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Chapter 1. Home Reno

I’d be the first to admit that not every haunted house was a crack house.

But every crack house gets haunted.

There was just something about them that attracted things that fed on human misery. Go figure. And when you had developers looking to gentrify a neighborhood, they understandably wanted to tear down the hollowed-out buildings formerly used as drug dens. So then, brilliantly, they decided to bring in a bunch of construction stuff for the job without first checking for spooks.

And trust me. Nothing ruins your day worse than having a bunch of ghosts whose whole thing was possessing stuff get their mitts on heavy equipment. It was why I always said, let a registered sorcerer or exorcist purge the place before you roll up the bulldozers. Especially if the place in question used to be a den of human misery. But did anyone listen to me? Noooo. I was just the guy in charge of keeping mystical creatures from skinning people and wearing them like a coat. What did I know?

But, story of my life. No one ever called me before shit got bad, always after. And then I got to clean up whatever horror literally crawled out of the woodwork.

Case in point, 103 Amity Road.

I could feel the unearthly malevolence radiating off it as we drove up in my dinky old clunker of a 1985 Toyota pickup. The truck looked like an upsized Tonka toy, and had so many rust spots that every minute I expected to hear a clang as something fell off. A loaner, as my previous vehicle got bulldozed by a bunch of cultists in a delivery van. Long story, but an interesting one with the evillest mascot outside a pizzeria. All of which, naturally, brought me to my new partner.

“Poltergeists, huh?” Becca Hann said as she peered at the decrepit building through her tinted sunglasses.

“Yeah,” I said as I tried to find a place to park among the dumpsters and construction trucks. “Lower class spirits, but often a sign of worse things lurking under the floorboards.”

“Isn’t this more of a job for the ghostbusters?” she asked.

“You’re looking at him,” I said. “Unfortunately, I lack Harold Ramis’s raw good looks, but I’m the best we got around these parts.”

“I thought your job was to keep creatures from beyond the veil from killing people?”

“It is, but that covers a lot of territory,” I said, finally finding a parking spot next to a cement mixer. “The veil isn’t as clear cut as it used to be. And even before that, slayers got called in to deal with all sorts of things. Vampires, werewolves, zombies running insurance fraud, and other things that technically fall under ‘creatures from beyond the veil.’ And besides,” I added with a shrug. “If I don’t deal with this, who will?”

“Fair enough. Does that make me Bill Murray?”

“Nah,” I said, taking a moment to openly ogle her. “You’ve got better sex appeal.”

Becca grinned and stretched out in her seat tantalizingly. “Yeah?” she asked.

“Oh yeah,” I said, and that was the goddam truth. Becca had recovered well since I’d first met her, when she’d had nothing but a hoodie, tattered jeans, and an eldritch puzzle box that had driven her father insane. Now she wore a crop top that showed off her trim stomach and the enchanted tattoos that wound their way across her skin. Over that she had an open leather jacket, a present from the local wolf-girl biker gang. Shades shadowed her eyes, and her blonde hair was pulled back in a ponytail. Overall, she looked like that hot girl every cop show had. The one who didn’t wear the uniform, but had her badge clipped to her belt to draw the eye to her midriff. Unfortunately, slayers didn’t have badges. Or technically any real authority. But the law also gave us a lot of leeway to do what needed to be done.

Like today.

Opening the truck’s door I got out, Becca following me. There was a knot of people in suits up near the building proper, and as we made our way towards them one of them hurried towards us.

He was a dwarf. And I mean that literally. Like ‘mines and beard and beefs with dragons’ kind of dwarf. But he looked like he’d been living in the human world a long time, seeing as his beard was oiled and he lacked the stocky, hard muscles you’d get from digging too deep and too greedily. Guy was downright pudgy, and with the suit looked a bit like a penguin. He gave us that relieved smile of someone whose headache just became someone else’s problem.

“Emmer Hammerstroke?” I asked.

“Aye! That be me!” he said, taking my hand and eagerly shaking it. “So glad you could make it. You must be Cain. A pleasure to meet you. And um…”

He looked at Becca, who smiled and offered her hand. “Rebecca Hann.”

“Wonderful,” he said, taking her hand and giving her a long up and down, his eyes lingering on her chest a bit more than they should have.

Becca just smiled a bit harder, and there was a crackle of static from her palm. Emmer yelped and snatched back his hand, shaking it with pain.

Attagirl. Becca was still learning how to properly wield her lightning sorcery, but she’d made excellent progress. A week ago, she’d probably have fried Emmer like he was a squirrel chewing on a power line. Now he got away with just a numb hand.

