face was almost as pale as her milk. “They know,” she said, twisted around in her seat. “On some level, these people know what’s happening to them. They can feel what they’re losing—and they’re begging to keep losing it.”

“It’s fucked up,” Nick grunted. “I mean, God knows there’s enough shit in my life I’d like to forget, but to kill for it?”

“They’re not protecting her,” Moira whispered. “They only think they are. What they’re really protecting is the hole where their pain used to be.”

Graves suddenly looked sick. “Just drive,” he muttered.

“Hey, Salma’s looking pretty freaking rough,” Grace said. “You alright over there?”

“I’m about to change,” the slime managed. “I don’t… I don’t think it’s gonna be a good one...”

“Just hang on,” Nick said. “It’s the mnemophage—it’s got to be. It’s affecting you, just in a different way than it’s affecting us. You’re going to be okay.”

You’ve got to be okay, Nick thought.

The rest of the drive was a blur. As Nick pulled the car into the driveway in front of Graves’s farmhouse, he could already see the tiny figures of townspeople making their way up the hill. They didn’t have much of a head-start.

“They will stop chasing us once we get this thing in a cell, right?” Nick asked Graves.

The man looked terrified. Too terrified. What the fuck was going on?

“We hook her to the server and we lock the doors,” he said, like he was talking to himself. “Everything’ll be fine after that…”

Fuck. Now was the worst possible time for Graves to start cracking.

Erica had the vault open when they came pounding down the cellar stairs. The case in Graves’s arms was rumbling now, thrashing, like the thing inside knew where it was and didn’t like it. Outside, the sound of more cars grinding up the gravel faintly reached his ears. Doors slammed, a whole town surrounding the building, flooding their fortress on foot and four wheels.

Graves practically dragged the case the last few feet down the hall. Nick didn’t even bother looking at the other cells—they all only had eyes for Elsie’s. Like the vault itself, it was already open.

“Hold them back while I hook her up,” he said, setting the case in front of the server rack. “We have to get her back onto her drip-feed before her thralls make it into the containment facility—”

The case went still.

And then it opened.

Graves hadn’t done anything. The three heavy latches on the top simply popped like the tab on a soda can—the weight meaning nothing as they retracted. It was almost polite.

Elsie unfolded from inside the box. The pale form of the elderly woman shimmered into existence in the middle of the cell, smoke billowing about her feet from the interior of the trap.

She stood in her cell; in the place they’d been desperately trying to make her go.

She smiled.

And Nick knew instinctively that they’d all been fooled.

That this was exactly what the mnemophage had wanted.

She cocked her head to the side—and spoke.

“James,” she rasped, her voice quiet and dry, like a grandma about to offer you some candy you didn’t particularly want. Something uncanny rippled underneath of it, like Tony Iommi was trying to match the notes of the mnemophage’s voice with a distortion pedal and only mostly getting it right. “Thank you. Wonderful gifts.”

“No,” Graves gasped. “No, no, no, this isn’t happening…”

Elsie raised one doughy hand and made a small, dismissive gesture—like shooing a fly.

And the sigil drawn on Nick’s wrist dissolved into smoke.

It wasn’t just his. Every sigil died at once, burning away in a little puff that left no sign it had ever been there to begin with. As he watched Moira’s expression change, the realization hit him—the sigils hadn’t broken.

They’d never been holding anything. Elsie had simply allowed them, all this time, the way you might let a skittish child believe their nightlight keeps the monsters away they’re afraid are lurking in the dark.

Except this was a real monster.

And then—God, oh no—Nick felt the ebb. That sharp, clean feeling he’d been enjoying since the injection began to falter. His vision grayed at the edges, Elsie’s silhouette already beginning to fray around the edges as the mnemophage’s power reasserted itself. That horrible, doughy face slowly slid from his mind—and he knew the same thing was happening to his harem.

“The other doses.” The thought rose from a deep well in the back of his mind. “We’ve got to—”

Elsie raised a hand. The vault door slammed shut.

The cure was on the wrong side of the disaster. Upstairs, with Erica, with an entire town’s worth of thralls surrounding it.

Only one thought burned bright in Nick’s mind. One of them was immune. One of them had a brain that made the mnemophage’s attacks feel like trying to eat soup with a fork.

Salma had to get the mnestics. She had to save them all.

“Salma,” Nick groaned, reaching for the familiar. “You need to get upstairs. We need—”

The thing in his hand was not the war oracle any longer.

Salma had gone dark green and wrong, her sensory nodule more like a horn growing from the top of her flesh. When Nick squeezed, the familiar let out a series of cackles that made him think of one of those tapes houses played on Halloween to scare the fuck out of trick or treaters.

It sounded like Gollum. Like nothing that particularly wanted to be understood.

“Hahaha, yes! Aggggra gah gah gah gah!”

“Oh no,” Nick whispered, the last of his hope fading. “Not this. Not now.”

Of all the changes Salma could have gone through, his familiar had just entered Goblin Mode.

As the mnemophage faded from his memory, Nick heard the sounds of doors unlocking. Every cell in the corridor popped open like a can of Pringles, setting free whatever was inside. The black fluid gushed into the hallway, shaping itself in ways that made his eyes hurt. The room with something inside that hurt to look at stood open, leering, a screaming mouth.

All of Graves’s careful containment came undone in a single wave, and the town crashed through the front door of the farmhouse, and the last of the mnestics drained away, and Moira’s wards were gone, and Nick’s familiar was grunting and feral, and the worst woman in the world stood half-remembered in front of him, smiling a terrible, crooked smile.

“Now,” the mnemophage gurgled. “Let’s let go of the past together.”


Chapter Ten: Blank Space


Nick stood in an unfamiliar room, surrounded by women.

The room was disturbing, and the women were gorgeous. There were three of them: A blonde, a goth girl with a crossbow strapped to her back, and a redhead with tears streaming down her face and the largest breasts he’d ever seen.

They were beautiful, and they were terrified, and Nick knew the same way you can hum the melody to your favorite song long after time and age have taken away the name that he loved them. All three of them. More than life itself.

He just didn’t know why.

And he didn’t know their names.

And that scared him. Scared him so much—

Something behind him screamed.

He turned, catching a flash of pale skin that faded from his memory the instant his eye processed the sight, and found himself staring down a long, fluorescent-lit hallway. A heavy metal door at the far end stood closed, with smaller doors dotting the sides of the corridor like cells in a prison block.

All of the doors were open. Something about that made the hair on the back of Nick’s neck stand up.

Something dark and wet slithered out of one of the cells, crawling across the concrete floor. It folded as it moved, contorting itself in ways that made it look both solid and liquid at the same time. His eyes watered, and a deep, instinctive wellspring of panic reared up inside of him.

A handprint appeared on the far side of the hallway; the outline of a palm burned into the concrete. Then another, then another. Something he couldn’t see was on the move—something that came from the center cell, which a dim, screaming part of his brain told him not to look inside under any circumstances.

The screaming wasn’t coming from either of them. It was behind the big metal door. That told him he probably shouldn’t try to open it—even as what was left of his mind tried to insist that he had to open it. That it was the only path left to freedom.

At his feet lay a small green monster with a single horn. It cackled up at him, making wet broken sounds that caused something in his chest to ache.

Where the hell was he? Who was he?

His name started with an N. Or an M. The rest of it kept sliding off the edge of his thoughts like water off glass. The harder he tried to cut through the fog, the thicker it got. Like his memories were a school of fish beneath a fast-moving stream, impossible to grip.

As if something was enjoying watching him struggle.

He’d just been… been where? What was the last thing he remembered?

A bikini, he thought, absurdly. A bikini and a beer on the beach.

He glanced down at his hand, because some animal part of his brain told him to.

There was writing on his palm. The letters were faded, smudged, the handwriting unfamiliar, but they had to be his. TRUST SALMA. DON’T LOOK AT BOG GRANDMA.

What the fuck?

What was a bog grandma?

And who the hell was Salma?