“So, what’s the problem?” I asked, my eyes trailing over the building. It sure looked like a shit show, I’d say that much. The place seemed to sag inward, the windows boarded up and walls painted with graffiti that had more passion for expletives than spelling skill. “You said poltergeists, but what else is there?”

Emmer turned back my way. “Right. Yes. Well, you see, I recently purchased the ah, property behind us, and was interested in renovating it.”

“Pretty thoroughly, I’d say,” I replied with a look at a nearby bulldozer.

“Well, ah, not much could be done with… with the property in its current state,” Emmer said. “But the neighborhood is excellent, and could do well with our new development. But when my crew started moving in there were… incidents.”

“Tools flying around? Whispers?” I suggested.

“Er, somewhat. There were others though.”

With effort I hid my grimace. “What kind of others?”

“Well the ah… the walls were bleeding.”

Okay. Yeah, that wasn’t good.

I let out a slow breath, glowering at the building. Right. Okay, that made things a bit more difficult. Odds were it wasn’t due to some kind of mold, though that wasn’t outside the realm of possibility. Bleeding walls implied more than the usual poltergeist being a dick. I’d like to say I was surprised, but with Springville being smack dab in the middle of Lovecraft country, and worse, a part of it where the veil between the real world and the magic one was paper thin, this kind of crap was far from uncommon. Which certainly kept me busy.

“Anything else?” I asked.

“There were some ah… injuries. Nothing work related a course,” he quickly added. “And the… the basement hasn’t been investigated. When some of the workers went down that way, they said tha hallway seemed to go on for too long.”

Great. Spatial warping definitely implied that whatever was manifesting in there was extra ornery. Which opened up a whole new can of worms.

“Alright,” I said. “We’ll take care of it.”

Emmer practically melted with relief. “You will? Wonderful. Excellent! I’m delighted. Then ah… you’ll…”

He trailed off as I pulled my shotgun from the back of the truck, cracking it open and feeding some shells into it. He swallowed. “You uh…”

“Keep your crew clear,” I said as I snapped my gun shut and pumped a round into the chamber. “We’ll let you know when you can get to work again.”

“Uh…” Emmer mumbled as Becca pulled out a .38, the runes carved along its silvery barrel lighting up with a blue glow. “I’ll um… Well, leave you to it, then. I suppose.”

“Much obliged. Let’s go,” I said, nodding Becca towards the doors and leading the way.

We left Emmer wringing his hands and passed a bunch of construction guys idling around. Springville was uncommon in the world because a lot of creatures from beyond the veil had moved in over the last forty years. Among those watching us I picked out a couple gnomes, what looked like a lamia, and a few other dwarves. They eyed us curiously, but didn’t come close. Smart guys.

Oddly, I wasn’t as worried as I often was about this sorta business. For most of my time as a slayer, I’d been on my own. I’d kept it that way largely because this job was kinda shit. Necessary, but not something I’d wish on anybody. It had a very high attrition rate, and I didn’t want to drag anyone into the chaos I often found myself in.

But things change, and having Becca watching my back was more of a comfort than I expected.

And I had a feeling I’d be glad for it here.

“Alright,” I said at the door. “Stick close and keep an eye out. Poltergeists have an annoying tendency to possess objects, but bloody walls mean it's been juiced a bit, so things may get dicey. We’re going to need to find the source of the haunting.”

“What?” Becca asked. “Like a little ghost kid or something?”

“Could be,” I said. “Most poltergeists are just entities empowered by circumstances. A core trauma that’s been built on by subsequent events, feeding on human pain. So we have to rip that core bit out, and things should be okay.”

“Should?”

“I try not to deal with absolutes with this kinda stuff,” I said as I hefted my shotgun and glanced back at her. “Ready?”

She lifted her pistol. “Ready.”

I nodded, and kicked the door open, heading inside.

Entering the main landing of the house I felt the air grow greasy with unearthly powers. The interior was dingy and was already half knocked down, with several walls stripped to the support beams and tools lying around everywhere. But something else I quickly noticed was everything had a faint yellowish tinge. Daylight bled through gaps in the slats over the windows, but the gloom inside the building was excessively heavy. Like a tint had overlaid everything.

Keeping my eyes peeled, I fished out a dowsing stone with a piece of purest water embedded in the crystal. I held it out, letting it dangle from the chain and watched the crystal swing slowly, like a bloodhound getting a scent. It didn’t take long for the crystal to rise up, coming to rest at a quivering right angle to the floor.

Oh yeah, this possession was bad. “Alright,” I said as I tucked the stone away and we made our way into the living room. “Looks like whatever is going on in here is focused in the basement.”

“Is that common?” Becca asked, both hands gripping her pistol as she peered around.