She had to be one of the women. Bog grandma definitely wasn’t—none of them looked old enough to be a grandmother, even the redhead. But the man who’d written these words on his hand had known, and that man had been him, and right now past-him was the only person on this earth he could actually trust.

He moved forward, keeping his eyes on the concrete. Away from any bog grandmas.

“Follow me,” he said, glancing back towards the trio of women. Something about taking charge just felt right to him at a moment like this. “I don’t know what’s going on, but we’re getting out of here. Stick close—”

The blonde turned to him. For a moment, her mouth opened, a glimmer of recognition flickering in her eyes.

Then the air behind her shimmered and the old woman was there.

This had to be the bog grandma. She wore a faded flower-print dress and had stringy white hair all the way down to her waist. She grinned at him, one jaundiced eye winking, and when she did, the blonde girl’s eyes clouded over with confusion.

She didn’t even notice.

It’s like a tick, he thought, the words thudding dimly in the back of his brain. The first bite injects you with a numbing agent, so you can’t feel the thing drinking your blood—

The figure pointed at him and something reached into his head and gently, politely, grabbed the very concept of a tick and yanked it out of his brain.

As the woman vanished, eating his memory of seeing her, understanding filtered through the confusion in his brain. He was being eaten. It hit him with sudden, sick clarity.

Not killed. Erased.

The thing—the thing he already couldn’t quite remember—was taking its time. Savoring it.

In a minute, he wouldn’t remember the blonde. In two, he wouldn’t remember he’d ever had a name to forget.

He had to run. Even with those things in the corridor between him and the door, he had to get out of here. Get some help, save these women. Before there was nothing of them left—

He spun on a heel, racing for the door. Only to find the woman standing six inches in front of his face, the monster made of black water and the silhouette of the thing that left burning handprints behind flanking her on either side.

Her very existence burned his brain. He shouldn’t have been looking at her. For a second he saw double—in one eye, a doughy old woman, and in the other a void in the rough shape of a woman with no end and no bottom and no God.

“Yesterday is a closed door,” the woman said with a smirk.

The man grabbed hold of the writing on his hand and waited to disappear.

And then the vault door exploded.

It blew inward with a crash and a great gush of wind. The woman screamed—the lights in the corridor flickered, and both the water monster and the burning silhouette retreated to the sides as if startled. When the lights flickered back to full brightness, a blonde woman came pounding down the last of the stairs and through the now-open portal.

He didn’t recognize her.

That was the strangest part. He had faint flickers of recognition when he looked at the other women, but this girl produced nothing. No name, no face, no story. A total stranger, with a gun in one hand and a battered metal briefcase in the other.

She looked absolutely terrified.

She took one look at him and it was clear she knew who he was. “They’re in the kitchen!” she shouted, to none of them and all of them at once. “I barricaded the stairs but they’ll be through any minute. The whole fucking town is here; they keep screaming about saving Miss Nobody—”

She saw the old woman standing in front of him and her mouth snapped shut.

“Nick,” she shouted, lifting the gun. “Duck!”

Even with his mind scraped clear down to the bedrock, he knew Nick had to be him. He hit the deck as the stranger’s face went hard with determination, the briefcase slipping between her feet as she lifted the gun like someone who’d only ever seen it done in movies.

The old woman turned. Sneered, like she knew the bullet would pass right through her.

The blonde fired. The shot was like thunder in a concrete box.

And the bullet did not pass through.

It sank into the void that pretended to be the figure’s shoulder, flaring like a comet. The old woman flinched, then roared with anger.

Because that? Nick could tell that was not allowed.

The whole hallway seemed to lurch around him. Whatever this place was, it shook with the force of the old woman’s rage. He might not know his name was really Nick, but knew in his bones that the bog grandma did not expect to be touched. Bullets were supposed to pass through her like wind. Fire was supposed to die in her hands.

She’d just felt pain. And pain, Nick realized, was something this creature hadn’t experienced in a very, very long time.

Something sputtered in Nick’s brain. “That’s not... You’re not supposed to be able to do that. You can’t hurt…”

“…an idea,” the stranger said, already moving. She slid the case across the concrete, and it came to a stop at his feet. She followed, ducking beneath one of the burning handprints on the wall, and popped the case open. “Technically, that’s true. But I’ve had a few new ideas lately.”

A set of vials lay inside the case, the liquid within glowing radioactive green. Nick flinched away, but the blonde was fast—she grabbed the injector, slotted one of the vials into it, and slammed it into his shoulder.

For a moment, there was nothing but pain.

Then the world came back in a rush.

Erica. This was Erica Stone, the podcaster, the reason they’d come to this town. She’d just injected him with memory drugs from another universe—the same universe Grace came from. Grace—

Tiffany. Moira. Grace. Salma.

Oh fuck. Oh, thank fuck. He remembered them.

There were still holes in his brain. He could feel them, they way you could feel the socket left behind when one of your baby teeth fell out. Something told him not to poke at them too deeply. But the basics, the important stuff—he still had it. Elsie hadn’t eaten it all.

Elsie. Miss Nobody. Right.

Elsie was the bog grandma. Graves was her keeper, who was nowhere to be seen—he might have hiding in a cell, he might have high-tailed it when things got hairy. Salma was in Goblin Mode at his feet, cackling like the Wicked Witch of the West. Each memory filled him with more relief than the last.

Erica shook him out of his reverie.

“Nick!” she cried, tears in her eyes. “Please tell me you remember what the fuck is going on!”

He blinked. “I’m here,” he said.

She nearly slunk to the concrete. “Thank fuck. I have no idea what I’m doing! I’ve never even fired a gun before!”

Nick looked over his shoulder. “The mnestics,” he grunted. “Give them to the girls. We need to get their brains working before Elsie comes back.”

Erica froze, her features filling with horror.

“Nick… she’s not gone,” the podcaster whispered. “She’s standing right behind you.”

Crap. Of course he couldn’t see her. She was probably trying to eat her way through the mnestics at that very second. They had minutes, at most, before they started losing their minds again. And next time, they wouldn’t have enough doses to pull the whole group out of it.

Before that happened, they needed to stop her.

“How did you hurt her?” Nick asked. “What the fuck did you do?”

Erica’s mouth moved silently for a moment. “I didn’t know I was going to hurt her,” she admitted, her face going pale. “I thought I was feeding her.”

“Feeding?”

“Graves said the only thing that slows down a mnemophage is feeding it. It went for the hard drive he put in the box, right? My car’s full of them—video files, interviews, backups of all my podcast episodes. I thought if that thing got its hands on one, it would get distracted and let you go!”

Nick stared. “You fired a hard drive out of a gun? How!?”

“Jim’s got these special bullets,” Erica blurted. “I don’t think he knows I know about them.”

If they’d been in any other situation, Nick would’ve followed that train of thought all the way to its conclusion. But he literally didn’t have time to consider what it meant that Jim Graves—the man who’d told him an idea couldn’t be killed—secretly had anti-mnemophage weapons all along.

Besides, Elsie chose that moment to emerge from a nearby cell, growling as the air around her crackled. A thin trail of smoke rose from her shoulder—a splinter flickering in the spot where Erica shot her, a bright burning point of information the mnemophage had to stop and eat. That she couldn’t not consume when it was lodged inside of her.

One drive. One round.

And Erica Stone had a car filled with them.

“Give me the gun,” he said, reaching for it. “Give the girls their shots.”

Anger flared in the mnemophage’s eyes, along with something else. Something Nick wagered had been missing from the creature’s existence even longer than pain.

Fear.

“Alright, bog grandma,” he said, cocking the gun. “Let’s dance.”

Above his head, the sound of the barricade falling filled the hallway. Chagrin Falls had just arrived.

The mnemophage advanced, the two other monsters by her side.


Chapter Eleven: Memento


She’s not going back in her cell, Nick thought. It’s her or us.

He lifted the gun and fired.

The sound was almost deafeningly loud in the corridor. Miss Nobody stopped dead in her tracks, and somewhere in the void that pretended to be an old woman with a faded dress and stringy hair a pinprick of light flared white-hot.