“Yeah. Spirits and stuff like this tend to go to ground.”

‘Uh, Cain?”

“Hm?”

Becca nodded her eyes fixed on something. I turned to follow her gaze.

One of the walls was oozing red, outlining a human figure in the yellowed paint. The air shuddered, and a moaning sound filled the air.

The door suddenly slammed shut behind us so hard the walls and floor shuddered. Then kept shaking like a localized earthquake was building.

“Aw hell,” I groaned.

Discarded tools trembled around the floor, then began to rise into the air. Hammers, saws, wrenches, a nail gun and more floated up, then turned our way.

“Cain?” Becca said in growing alarm.

“Knock ‘em down!” I said, swinging up my shotgun and firing.

Enchanters like me usually aren’t too useful in a fight. Not like casters, such as Becca. But I found my way around it by preparing spells in advance, loading them into shotgun shells and equipment, and letting them fly.

The first shell was an old favourite. A fireball, specifically. There were few problems a fireball couldn’t solve, or at least give you an opening to find something better. The blast billowed from the barrel of my gun in a plume of fire, engulfing a circular saw and several hammers, reducing them to slag that fell to the ground with a thud and clatter.

Becca started shooting barely a second after me. Her tattoos glowed as magic fed through them, buzzing with blue lightning that sparked from her barrel and fired a bolt into a hammer, sending it spinning through the air to slam into the far wall with a crackling thud.

Unfortunately, that was all we got before the poltergeist started fighting back.

I ducked as a sledgehammer swung at me, missing and instead cracking into the wall before ripping free. Then I had to fling myself across the room and behind a stained couch as a nail gun opened fire, nails thudding into the old furnishing loudly.

“Cain!” Becca yelped.

“Get the nail gun!” I shouted back as I put my back to the couch. A whirring sound had me look up to see a circular saw come roaring down from above. I shoved myself back, then swung my legs wide before the saw could get them, the spinning blade instead embedding itself in the floor. Only to then rip towards my crotch.

Hell no!

I swung around my shotgun and shoved the barrel into the saw’s teeth. Enchanted metal met cheap Made in China crap, and the blade ripped back so hard that the whole saw smashed through the plywood covering a window.

I heard a crackling BOOM and peeked around the couch to see the nail gun take a lightning bolt dead on, the thing’s battery exploding before it fell to the floor, still smoking. I jumped back to my feet as two surviving hammers swung at me. My shotgun came up and I fired an ice blast.

Freezing cold splashed both hammers and half the wall in a layer of ice, weighing the tools down enough they crashed to the floor hard, denting it.

As suddenly as it was here the oppressive feeling in the air was gone. Receding from the room, the yellowish haze remained, but lost some of its potency.

“Is… is it over!” Becca asked, looking rapidly this way and that, her revolver still up and crackling.

“No,” I said, getting out from behind the couch. “It’s pulling back and regrouping for round two. Manipulating that many objects takes a lot of power. Which means now’s the time for us to finish this. Let’s find that basement.”

Becca nodded, and we got to it. It didn’t take long. I could feel the evil radiating from a particular door like a body farm’s worth of stench. 

I kicked it open, shotgun up to blow the face off anything that popped up, but all we got were some stairs descending down and an ill red light throbbing from below. Yep, looked like we found ground zero. I moved slowly down the creaking steps, shotgun leading the way as Becca followed in close behind.

I crouched to get a sneak peak of what we were walking into, and as more of it came into view I felt my stomach tighten. The furnace lay below, and it looked pissed.

Literally.

The whole mass of metal heaved and steamed. The grill rippled like the mouth of an animal and the pipes whistled with pressure. Dials ticked and jerked on its face as flames licked from the maw like a metal demon had been plopped down there and hooked into the rest of the house.

“Crap,” I said, easing back. “Okay,” I said to Rebecca. “Looks like it’s possessing the furnace.”

“It can do that?”

“It can do a lot of things,” I explained. “So, what we’re going to do is head back up to the truck, grab a few grenades, and-”

The door into the basement slammed shut. I heard a lock click.

Shit.

The steps under our feet shuddered and bucked like a bronco. The both of us were flung off them and down the stairs. I grunted as I landed, the protective spells woven into my bomber jacket taking the worst of it. Rebecca landed on top of me, losing grasp of her pistol which went spinning across the floor, her own leather jacket buzzing with similar protective enchantments.

A bellow of fury came from the furnace and I twisted around to see its metallic face snarl with rage. Fire churned in its maw and it belched a ball of it right at us.

I grabbed Becca, rolling her and me across the floor as the fireball crashed into the ground where we’d been a second before. The heat hit my back in a scorching blaze, and I bounded back to my feet, hefted my shotgun and fired.