Elsie shrieked.

And that sound, that almost animal sound of something that hadn’t been hurt in forty years getting hurt for the second time that day, was the most beautiful thing Nick had heard since he’d come to Chagrin Falls.

The mnemophage’s body gave a jerk. Elsie shimmered in mid-air, the hunger that formed the core of the monster contending with the flood of data pouring into whatever passed for her stomach. The mnemophage couldn’t not stop and devour it—it was like being force-fed a cheeseburger in the middle of a boxing match. It was costing her. Nick could tell.

He prayed he had enough of Graves’s special bullets to put the thing down for good.

“How many drives did you load?” he shouted, glancing over his shoulder. Erica was leaning over Tiffany, pressing the auto-injector to the blonde’s bare midriff. “Please tell me this thing is fully loaded…!”

“I didn’t know if it would work!” Erica shouted back. “I don’t remember—four of them, maybe? Five?”

Five? Jesus. They’d used two already. He was going to need to make these count.

Behind them all, the town was coming down the stairs. He could hear them—cheerful as a church luncheon, spouting out vague platitudes about traveling light and not letting the past be a burden—and the two loose monsters looked like they hadn’t yet decided whether to try to kill him or try to run for the hills. Salma gibbered at his feet, while the three loves of his life stood behind him, mnestic drugs (hopefully) coursing through their bloodstreams.

He lifted the gun as Elsie shifted.

And the thing slipped into his mind.

He felt her move as quick as a blink, rummaging through his brain as he aimed the gun. Just before he pulled the trigger, she grabbed something and pulled, and the memory flared up like a bright flash before dissolving. He could have laughed. The thing had just grabbed the time in fourth grade he’d accidentally called his teacher Miss Wilkes ‘Mom’.

As it faded like a bad dream, he fired again. The bullet pierced the mnemophage right beneath the chin, sinking into the void hiding beneath the old woman who stretched across her like a cheap tarp.

She swung again, her hand reaching into his mind—and grabbed up a memory of that one time he’d waved back at somebody who’d actually been waving at the person behind him.

Gone.

She was eating his most embarrassing memories; the kind of stuff that randomly made you bolt awake in a cold sweat at 2AM remembering what an awkward dork you were. She couldn’t help herself—she’d been doing it to the people of Chagrin Falls for years, and now reaching for anything else probably felt as alien to the mnemophage as eating her dessert first.

“Lady,” Nick grunted, firing again, “I have so much worse in here than the time I tucked my shirt into my underwear. Keep nibbling on the appetizers—”

The creature made of black fluid reared up like a question mark and pounced.

“Nick! DOWN!”

He didn’t think—just dropped. A crossbow bolt sang over his head and punched through the black-water monster. Where it struck, the flowing liquid suddenly solidified into crystal, both weighing down the arcane creature and slowing it.

In the blink of an eye Grace was past him, snarling, a droplet of blood trickling from the auto-injector’s puncture mark on her shoulder.

“Oh, thank God,” the goth girl said, racking another bolt. “No more non-lethal shit! I have been dying to use this thing all day!”

Behind them, Erica worked down the line. A quick motion with the auto-injector brought Tiffany out of her stupor, followed shortly after by Moira. The redhead snapped out of it even quicker than the others, lifting her hands and flaring her womb tattoo as the first wave of townspeople made their way down the hall. A wall of light slammed down across the corridor, shoving them back, while two more crisscrossed in a V-shape that pinned the thing with the burning handprints to the far corridor wall.

It hissed, slamming fists against the barriers but failing to break them.

“Hell yes!” Tiffany blinked away the last of her confusion, pulling a pair of kukris from her belt. “She’s wounded. Whatever you’re doing, it’s working—”

The black water creature turned away from Grace and attacked the barrier.

Not the one holding back its fellow inmate. The one stretched across the corridor—the one that separated the entire town from Nick and his women.

And when it hit, it flowed straight through.

As horrible as what happened next was, it might have been the thing that turned the tide. The things Elsie had freed couldn’t distinguish between friend and foe—one human was as good as another as far as they were concerned. The black water surged into the crowd, the undamaged sections splitting into tendrils that grabbed and tore and swarmed. Smiling neighbors screamed, the smiles failing to leave their faces even as blood sprayed everywhere. Nick caught a glimpse of the guy from the supply store shouting something about ‘burdens’ right before he vanished in the spreading black fluid, sucked under without a sound.

The chaos bought the crew a pocket of space. Nick used it.

He fired another round into Elsie, hitting her right between the eyes. She staggered, smoking, furious, light spilling from her wounds like thin tendrils of the white smoke that means a new Pope had been chosen. She reared up, roaring, puffy arms spread wide with anger.

Nick found his inner Quint and aimed at the creature’s wide-open mouth. “Smile, you big old bitch—!”

He pulled the trigger.

Click.

No. No no no…

Out of bullets. Elsie was wounded, but not down, and Nick had just burned his last special shot.

Fuck.

The mnemophage moved slowly, sucking the information from its many wounds. It was sluggish, but hate still burned in its eyes. Nick watched each of the tiny holes in the void hiding behind the mnemophage’s form as they gradually began to shrink, falling into the thing’s maw.

The holes.

They weren’t the same.

Some of them were brighter than others. Some of them clearly had hurt the mnemophage more, which could be explained by location on a human but not Elsie because Elsie wasn’t a human, just a giant gaping void in the outline of a human.

Why?

Moira saw it, too. “They’re different,” the redhead said, holding Salma in her arms and the glittering shields with her mind. “Some of those bullets hurt the mnemophage a great deal more than others.”

“It’s the drives,” Erica gasped. “It’s got to be.”

“Explain,” Nick said, his mind already working towards it.

“She got used to the junk data,” the podcaster said. “The podcast files sting her, but not enough. It’s not about how much data she eats—that’s what Graves got wrong. It’s the kind of data. How rich it is.”

Fuck, she was right. They were trying to stop a freight train by tossing rocks onto the tracks. They needed fucking boulders.

“What hurts worse than a true-crime podcast?” Nick asked, yelling over the sound of screaming villagers. “What’s the densest—fuck, what’s the richest data we could shove down this bitch’s gullet?”

“Music!” Moira cried.

“Horror movies!” Grace suggested.

“Porn,” Tiffany said.

Everyone looked at her.

“What?” Tiffany twirled a kukri, her gaze on the shimmering barrier holding back the townspeople. “You know I’m right. It’s the most concentrated one. Desire, shame, all the filthy shit people want and are afraid to talk about out loud.”

“Most people,” Grace said. “Miss ‘Draw My Kinks On Me’—”

“Exactly what I’m talking about,” Tiffany said. “It’s the whole food pyramid in one file. Plus, you know Graves never fed her porn before. She won’t see it coming—literally.”

Salma jiggled in Moira’s arms, letting out a stream of excited burbling at the mention of porn.

“Fuck me,” Nick said, shaking his head. “Salma, I can only imagine what you’d say about all this if you had your head right now.”

For a moment, the familiar went very still. For a moment, Nick could almost see the old slime peeking out from inside of Goblin Mode. Salma surfaced, vibrating with delight, her nipple-turned-horn wiggling back and forth like the tail of an excited dog.

It faded just as quickly, but Nick took it for the slime’s seal of approval.

“Great. We choke it to death with porn,” Nick said. “Where the fuck do we get it?”

“There’s a computer right behind us,” Tiffany said. “You bring me the drives; I’ll fill them with the nastiest shit on the ‘net.”

“You need the bullets, too,” Erica said. “There’s a box of them in Graves’s office. I left them on his desk; there’s more in his safe. I think he’s the custodian of a bunch of non-living shit, too.”

Nick’s mind was already in motion, breaking the task down into smaller chunks. “How do the bullets work?”

Erica shrugged. “They’re practically magic. There’s a little pamphlet—they’re hollow, and whatever you put inside becomes the bullet. It explains the whole thing.

The silhouette creature slammed two hands against Moira’s shield. The magical barrier shuddered, cracks appearing in the glittering surface. It was now or never.

“Alright,” Nick said. “First the drives from the car, then the bullets. Tiff—I can’t believe I’m saying this—get me some porn!”

The blonde shot him a mock salute. “Can do!”

“Cover me!” Nick shouted, tucking the gun into his waistband and switching to the nine-iron. “Drop the shield, I’m going in!”

He ran.

At the last second, Moira let the barrier drop.

The crowd had thinned out somewhat, thanks to the black water monster. It was nowhere to be found—at some point, it made its way up the stairs and (presumably) to freedom. Nick made a mental note to let Anastasia know it was on the loose, but saving them all from the mnemophage had to take precedence.

With townspeople, he was back to being non-lethal. He swung the nine-iron in wide arcs until it bent, beaning parishioners on the noggin and body-checking students out of the way of the stairs. By the time he made it halfway up the steps, most of the remaining Chagrin Falls citizens were fleeing right along with him.

He made it to the living room, wondering dimly why it was so bright. Long shadows danced across the walls, cast by the—

Oh God.

Erica’s sedan was on fire.

It sat in the driveway with a dozen townspeople around it, calm as cucumbers as they fed the flames. They’d smashed all the windows and stuffed the interior with bunting and set the whole thing alight with cans of gasoline, and now they stood watching it with the serene calm of people cleaning up after a party.

The footage—everything Erica Stone had been collecting on Chagrin Falls was gone. Up in smoke.

Along with the drives they needed to kill Elsie.

The hope went out of Nick like air from a slashed tire.

Frustration bubbled up within him. The front door of the farmhouse was open, and Nick pointed through it at the crowd, his expression turning furious. “Do you have any idea what you idiots are doing!?”

As one, the crowd outside turned to him. Their smiles didn’t waver.

Yelling at them felt like the height of stupidity, but Nick couldn’t stop himself. “You’re not getting any better!” he bellowed, his words ringing out over their heads. Over the entire town. “You’re just getting worse! You think you can cut out the bad parts of life and keep on walking? Hollow yourselves out? It doesn’t fucking work like that—!”

“Don’t let the past be a burden!” they chorused.

Something snapped inside of Nick. “The past isn’t dead!” he screamed. “Fuck, it’s not even past! You can bury it and bury it and bury it and it’s still fucking there, you fucking maniacs…!”

His words didn’t move them. They didn’t snap out of their trances; they didn’t suddenly realize the error of their ways. They didn’t band together to help him destroy the mnemophage together.

The town didn’t even hear him. They couldn’t.

But somebody else did.

“Nick.”

Nick spun on a heel, startled.

James Graves stood in the doorway to his office; a gun held in his trembling hands.

“Shit, there you are,” Nick grunted. “I was wondering if you were dead—”

“You can’t kill her.”

Nick didn’t have to ask who she was. “We’re way past that. There’s no getting her back in her cell now. This town’s got to let go of Miss Nobody—”

He cocked the hammer on the pistol. “I won’t let you,” he said, his voice gone to pieces. “That’s… that’s not the answer. It can’t be. You don’t understand what’s going to happen to this town if she dies.”

Nick could hardly believe his ears. “I don’t care what happens to this town!” he blurted. “This town’s done nothing but try to kill us since we got here!”

Graves grit his teeth. “It all comes back,” he said, his tone sepulchral. “Everything she ever took. From everyone. It all gets released if she dies. You put her down, and it all comes screaming home, all at once. What do you think’s gonna happen then?”

He wanted Nick to think about the town when he said that. Nick didn’t.

Instead, he was thinking about Jim Graves.

And the bullets in his office.

“You knew how to kill Elsie,” he whispered, the realization sending a finger of ice down his spine. “You knew the whole time. You could have ended this years ago. You didn’t. Because you couldn’t, could you?”

Graves shook his head. “Don’t you dare judge me—”

“There was no car crash, was there?” Nick already knew he was right. “Elsie didn’t get tired of the junk you were feeding her because you let her eat some of the town’s grief. She discovered how much better it tasted because you gave her some of yours.”

Graves’s expression crumpled.

“You don’t know what I’ve been through,” he said. Then he barked out a harsh, flat laugh. “Hell, I don’t know what I’ve been through. I fed it all to that monster. But the service—the people I worked for, the places I went… they’re not things man was meant to know. I have my notes, Nick. And my notes are bad enough.” He grimaced. “You ever vacationed in Carcosa, Nick? Because I have, and if Elsie dies, I get to remember every moment of it for the rest of my life. The Plateau of Leng. Pjerakisch.”

Nick was already shaking his head. “You came home from whatever they had you doing out there and you couldn’t live with it. Then they put you on retirement, out here in the middle of nowhere, and you found yourself taking care of a monster that eats memories. That’s how she got the taste. That’s why she stopped wanting garbage and started wanting people. You taught her real memories are better.” He took a step forward. “This whole town is hollow because you couldn’t carry what you’d done. Because you couldn’t let the past be a burden.” He laughed, bitterly. “I thought you were the guy with the answers. And you’re Patient Zero.”

“You’re right,” Graves said. The gun lowered a fraction. “I just wanted it gone.”

“I know.” Nick did. That was the worst part. “But the past isn’t dead, Jim. You of all people should know that. You cut it out, and it grew into an entire town.” He held the old man’s eyes. “You can keep it buried. Or you can help me end this, fill that hole inside of yourself, and figure out how to live with what happens after. But you don’t get to make these people pay your bill anymore.”

For a long moment, Graves didn’t move.

Then he lowered the gun completely.

“Fuck,” he spat. “The Omni-Bullets are on my desk. Take ‘em. Take ‘em and end this.”

Nick frowned. “I’d love to. But they torched Erica’s car. The drives—”

Graves laughed. This time, it was almost genuine.

“I heard your girlfriend talk about the porn,” he said, gesturing with his chin. Somehow, he sounded lighter than before, as if he knew deep down he’d made the right decision. “Bottom desk drawer, underneath the file folders. It’s just one flash drive, but it’s full.”

“One drive?”

“I’ve been lonely a long time, but not that lonely,” Graves said. “It’s not the amount. It’s the richness of the data. And those scenes—they’re the ones I’ve kept for decades, you understand? Sentimental value.”

Nick did understand.

Everyone had a spank bank. Some of them were more explicit about it than others.

And if Graves was Elsie’s Patient Zero, then what could hurt her worse than a catalog of the man’s sexual fantasies?

All your kinks, written down, Nick thought. Like Tiffany.

“It’ll do the trick,” he said. “It’s funny—I might actually miss ‘em.”

Nick understood that, too.

The box of bullets sat atop the desk. The informational pamphlet was brightly colored and had the logo of a company Nick was fairly certain didn’t actually exist on the top. He ignored it, grabbing a single slug from the box. The USB drive was exactly where Graves said it would be, with the word TAXES written across it in Sharpie.

The process of adding the drive to the bullet was even weirder than Nick had imagined. He’d been picturing a little USB port or something like that inside of the shell, but there was just a tiny compartment in the side. When he shoved the drive in, the whole thing shifted, and suddenly a whole bullet sat in Nick’s palm with tiny lines of circuitry running through it.

Weird, he thought. I wonder what other kinds of bullets you could make out of these things?

He was pretty sure some secret agency out there had tested everything you could think of.

He charged down the stairs, leaving Graves standing in the living room keeping watch. He could have been imagining it, but he thought the old man looked relieved as Nick disappeared into the makeshift containment facility.

Stepping back into the vault felt like entering another world. Moira still had the burning silhouette monster behind a shield, focusing her energies into it, while Grace pointed a crossbow at the mnemophage as it slowly consumed the ragged bullet holes in its void. Behind them, Tiffany hurriedly downloaded porn videos, while Salma sat on the table making garbled suggestions about girl on girl in the midst of Goblin Mode.

She didn’t know yet that it didn’t matter. Nick held the single densest concentration of human want and human shame in the entire town, carrying it inside of his gun.

The mnemophage turned as Nick entered. Saw.

Realized.