My fireball spell smashed into the furnace. Metal groaned, but heat wasn’t going to do much to that thing.

“Cover me!” I shouted to Becca.

“Just a sec!” she cried, scrambling about the floor. “Dropped my gun!”

Dammit!

The furnace groaned again and pipes were wrenched out of the walls. Several of them flailed at me, smashing into the floor like crude metal tentacles. I ducked one and dove to avoid a second. I hit the ground in a roll and came back up, abandoning the shotgun in favour of my sword. I drew it, cold steel flaring with enchanted runes of water which, sadly, was a bit short in supply down here.

The furnace’s malignant eyes blazed as it bellowed again and swung at me. I parried a metal pipe with my sword, runes of purity flaring as it struck the metal. The furnace howled, rearing back and cooking even hotter. I could feel sweat pour down my face and soak my shirt as I blinked droplets away.

A crackle came from my right and a bolt of blue slammed into the side of the furnace. The whole thing creaked and swayed, then swung around towards Becca. She’d recovered her pistol and was aiming, the tattoos visible through her sleeves glowing blue as she squeezed the trigger again, channeling another blast of lightning. It hit the possessed furnace hard, and the thing spewed flames at her.

Becca scuttled back, still squeezing bolts of lightning off at the thing as flames spread, licking greedily for her. While she had it distracted, I grabbed my shotgun and ejected the fireball rounds. Digging in my pocket, I hauled out several frost shells and crammed them home. Snapping shut the ammo tube; I ratcheted it and took aim.

The first shot burst against the furnace’s side with a shriek of metal in distress. The whole furnace swayed from the impact and another groan of agony came from it. I stalked forward, firing again. Again.

Each shot exploded against the possessed machine. Metal popped and creaked in distress as molten steel met freezing chill. Steam hissed and washed over the room. The heat finally started to drop as the ice spread across the possessed piece of architecture, its form growing darker. It trembled, shuddered as its piping hot tentacles tried to rise once more, only to flop flat, and with a final creak it came to a dead, steaming stop.

With a heavy exhale I lowered my shotgun.

Coming up beside me, pistol still aimed at the furnace, Becca peered nervously at it. “Is…” she began. “Is it over?”

“Not quite,” I said, trading my shotgun for my sword again. I swung the blade, three swipes hacking off the front of the grill.

Becca actually recoiled at what was revealed, and I wasn’t too thrilled about it either. Inside, covered in frost, but still throbbing with malignant life, was a massive, pustulant heart. Its veins threaded through the furnace like a nightmare of fleshy cables. But that wasn’t the worst part. The worst part was probably the outline of a screaming face that stretched the heart’s flesh.

“Ugh!” she gasped. “What…”

“Greater poltergeists get like that,” I said. “They join with the house to let them manipulate it more. It basically becomes the damn thing. Which means…” I added, drawing back my sword and stabbing forward.

The enchanted steel plunged into the twisted face, and an echoing wail of a scream shuddered in the air. Becca clapped her hands over her ears, and even I winced as the heart shrivelled around my blade, veins hardening like roots dying in a sudden frost. The scream of unearthly agony slowly receded, the heart crinkling up like a chunk of coal, and then was still.

Almost immediately after the air began to clear up and become less oppressive and heavy. The yellowish tint to everything faded for the more normal earthy tones of a space long disused and derelict. I unsheathed my sword from the heart and stepped back.

“Well,” I said. “That’s that.”

“Yeesh,” was all Becca could say. “So this place is good to be torn down now?”

“More or less,” I said, turning around. “Come on. Let’s give Emmer the good news.”


Chapter 2. Witchery

Emmer was, quite naturally thrilled when I told him. Less so when I advised him to hire an exorcist to make sure there weren’t any malignant presences hanging around. But coughing up some cash so a couple priests could splash holy water on the dirt was a small price to pay not to wake up in a set piece for a new low budget horror movie.

As I finished instructing Emmer on what to do, I felt Becca nudge me, drawing my attention back to the street as a sleek black car pulled up. The door cracked open and several women got out. Then they reached back into the car and pulled out some pointy hats.

Aw great.

Witches.

And then it got worse.

I recognized Abigail Rotwood as she turned back around. Little surprise. She was the leader of the biggest coven in Springville, and one of the last people I wanted to deal with. A woman scorned was bad enough, but throw literal curses into the mix and you were in for a very bad time. She was tall, dressed all in black, and had that sharp-eyed attractiveness that older women got right around forty. Her eyes were ochred, her hair a platinum blonde and so hardened by spray it was like plastic, and in that dark dress she looked like she was fashionably off to a funeral of someone she disliked.