Elsie finally understood how much trouble she was in.

And ‘Elsie’ fell away.

All of it—the faded flower-print dress, the stringy hair, the doughy bog grandma smile—sloughed off of her like dead skin from a snake, and what remained was the void. A darkness with the vague outline of something grinning, filled with a greater sense of menace than anything Nick had ever seen.

It spoke, and its voice held not a trace of warmth. Nothing even faintly human dwelt within.

“I was doing them a favor,” it snarled.

The words nearly bowled Nick over. All this time, they’d believed the mnemophage was just a cipher—an idea in the shape of a person, a hole that people’s memories and emotions and lives fall into. Not something with instinct. Hunger.

Spite.

A contempt as ancient as the first rock a man used to kill another man radiated from the mnemophage. “You’re hurting them,” it said, the void becoming a wide, gaping mouth. “They’ll hate you for what you’re about to do—”

“Probably,” Nick said, raising the gun.

The void moved closer—desperate, grasping. Drunk on hope and ever asking for more.

“For the record? You’re not just an idea.” He thumbed the hammer. “An idea wouldn’t have enjoyed this. You’re something far worse.”

The void roared.

“This town’s gonna travel lighter without you.”

And Nick pulled the trigger.

The bullet sailed into the void. It wasn’t a pinprick—and it wasn’t light. The void bent around it, like Nick had just tossed a tiny black hole into the creature’s center.

Energy spilled from it. Lust. Shame. Every filthy and beautiful thing a person could want, pumped straight down the gullet of a monster who’d never tasted it before.

Elsie ate. She couldn’t not.

She gorged on it, desperately trying to consume the bullet. A deep, guttural choking sound echoed from the center as the darkness stretched wider and wider, straining to contain one more bite, then one more, then one more. It swelled, cracked, the darkness bursting at the seams…

And stopped.

The mnemophage gave one final heave and choked to death on desire.

They stood there, staring at the pool of shrinking darkness in the middle of the corridor.

“I think we got it,” Grace said.

“I didn’t even get to use all the porn I downloaded,” Tiffany said, amazed. “I guess that was kind of anticlimactic—”

The mnemophage exploded.

Light spilled from her like a geyser, flying off in all directions. Tendrils of it hit Nick, Tiffany, Grace, Moira—even Salma. More of them struck Erica Stone than anyone else in the facility, filling her with a glow that spilled from her eyes and her gasping mouth.

When it hit Nick, he understood. Everything came rushing back.

Years of stolen memory burst from the mnemophage’s body, blowing through the house and the town, filling every hollow head on the hill. Chagrin Falls remembered. Even when it didn’t want to.

Especially when it didn’t want to.

People fell to their knees on the stairs, sobbing. Out in the yard, Doreen the waitress put her hand over her mouth and began to wail, her divorce and her mother’s death both flooding her mind as vividly as an unspooling film reel. Somewhere on Main Street a man lay on the concrete repeating the name of the daughter he once felt so much relief in forgetting.

The chants died. The smiles died.

The whole town got it all back. Every awkward memory, every cringe that kept them up after midnight, every bad date and hidden shame and everything else that had made them so placid and empty.

It was terrible. It was real.

It was theirs, and it always had been.

Upstairs, Nick heard the scream. James Graves dropped to his knees, both hands pressed to his skull as an entire career of unknowable horror came rushing back in a single instant. It flooded over him in a wave, his whole buried life filling the pool he’d so carefully emptied with his pet memory monster, and a casual observer would have clocked the tears streaming down his face as pure horror.

Only someone who knew him well could’ve seen that under the agony was something that almost looked like relief.

The mnemophage was gone. Not just dead—erased, like a word you say over and over again until it no longer feels like it has any meaning.

A handprint appeared on the interior of one of the cells. The door swung closed.

And the corridor of CF2 went quiet at last.

Nick and his women stood staring at each other, amazed to have survived.

While above their heads, an entire town began to live with the past once more.


Epilogue: Don’t You Forget About Me


The hospitality on the way out of Chagrin Falls was a hell of a lot worse than what they’d had coming in.

The bunting had already come down. Nobody smiled. The town that had greeted them with pleasant platitudes and presented itself as a perfect time capsule of Americana was, twelve hours of sleep later, a place full of people who couldn’t quite meet each other’s eyes. People froze on the streets, going pale and wincing as memories they’d poured into the mnemophage came rushing back, hitting them at random in the middle of the day like a slap.

It was pretty much the worst collective hangover in history.

Except instead of tequila, it was years of repressed memories.

Nick and his women didn’t envy them. But they didn’t pity them, either.

The town made its bed. Now it had to learn to lie in it.

At least they were all people again.

Jim Graves was on his porch when they came to say goodbye, a plume of steam rising from his coffee mug. He looked like he’d aged ten years in a single night—but somehow seemed happier for it. The flaming wreck of Erica’s car was gone, and Nick didn’t bother asking who’d made it disappear.

“You could come with us,” Nick offered, not really meaning it. “We both know Anastasia could relocate you. Get you a fresh start.”

“Nah.” The old man squinted over the town, the corner of his mouth curling in a smirk. “This is my home, whether I like it or not. Besides, someone’s got to keep an eye on the CF2. Elinor’s still out there somewhere, and I’ve got to track her down.” He paused. “Unless she made it all the way to the river, at which point I’ll have to wait for another agency to come across her.”

Elinor was Graves’s name for the thing made of black water, Nick figured. He’d never read the official name off the placard and had no desire to ever go in Graves’s basement again.

“Besides, I think I owe this place some honest work after everything I’ve done.” He tapped his temple. “And of course, I’ve got these.”

“Your memories?”

He nodded, the line of his jaw going taut. “All of ‘em. Carcosa included. I’m not running from them anymore. Turns out that wasn’t solving anything—just charging it to everybody else’s account.” He almost smiled. “I made myself as light as a feather and all it cost was weighing an entire town down. I’m gonna rearrange the scales if I can.” He took a sip of his coffee. “And I can.”

Nick glanced back at the Hellcat. Tiffany, Moira and Grace sat in the backseat, practically in each other’s laps, while Erica Stone—carrying just about everything she owned after having her vehicle set ablaze—took the passenger seat.

“It’s a lot to carry alone,” Nick said, thinking about his harem. “Look, why don’t you let me talk to Anastasia? You’re not the first person with knowledge about the Veil who’s felt… heavy because of it. She’s got people—real ones, with degrees, who help people work through that shit.”

He frowned. “I don’t know.”

Nick snickered. “You can be stoic in front of Chagrin Falls. You shouldn’t have to white-knuckle Pjerakisch with nothing but a bottle of whiskey and some porn from the 80’s.”

Graves looked at him for a long moment. “Yeah,” he said finally. “Yeah. I’d take that.”

“I’ll set it up.”

Graves stuck out a hand. “Thanks for saving us,” he said, taking Nick’s and shaking it. “For what it’s worth—and I know it’s not much—I’m sorry to put you all through so much trouble.”

Nick shrugged. “Carry it forward,” he said. “That’s the apology that counts.”

Graves nodded. He went back inside as Nick walked down the drive, getting behind the driver’s seat of the Hellcat. By the time he’d buckled his seatbelt, the man was gone.

“So,” Nick said, glancing at his harem in the rearview mirror. “Hell of a podcast episode, huh?”

All three women chuckled at that. Erica Stone just looked thoughtful.

“Yeah, maybe not,” she said, leaning back in her seat. “Here’s the thing: I got my memories back when the old lady went boom.” She grinned. “But I can’t prove a single word of it. My car’s a cinder. The drives—all my footage, my interviews, they’re gone. I’ve got nothing but a story too crazy for anybody to believe.”

“Don’t sell yourself short,” Tiffany said. “There’s plenty of people crazy enough to believe this story.”

Erica snickered.

“So, you’re not running it,” Nick said, relaxing a touch. He’d been hoping that was what she’d say.

But she surprised him.