“Cripes,” I groaned as Rotwood’s eyes locked on to us.

“What?” Becca asked, looking between the rapidly approaching knot of women and me.

“Hopefully nothing,” I sighed, leaning against my truck with arms crossed as the group closed in on me, Emmer making a hasty retreat. “Mayor Rotwood,” I called louder as she came near. “What a surprise.”

“Cain,” she said, barely sparing me a nod as she stopped in front of me. “I see you’re keeping busy.”

“Never a lack of work,” I replied.

“No doubt. Still killing helpless spirits and fey?”

“Only on weekends. How about you? Still giving tax cuts to cults building temples to eldritch horrors?”

Her lip twitched and her witchy backup dancers glared daggers at me. Yeah yeah, but she didn’t really have a comeback for that. Rotwood had been very friendly with Carriger, whose new store had been disguising a focal of power that would have torn reality and the veil asunder, ushering in madness and horror at the claws of eldritch beings of pure hunger and malevolence. 

Instead, her eyes skimmed to Becca and she smiled more pleasantly. “Ah,” the witch said, her tone suddenly far more honeyed. “And this must be your new… apprentice. I heard you were going around with a young woman. Hello there,” she said, suddenly all good vibes as she pushed her hand out to Becca. “Abigail Rotwood. Mayor of our happy little community. And these are my associates. Jillian.”

“Hi!” a witch dressed in a puffy pink jacket and short skirt giggled, making a heart shape with her hands. “I’m, like, super happy to meet you!”

“And Chief Ember, heading our police department in Springville.”

The other witch was dressed in a cop’s uniform, albeit with a pointy hat. Her hair was a lush red and she held herself with the sort of rigid authority of someone who wasn’t entirely secure in it. She gave Becca a respectful nod, and when she saw me looking she glared.

Charming.

I glanced between the four women uneasily. Yeah, I didn’t like this. Not at all. Just what the hell was Rotwood’s game here? She wasn’t the type who introduced herself to just anyone. She was a born politician, which meant she was as slippery as a snake and as two faced as a schizophrenic werewolf. If she was being nice, especially to someone connected to me, it rarely meant anything good.

“Uh, hi,” Becca said, taking Rotwood’s hand and giving it an uncertain shake. “Rebecca Hann. Slayer in training, I guess.”

“What an interesting career choice for a young woman,” Rotwood said mildly. “Tell me, have you ever considered joining a coven?”

Becca cocked her head. “Coven?”

“Yes,” Rotwood said happily. “Witches commonly collect in a coven of three or more. Helps keeps us organized, support each other, and teach each other on the powers of magic. You know how it is.”

“Uh, not really,” Becca admitted. “I kind of found out I had magic a few weeks ago…”

“Really?” Rotwood said, arching an immaculate brow. “Well, that is a shame. And one we must rectify. Here,” she said, a flick of her fingers producing a tarot card with a number and name on the back. “An invitation. We’ll be holding a big meeting with all the covens in the area in a few days time. Walpurgis Night planning. You’ll love it.”

I groaned. “Is it that time already?” I asked.

Rotwood gave me a sharp look and Ember glared at me. Jillian seemed to be distracted by some mobile game on her phone. The mayor couldn’t quite hide a twitch of a sneer before she looked back to Becca with a far more pleasant air. “At any rate, you should come by! It would be a wonderful opportunity for you to find out more about us and what we do. My number’s on there as well. Feel free to contact me in case you wanted to talk about anything at all.”

“Uh, sure. Thank you?” Becca said, uncertainly taking the card.

“My pleasure. Have a wonderful day,” she said, then turned to me, her expression immediately dropping back to subzero friendliness. “Cain.”

“Rotwood.”

She sniffed, turned on her heel and marched away, her witches hurrying with her and back to the car.

Becca glanced up at me once the trio were out of earshot. “She doesn’t seem to like you very much.”

“No. She doesn’t,” I sighed. “But she also has more reason not to. My great grandmother killed hers.”

“She did?”

“Burned her as a witch. Which was accurate, but yeah. Didn’t exactly endear the families. She holds a bit of a grudge.”

Becca’s mouth made a big O of understanding. She glanced back to the sleek black car as it pulled away. “That’s um… wow.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Be careful of her. She might be dangerous. And looks like she has her eye on you.”

“Right,” Becca said, nodding and looking again at the card. “Why though?”

“Because she probably thinks you’re a witch.”

“Am I?” she asked.

“Could be,” I admitted, which was true enough. I genuinely had no idea just what Becca was, outside of one of the strongest caster sorcerers I’d ever seen. Which implied some pretty pure blood of something in her veins. Or possibly reincarnation of a god. Hard to be sure.

And I wasn’t likely to solve that little mystery standing around here. With Becca in tow, I headed back to the truck and got in, starting the engine. Dammit. I just hoped whatever Rotwood wanted with Becca wasn’t going to be a problem, but I had a feeling it would be. I sighed as I pulled out, the old pickup jerking as I put it back into drive and started off. Not a good start to the day.

Clang!

I groaned. “What was that?”

Rebecca twisted around to look through the rear window. “Looks like the bumper fell off,” she said.

Fan-freaking-tastic.


Chapter 3. Fox Shop

Fortunately, I always kept a roll of duct tape among my gear. There was a ton of utility in a roll of duct tape. Not only could you reattach a bumper, but you could bandage a wound, gag and tie up someone, and even make a handy dandy wallet. Truly one of mankind’s greatest inventions, only behind fire and fermentation.

We weren’t going straight home, however. After that little run in with the poltergeist, I had to stock back up on a few things. Not holy water, of course. That I got at a bulk discount from the Slayer Society (we had an in with the pope). But other reagents were a bit harder to find in the ass end of Lovecraft Country.

Good thing I had a supplier.

Foxfire Curios sat contentedly just off Butcher Street, occupying an older two-story building built in colonial style and proud of it. The shop was downstairs and an apartment upstairs, all of which played host to my favourite kitsune. And new lover.

This was another change of pace for me. At least, longer term. I’d been mostly a lone wolf since I took over the family business full time on account of dear old dad getting killed by a devil of the fifth circle before we managed to banish the fucker. And it was for that reason that I’d been hesitant about letting anyone get close to me. Being a slayer had a worse life expectancy than a Chernobyl liquidator, and the fact that it was inevitable I’d end up shanked by a hobbit hopped up on PCP was not something I wanted to share with anyone.

But then Luna, Becca, and Lorra forced their way into my life and well, here I am. Still alive, at least for now. And gotta say, I’m happier for it. Though juggling three women was a bit tough. Which was another reason I wanted to visit Luna.

And by the look of the motorbike parked in front of the shop, Lorra too.

I parked, and as I did, I heard a clang as my bumper fell off again. At least, I hoped it was the bumper. Haah… Dammit. I had got to go see Gaskit tomorrow and see what he could do about this. Cracking open the door, I got out with Becca following soon after.

“Cain!”

I whirled around, but too late, and a blur of leather, fur, and wagging tail crashed into me so hard I would have fallen if the truck wasn’t behind me. As it was, I slammed into the vehicle in question so hard it rocked on its axle and. I winced when I heard a bang and rattle as something else fell off it.

“Hi, Lorra,” I grunted.

The wolf-girl lifted her head after nuzzling my chest for a minute, beaming up at me. It was a weirdly incongruous expression for a woman like her. Lorra was the leader of a gang of biker wolfkin, and was dressed for it. A leather jacket with Hellhounds stitched on the back, a belt sporting a bunch of chains, and even one of her canine ears atop her head was notched. Her dark furred tail wagged furiously behind her as if to lift her off the ground, and she grinned with downright puppyish love at me.

“I missed you!” she whined. “Where were you?”

“At work. I told you.”

“You should have let me come. I can help with your work! If anyone messes with my mate, I’ll tear their balls off!” she finished with a sudden snarl.

“I know,” I said, patting her head. And that was the truth. Though she was cuddly with me now, when we first met, she tried to cave my head in for getting into a fight with her gang. After I beat her though she came around, and decided that I was to be her mate. A role I’d been cagey about until she literally saved my life, then joined me in an assault on a department store filled with cultists. At which point I’d be pretty damn pathetic not to at least take her out to dinner.

“Where’s the rest of your gang?” I asked her.

“Partying!” she told me gleefully. “I won a big prize fight! Got lots of money, and wanted to treat my mate to something nice!”

“How… sweet,” I said. I was careful not to ask Lorra what she did for money. She’d only been in the material realm for a few months now, and back home in the veil things were a bit more wild.

“Yeah!” she said happily. “Then we can have fuckies! My favourite!”

“Fuckies?” I asked blankly.

She paused, ears perking up. “Is fucking not what you do after having fun?”

“I mean, it could be,” I admitted.

“Then yay! Fucking!”

I glanced around the block, noting a few stares we were getting from pedestrians. “Ah… alright, sounds great,” I said, pushing Lorra into Foxfire. “Let’s talk about it more later. Okay?”

“Okay!” she said, tail wagging as I led the way inside the shop.