“Oh, I’m running it,” she said, crossing one leg over the other. “As the one that got away. The Mystery of Chagrin Falls. The town that swallows secrets.” Her grin grew even wider. “The audience will go even crazier for it than they would have for a full expose. People enjoy a satisfying resolution—but they turn feral for a good mystery.”

Tiffany couldn’t help but laugh. “You’d fit right in with us, you know. You handled yourself well.”

“We probably would’ve ended up mindless zombies without you,” Grace said.

Moira nodded. “You did excellent work. You should be proud.”

Erica blushed. For about two seconds, Nick could see her actually considering it.

Then she shook her head.

“I don’t think so,” she said, her smile turning a bit sad. “I watched a talking boob turn into a goblin and a grandma choke to death on a USB drive full of porn. I think I’m good.”

Nick nodded. He understood—they were a lot.

Also, there were a lot of them.

“But hey—if you ever come across another big conspiracy and you want someone who can’t be bought or scared off—I’m your girl. You’ve got my number, right?”

“I don’t think we do, actually,” Grace said, frowning.

“Well, I’ve got a Patreon,” she laughed. “You can always message me there.”

They drove Erica to the nearest rental car agency and got her set up. She gave Nick a hug when it was time to say goodbye, then gave each of his women a significantly longer hug. It made Nick wonder if he and the woman were maybe playing on the same team.

“Thank you for the adventure,” she said. “I’m gonna go home and sleep for two weeks straight now.”

They watched her drive off, Tiffany’s arm around Nick’s waist. Moira waved until her car vanished over the horizon.

“I’m gonna have to subscribe to her show,” Tiffany said, resting her head on Nick’s shoulder. “Might even have to pay for that Patreon.”

“I think she owes us a free subscription after that,” Nick said. “At whatever the highest tier is.”

“Dream on. We’ll be lucky to get a free bumper sticker for the Hellcat.”

They headed back to the Golden Rim to pack up. The clerk was nowhere to be found—probably he’d decided to take a much-needed day off. The parking lot was empty, no creepy Christmas carolers, no grinning neighbors. The two rooms were untouched, the connecting door between them still open.

“I could use a shower,” Tiffany announced as Nick carried bags out from under the bed to the Hellcat’s trunk. “You feel like joining me, babe?”

Nick was about to ask her how the hell all of them were going to fit in that shower when the room filled with a growl.

They’d put Salma on the nightstand as soon as they came in—the slime was still deep in Goblin Mode, chuckling to herself and waving her horn around like a flasher trying to show his dick off in the park. The effect had grown a bit muted since Salma saved their bacon back in the CF2, but the second Tiffany made her suggestion the slime went electric, burbling a stream of cracked, delighted nonsense that rose in pitch with every syllable.

Tiffany stood there staring for a moment when the slime was done. “Okay, I don’t speak Goblin,” she said, grinning at Nick, “but I’m pretty sure that means ‘I want to watch you fuck.’”

The slime vibrated so hard she almost fell off the nightstand. “Gah!” Salma burbled. “Gah-gah-dah-GAH!”

“Yeah. That is definitely a yes.”

Nick narrowed his eyes. “We’re going to bang because Salma wants us to?”

Tiffany crossed her arms beneath her breasts. “I mean, don’t we owe our war oracle? We’d all have been up a creek without Salma on this mission.”

“I thought you said Salma was our seeing-eye dog.”

“You’re a dog,” Tiffany purred, licking her lips. “You really don’t need to get laid after all that? I do.”

“Same,” Grace said. “Big same.”

Moira smiled from the bed, already unbuttoning her blouse. "Well," she said, her voice warm and teasing, "I suppose if Salma insists."

The slime let out a delighted cackle.

"She's an even bigger perv in this form," Grace muttered. But she was already pulling her shirt over her head.

Nick barely had time to process before Tiffany dropped to her knees in front of him, her hands working his belt. She looked up at him with those big blue eyes, biting her lip, and whatever objections he might've been able to muster evaporated on contact.

"We almost died," Tiffany said, popping the button on his jeans. "Like, really almost died. I want to feel alive."

"Yeah," Nick said, his voice rougher than he meant it. “Fuck yeah, alright.”

Grace kicked off her boots and sat on the edge of the bed, watching with that bratty expression that somehow made everything hotter. Moira had stripped down to her bra, her red hair spilling over her shoulders as she leaned back against the headboard. Salma vibrated on the nightstand, her horn waving like a conductor's baton.

Tiffany pulled Nick's jeans down, then his boxers, then wrapped her fingers around him. He wasn't even fully hard yet, but the way she looked at him—hungry, grateful, stripped down to biology and need—did most of the work on its own.

"God, I missed this," Tiffany murmured, stroking him slowly. "Missed you."

Nick let out a small laugh. “It's been like twelve hours.”

"Twelve hours where I thought I was gonna forget I ever knew you," she shot back, and the vulnerability in her voice hit him like a punch. She leaned in, her lips pressing against the underside of his shaft. "So yeah. I fucking missed you."

She took him into her mouth before he could answer.

Nick's head tipped back, his hands tangling in her blonde hair. Tiffany worked him with enthusiasm, her tongue hitting every special spot on his crown as she swirled it around him. Behind him, Grace groaned, while Moira watched eagerly.

"Jesus Christ,” Nick muttered.

"Language," Moira teased, grinning as she unhooked her bra and tossed it aside.

Grace slid off the bed and padded over, already down to her underwear—a black thong and a matching bra. She knelt beside Tiffany, watching for a moment before leaning in and running her tongue up the side of Nick's shaft while Tiffany worked the tip.

"Oh, fuck," Nick said.

"Better," Moira purred.

The two of them took turns. Tiffany pulled back to let Grace take over, then switched back to take him deep down her throat, their mouths and hands working in a rhythm that felt like something from a porn movie. It was too much and not enough all at once, the heat of their mouths and the slick glide of their tongues and the way they both looked up at him like he was the only thing in the world that mattered. He needed more.

Salma made a sound like a cracked kazoo, and Grace snorted mid-stroke.

"She's really into this," Grace said.

"I told you she was a perv," Tiffany said, then took Nick deep enough to make him groan.

Moira rose from the bed and crossed to him, completely naked now, her body all soft curves and massive breasts. She cupped his face in her hands and kissed him, slow and deep, her tongue sliding against his while Tiffany and Grace worked below.

After everything he’d been through, it was sensory overload in the best possible way—Moira's mouth, the two younger girls on their knees, the sound of sucking and slurping in his ears as all three women worshipped him in their own way.

When Moira finally pulled back, her eyes were dark and warm. "You did good," she murmured. “So good. You kept us safe. You brought us through.”

He recognized it as the tone she loved to take with Tiffany. “We got each other through,” Nick said.

She smiled. “Such a good boy. That's why you get rewarded."

Grace pulled off him with a wet pop and stood, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “Alright, I need to get fucked,” she announced, grinning. “You got to go first last time," she told Tiffany. “My turn?”

Tiffany pouted for half a second, then grinned. “Your turn. But I get him after."

"Deal."

Grace tugged off her panties, exposing her bare, glistening mound, and climbed onto the bed, lifting her pelvis and spreading her legs. Nick had seen her do this enough times to know that Grace approached sex the way gymnasts approached their routines—with precision, flexibility, and a kind of ruddy, raw confidence that always made his dick as hard as an iron girder.

Nick followed her onto the bed. Moira settled beside them, one hand already between her own legs, while Tiffany sat cross-legged behind the pair like she had front-row seats to see her favorite band.

Salma burbled something that sounded vaguely obscene.

"Yeah, yeah," Nick muttered, pushing the crown of his cock into Grace’s folds. "Peanut gallery can shut up, thanks.”

Grace smirked up at him. "She's got a point, though. Stop talking and fuck me already."

So, he did.

He buried himself inside of her with one deep thrust, savoring the way Grace gasped as he slid into her. She wrapped her legs around his waist and pulled him deeper, her nails digging into his shoulders hard enough to leave marks.

"God, yes," she groaned, arching her hips to meet his. "Fuck, I needed this so bad!”