The bell jingled as we entered, and I took in the interior. The place was absolutely stuffed with stock, and though it was technically the one stop shop for all your magical ingredient needs (a vital thing in a town filled with mystical races from beyond the veil), it also carried more… interesting items. Such as books about UFO’s, the illuminati, Elvis’s secret clone, and other conspiracy dreck. Racks of t-shirts with green aliens and Bigfoot Watcher printed on them filled a corner, while a display case of stuffed Nessie and Mothman dolls occupied another. 

Foxfire also contained Luna. The pink haired kitsune was behind the counter, intently reading through a magazine whose cover page mentioned ‘Dracula’s Alien Lovechild’. A no doubt fascinating subject, though I’d much rather look at the reader herself. Luna wore a loose jacket open at the front, revealing a t-shirt whose words ‘The Truth is Out There’ stretched over an impressive bust. Her hair was short and pink, but the four tails behind her swirled with concentration as she read, the little bells woven in each tinkling sweetly.

“Hey Luna,” I said.

Instantly the kitsune’s head snapped up, her fox ears flicking and a smile lit up her face. “Cain!” she cried, her four pink tails swirling as she literally vaulted over the counter, nearly upending a rack of flying saucer and all-seeing-eye keychains.

“Hey- oof!” I grunted as the bundle of pink slammed into me for a hug. Though she lacked the raw physical power of Lorra, Luna had some strength behind her, and when she pulled back I found myself looking into her earnest, eager face.

“Perfect timing!” she yipped. “Just the man I wanted to see!”

“That right?” I asked, my hand sliding down her body to stroke the softness of her rump.

Luna flushed hot and giggled. “Y-yeah! Listen, I wanted to talk to you about something.”

“Uh huh,” I prompted, giving her bottom a squeeze.

A soft moan escaped the gorgeous kitsune, her four tails weaving in flicks of desire. “Caaaaain! I’m being serious.”

Chuckling, I took my hand away. “Okay, okay. Why did you want to see me?”

“Because I got big news! Check it!”

She dug her phone out of her pocket and flicked it on before shoving it into my face. Leaning back a bit, I finally managed to read the headline.

Crop Circles Found at Livingston Farm.

For a second I was just going to sigh, but then I saw that the story was from one of our actual local papers, and not something with a name like Cryptid Truthers. “Please tell me you’re kidding,” I said.

“Nope!” she beamed. “And you just know we gotta check it out before the feds have a chance to cover it up!”

I massaged my forehead. Dammit. I’d been doing this job a long time, but the only aliens I ever dealt with were less ET and more Mountains of Madness. And almost every time, crop circles turned out to be a prank by some farm kids.

Almost.

Sadly, there were those times when it wasn’t. And I just knew the one time I’d ignore something like this it’d turn out to be a ritual to open a gate to hell, or a fiendish plot by some cult, or something equally horrible that would be so much worse to deal with down the line.

I sighed. “Alright,” I said. “I guess we can check it out.”

“Yes!” Luna cheered. “Thank you, Cain! It’s gonna be great. I just know we’ll find something. I’ll pack my spectrometer. Oh! And my Alien Recording Radar.”

“You do that,” I said, patting her on the ass and sending her on her way.

“So, we’re all going to a farm?” Becca said.

“Looks that way,” I agreed.

“Oooh! Let’s get pizza!” Lorra suggested, tail wagging eagerly. “I love pizza!”

“I don’t really like pizza,” Luna informed us as she dug through things behind the counter.

With a gasp of horror Lorra turned on the kitsune. “What?” she demanded. “How can you not like pizza? It has meat! And cheese! Everything good to eat you can put on pizza!”

Luna scoffed, lifting her head from behind the counter with a patronizing shake of her head. “So naive. Every major pizza brand’s box is actually a government listening device they use to monitor the population.”

“I think they only do that for hostage situations,” Becca said. “And only in the movies.”

“That’s how they get you!” Luna said enthusiastically, her tails waving with greater urgency as she kept digging around behind the counter. “See, there’s regulations in the government that forces them to inform the population about future events they know about. But the feds get around that by putting the information in movies and popular culture. That way they can inform people, but everyone just thinks it’s fake. Why do you think the Simpsons have been able to predict so much?”

“Wow,” Lorra breathed in awe.

“That’s not real,” I told the wolf-girl with exasperation.

“Then why?” Becca asked with amusement.

I rolled my eyes. “The reason the Simpsons have been able to predict so much is because Groening’s distant ancestor was the oracle of Delphi, giving him low degree premonition powers.”

Becca laughed, then trailed off.

“W-wait,” she said with a searching look at my face. “Are you serious?”

“Unfortunately,” I said. “But we’ll get some Burger Boy too or something on our way,” I told the kitsune. “Happy?”