Nick started slow, already holding back from the way her slick, wet pussy gripped him. Grace wasn't having it. She bucked her hips, meeting him thrust for thrust, and he threw caution to the wind and started to pump inside her like a piston. She was strong and flexible and so tight she drove him insane, and when she hooked one leg over his shoulder and tilted her hips just right, Nick nearly lost it and painted her walls right then and there.

“Oh fuck, Grace— “

"There’s the spot,” she panted. “Fuck me, stud!”

He did. Hard and fast, the way she liked it, the bed creaking under them. Beside them, Moira’s fingers swirled around her clit, while Tiffany clearly only refrained from touching herself because she wanted to be a good girl. Her hand kept drifting down and shooting back up, like she had to keep reminding herself to wait for Nick to fuck her.

He loved that.

His cock slammed against that special spongy spot inside of Grace and rang her like a bell. Her walls clenched around his prick like a fist, her voice going ragged with need.

“Oh fuck,” the goth girl gasped. “I’m gonna—this is—fuck, Nick—!”

She came with a sharp cry, her whole body going rigid, and Nick felt her cunt grip him so hard he had to grit his teeth to keep from following her over. He slowed, then pulled out carefully, and Grace collapsed back onto the bed, panting and grinning.

“Hell yes,” she said, her dark hair fanned out like a halo around her. "Your turn, Tiff."

Tiffany was already moving, crawling up the bed and positioning herself on all fours. She glanced over her shoulder at Nick, her blonde hair falling across her face, and the look in her eyes was pure mischief.

"Remember what Moira wrote on me last time?" she said.

How could Nick forget? “Moira wrote a lot of things. All of us did—”

“The thing above my pussy,” Tiffany prompted. “With the duck marker.”

"AIM CUM HERE," Moira supplied helpfully, still touching herself. “I think that was it?”

"Right." Tiffany bit her lip. "So, uh. That wasn't just a kink thing. I mean—it was. But it's also…”

She broke off, flushing. Nick thought he knew what she was going to say, but it just seemed so impossible…

“I really like the idea of you cumming in me with no protection,” Tiffany admitted in a rush. “The thought of you knocking me up is, like, super hot. Like holy shit my body is ready hot.”

Nick froze. Yeah, that was what he’d been thinking.

"Tiffany—"

"I know!" she said quickly. "I know, it’s a terrible idea and we're not ready and half our diet is freaking Waffle House and we’ve got monsters to hunt and whatever, but—fuck, I can't stop thinking about it. You filling me up, getting me pregnant—" She shivered. "It makes me so fucking hot. It made me hot before Moira. I’m just willing to admit it now that she wrote it down.”

Moira's hand stilled. She looked at Tiffany with something soft and warm in her eyes. "Oh, my sweet girl.”

"Is that okay?" Tiffany asked, looking back at Nick. "Can we—can we just pretend it's gonna happen? Just for now?"

Nick's brain was still catching up, but his body had already made the decision. He moved up behind her, his hands settling on her hips, and leaned down to murmur in her ear.

"Yeah," he said. “Yeah, we can definitely do that.”

Tiffany let out a pleased sigh. "Good. Then fuck me, Nick. Fuck me and fill me up and—please—"

He pushed into her in one smooth stroke, and Tiffany moaned, long and low. She was soaking wet, practically dripping, so tight her walls threw sparks around him.

“—and breed me!” she finished, the words like hot steam escaping the kettle. “Oh gawd, yes!”

"That's it," Moira said, her voice low and honeyed. "Good girl, Tiffany. Take him deep now. Show him how good it would feel to put his load deep inside you.”

Tiffany whimpered at the praise, her hips pushing back to meet Nick thrust for thrust. He fucked her hard, primal and deep, the way she was begging for it. The wet sounds of skin on skin filled the motel room, mingling with her desperate groans and the whimpers of Grace and Moira.

"Gonna—gonna breed you," Nick growled, surprising himself with how good it felt to say it. "Gonna fill you up, Tiff. Gonna mark my territory.”

"Yes," Tiffany gasped. "Yes, fuck, yes, do it, please—"

Moira shifted, sliding down the bed until she was eye-level with Tiffany. She cupped the younger woman's face, kissing her deeply, and Tiffany moaned into her mouth.

"Such a good girl," Moira murmured against her lips. "So perfect for him. You're going to take every drop, aren't you?"

"Yes, Mommy," Tiffany whimpered.

Moira grinned. Nick didn’t think he’d ever seen the redhead this happy.

Grace had recovered enough to prop herself up on one elbow, watching with her teeth biting down on her black lipstick. Salma vibrated so hard on the nightstand she sounded like a Hitachi.

Nick's rhythm broke as the pressure built, turning into primal caveman thrusts as his hands tightened on Tiffany's hips. He could feel her rising along with him, both of them so close to the peak.

“Come for me," he said. “Make everything tight and ready for my load, good girl. Get that pussy ready for me to flood it with my cum—”

It was as far as he got before Tiffany screamed.

She shattered with a cry, her whole body shaking, and Nick buried himself as deep as he could go and followed her into bliss. The world went white as he came hard, his cock jerking, thick hot ropes of liquid lava spraying against her inner walls.

Tiffany whimpered and pushed back, taking everything he had, grinding herself down on him all the way to his balls.

When it was over, Nick stayed inside her, his cock still gently pulsing in time with his heartbeat. Tiffany collapsed forward onto her elbows, face down on the covers, watching him over her shoulder with ruddy cheeks.

"Don't move yet," Tiffany whispered. "Just—stay. Please."

“I’m not going anywhere,” he grunted, watching the spot where they joined.

Moira, who'd been watching the whole thing with her hand between her legs, finally let herself tip over the edge. She shuddered as she came, her head tipping back against the headboard, and when she opened her eyes again, she was smiling.

"Mommy is very satisfied," she purred.

Tiffany started laughing, breathless and a little wild. "I could use that shower now."

Grace snorted. Salma let out a triumphant cackle. And Nick, still buried inside Tiffany, couldn't help but laugh too.

They split up for the showers—Tiffany and Grace in one room, Nick and Moira in the other. The motel's water pressure was shit, but the heat was more than okay, and Nick stood under the spray with his eyes closed letting the warmth massage his muscles while Moira soaped up beside him.

"So," she said after a while. "Breeding kink."

Nick groaned. “Please don't start."

"I'm not starting anything," Moira said. "I'm just observing that you seemed very… enthusiastic about the idea?”

He was already shaking his head. “It’s just dirty talk, he insisted. One of Tiff’s kinks.”

"Is it?"

Nick opened his eyes. Moira was watching him, her expression unreadable.

He forced out a laugh. “You can't actually be suggesting—"

"I'm not going to force anyone to do anything,” Moira said. She leaned back and let the water run over her face and breasts, bathing in the spray. "But you can't run away from things forever, Nick. Isn't that what this whole mission was about?"

His jaw dropped. “That's different."

"Is it?" She tilted her head. "You're terrified of the idea. I understand that. It is terrifying. But would the result really be so terrible?"

Nick stared at her. "Moira—"

"I'm not saying you should do it now," she said. "I'm just saying… don't close the door on it because you're afraid. Fear's a bad reason to make decisions." She smiled, soft and warm. "Besides, you seemed to enjoy the process a great deal."

Nick didn't have an answer for that.

He thought about it for a long time.

None of them talked about it after the shower as they dressed and packed up the last few bits of their luggage. As it turned out, Tiffany had something else on her mind.

“Hey,” she said, her casualness exaggerated. “Just checking—we do remember everything, right?”

Everyone shared a glance. “What do you mean?” Moira asked.

“It’s just… how would we even know?” The blonde swallowed hard. “That’s the part that gets me. We were supposed to get everything back when we killed the mnemophage, but if she ate something good, we wouldn’t even know it was gone. That there was a hole.”

Silence filled the room.

Then Grace snorted. “Relax. You’ve still got your whole kink dossier memorized.” She put a thumb on her chin. “Think you might have added a couple since we came to Chagrin Falls, actually.”

“That’s what we’re here for,” Moira said quietly.

The laughter stilled. The redhead walked up to Tiffany and cupped her chin. “If one of us starts forgetting—a name, a story, a place we’ve been—the rest of us will notice. We’re each other’s memories now. All of us.” She kissed the blonde’s forehead. “That’s the whole point of a family. None of us forget alone.”

Even Grace didn’t have any clever remarks for that one.

They were back on the highway by noon, the wrong-way concurrency around Wytheville fading in the rearview mirror. For the last time, Nick and his women drove both north and south simultaneously.

It was actually far less weird than it sounded on paper.

“Funny,” Grace said from the back, watching trees pass by. “Nobody in that town was in any kind of hurry to thank us. We saved them from becoming zombies and they couldn’t wait to get rid of us.”

“Would you want to look at the people who handed you back all your worst memories?” Nick asked.

“I’d thank them, at least,” Grace shot back. Then she frowned. “You think Anastasia knew about the whole alternate universe thing when she sent us here? That all that stuff came from the place I come from?”

Nick thought about Anastasia’s voice coming through a cell phone on a beautiful beach, dodging his questions. Sidestepping the whole question of why she really wanted them in Chagrin Falls.

“I think,” Nick said carefully, “that you’d never get a straight answer out of her.” He glanced in the rear-view mirror. “This is the part where Salma would say something like ‘the plot thickens’ if she wasn’t in Goblin Mode.”

From the center console, the slime made a sound that almost sounded like dun dun DUN!

Nick and Moira glanced over. “Sounds like she’s still in there,” the redhead said.

“Yeah,” Nick snickered. “But just you wait. She’s insufferable when she’s like this. Tears up carpet worse than a half-dozen cats…”

“I happen to like cats,” Moira insisted.

Then she looked at Tiffany in the mirror.

“…especially kittens.”

The blonde went red as a beet at that.

They drove west, leaving behind Chagrin Falls and Tina’s diner. Nick couldn’t see it, but Doreen was already back at work—the woman who’d draped herself across his windshield a day ago and begged not to have to remember the past—moving between tables with a bit more pep in her step than before. Sharper. Faster. Sad around the eyes, maybe, and suffering like everyone else, but the sadness was real. It mattered.

She was full of something real again, even if some of it hurt.

Nick didn’t see it—but he could feel it all the same.

“They’ll thank us someday,” he muttered, glancing in his rear-view mirror. “Maybe not soon. And definitely not out loud. But they’ll be alright.”

Tiffany reached up through the center console and took his hand. “And the bad memories? The grief?”

“They’ll carry it.” The sun spilled gold across the hood of the Hellcat as Nick pulled north and really let her rip. Wherever they were going next, they were making excellent time. “That’s the deal. That’s always been the deal.”

He smiled. They drove north, four humans and one slime, feeling a little more like themselves than they had before.

“Yesterday’s not a closed door,” Nick said. “It’s wide open.”

And in Chagrin Falls, at least, no more monsters would come through it.

END OF BOOK FIVE


Recipe: Moira’s “Open Door” Rosemary Focaccia


A Recipe From the Kitchen of Mater Lactea's Most Devoted Priestess (and, Let's Be Honest, the Only Member of This Family Who Can Be Trusted Near an Oven)

Rosemary is for remembrance. That's an old line, and after certain missions, remembrance can mean quite a bit.

We spent some time recently in a little town that had been duped into believing that the past wasn't worth carrying. They gave away every hard memory they'd ever had: every grief, every embarrassment, every 2AM regret. And do you know what they got for it? Empty platitudes and vacant smiles.

It turns out that removing everything heavy from your life doesn't make it lighter. It just makes it hollow.

Baking is my love language, and this recipe is love in a pan: warm, golden, and impossible to eat with any dignity whatsoever. Can be eaten directly off the cooling rack if one has been an exceptionally good girl; otherwise, it goes excellent with a marinara dip.

Now — let's get to it.


***

You'll Need:

4 cups bread flour (all-purpose works in a pinch, the way duck-brand markers work in a pinch — not ideal, but we make do)

2 ¼ tsp instant yeast (it's alive, but does not talk back — unlike some familiars I could name)

2 tsp fine salt

1 tsp honey or sugar (yeast likes a little sweetness; so do I)

2 cups warm water (warm, not hot. Too hot and you'll hurt its feelings)

½ cup good extra-virgin olive oil, divided (the real stuff. And no, milk does not work here. I know you were thinking it).

3–4 sprigs of fresh rosemary (for remembrance. Also for flavor. But mostly for remembrance)

Flaky sea salt on top to taste (i.e. as much as possible)

Optional: a few smashed garlic cloves or halved cherry tomatoes, if you're feeling festive

***

Instructions:

Wake the Dough:

Whisk the flour, instant yeast, fine salt, and honey together in a big bowl. Add the warm water and 2 tablespoons of the olive oil and stir with a spoon until it comes together into a shaggy, sticky mess. That's all. No kneading. (I know it feels too easy. Sometimes the mission does that. The hard part usually comes later).

The First Rise:

Cover the bowl and let it sit somewhere warm for 1 to 2 hours, until it's doubled and bubbly. If you can bear to wait, let it rise in the refrigerator overnight instead — the flavor is extraordinary, and good things come to good girls who learn a little patience. (You know who you are).

Into the Pan:

Pour a generous 3 tablespoons of olive oil into a 9x13 baking pan — be shameless about it, this is not the place for restraint — and scrape the dough in. Turn it once to coat, then gently stretch it toward the corners. Cover and let it rise again, 30 to 45 minutes, until puffy and pillowy.


Dimple It (My Favorite Part):

Oil your fingertips and press straight down through the dough to the bottom of the pan, all over, until it looks like the surface of the moon. Get in there. Don't be shy; the dough can take it. Then tuck your rosemary into the dimples and arrange it like you mean it — I treat this exactly the way I treat a fresh sigil or a good tattoo, which is to say slowly and deliberately. Drizzle the last of the oil over everything and finish with a good pinch of flaky salt.

Bake:

425°F for 20 to 25 minutes, until it's deep gold and crackling at the edges and the whole house smells like somewhere you want to come home to. When a certain goth girl wanders into the kitchen pretending she isn't hungry, you'll know it's nearly done.

Serve With Love:

Let it cool slightly—assuming anyone in your household possesses that kind of restraint—then tear it apart with your hands and serve warm, with a little extra olive oil for dipping or the previously mentioned marinara. It is, I will admit, a far cry from scattered-smothered-and-covered at a Waffle House at two in the morning. But you cannot always find a Waffle House in the Fae Wilds, and a family that only eats hash browns is a family with regrets.

Leftovers keep, wrapped, for 2–3 days, and reheat beautifully in a warm oven. Do not use the microwave. There is nothing on this earth that says "I have given up" quite like microwaved focaccia.

***

Final Thoughts

Write this recipe down. Somewhere safe. In your own hand, if you can — because trust me, there are things out there that will eat the words right off a page if you let them, and some memories are too good to risk.

Bake it for the people who carried you through. Bake it the day after the worst day. Bake it because the past is heavy and that's the point — you don't set the weight down, you just get stronger arms and better company. Yesterday isn't a closed door, my loves. It never should have been.

Carry it forward. With the blessings of Mater Lactea, and a great deal of butter.

~Moira Orchard

(P.S. with special love to Mrs. Gene Wolfe, the real Rosemary)


Other Men's Romance Links


For more men's romance titles and monster girls, check out the following:

https://www.harem-lit.com → Now the #1 site for high quality haremlit content and discovery

https://www.facebook.com/RoyalGuard2020

https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlitbooks/

https://www.facebook.com/groups/monstergirllovers

https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlit

https://www.facebook.com/groups/dukesofharem

https://www.facebook.com/groups/MonsterGirlFiction/

https://www.facebook.com/groups/1324476308314052

https://www.facebook.com/groups/HaremGamelit

https://www.facebook.com/groups/pulpfantasy


Final Thoughts


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

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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