“Sounds good!” she cheered, thumping a massive briefcase that looked like something nuclear codes would be kept in. “Let’s go!”


Chapter 4. Crop Circled

I hadn’t seen a huge number of crop circles. That was more of a Nebraska thing. I usually got the ghosts of baseball players haunting the fields. But it didn’t exactly take a leap of detective work to see what had been carved out of this cornfield probably didn’t involve America’s favourite pastime.

Luna, of course, was over the moon.

“Oh my gods!” she squealed as we parked, the kitsune literally bursting out of her car and scrambling onto the roof for a better vantage point. I heard the metal creak as she bounced in place up there, hands clasped over her chest and tails waving furiously. “It’s real! It’s real! It’s real!”

“Yeah,” I agreed, stepping out of my truck and surveying the scene. “Sure looks like it.”

We were on a small hill, so had a decent view of the fields, and that was definitely crop circles down there. Bald patches had been carved out of the corn rows in stark circles, rings, and various other esoteric symbols you couldn’t mistake for anything remotely natural.

Lorra parked her bike next to my truck and leaned forward on the handlebars, peering down. “Huh,” she said. “Is that it?”

“Whaddya mean ‘is that it?’” Luna demanded, looking downright aghast that the wolf-girl wasn’t in rapture at the sight of some flattened corn. “This could be it! Signs of alien life! Evidence of their landing! Efforts to communicate with us! ET phoning home! Get out the Reese’s pieces, people. The time for awe is now!”

“Or it could be a bunch of local teens dicking around,” I suggested.

“All the more reason we gotta go down there. There might be alien goo! Or artifacts left behind, like that roadside picnic back in Russia.”

“God I hope not,” I grunted, albeit under my breath. Luna had big dreams about what lies beyond our world. I tended to have nightmares. That in mind, I pulled my shotgun out of the back. “Let’s get moving.”

“Wait! One sec!” the kitsune yipped, bounding off her car and digging through its trunk. “Just need my Alien Spectrometer! It’ll pick up their fuel presence no problem. Aha!”

I eyed the doohickey she held up triumphantly, which looked to have been made out of a 1980 era cell phone block plugged with a bunch of random wires, all wound around some antennae that looked suspiciously like old coat hangers.

“Here we go!” the kitstune declared as she switched it on. “Guaranteed by Third Planet Magazine to pick up any alien residue!”

“And have you ever picked up any with it before?” I asked.

“Not the point, Cain. Now come on!”

Luna bounded past me and down the hill towards the fence, her jacket flapping around her wildly. I just shook my head. Well, whatever. Maybe it would work.

Stranger things had happened.

Joined by Becca and Lorra, the latter of whom brought the pizza box and would steal slices between snuggling up against me with happy wags of her tail, we made our way down to the field and threaded our way through the corn stalks. Soon enough we hit a break that made up one of the designs. Luna was already there, squatting down and passing her little device over the bare ground, eliciting buzzing and crackling like a geiger counter. As I stepped into the cleared space, I noticed something particularly interesting.

“No roots,” I said.

“Eh?” Luna said as her device beeped and blorped. She glanced up from it and to me. “Whazzat?”

I dropped down to a crouch over the ground and pushed my hand into the earth, lifting it into the air and giving it a shake. Loose soil spilled from my fingers. Not a trace of organic matter at all.

“No roots,” I repeated. “No leaves. No crushed or flattened stalks of corn or anything.” I panned my eyes along the stretch of nothing. “It’s like the plants just… vanished.”

“Maybe they were vaporized by landing gear,” Luna suggested. “Or a heat ray!”

“Then there should still be roots. Or at least ashes.”

“Um… Oh!” She snapped her fingers. “I know! They were levitated and harvested! Aliens love corn. Well known fact!”

“Mf mrm?” Lorra said as she chewed another slice of pizza.

“Uh huh,” Luna said, nodding eagerly. “That’s why they always hit up farms. They’re looking for nutrients. Being an alien consumes a lot of calories.”

“Considering no one’s seen or been in contact with aliens, I’m not so sure about that,” I noted, getting back to my feet.

“Doesn’t sound like it was teenagers either,” Becca noted as she surveyed the place.

“No. Doesn’t look like it,” I admitted reluctantly. “But I still don’t think this was aliens.”

“Then what?” Luna asked, pouting. “You got a better explanation?”

I shrugged. “Not yet. But-”

Lorra’s ears twitched and she looked sharply towards the corn, her eyes narrowing and a low growl rising from her throat. The threshing of the stalks had me whip back around, shotgun low, but my finger itching on the trigger. Even Becca belatedly reached for her pistol, though she didn’t draw it.

The corn stalks parted and a man stepped through in polished black shoes you could see your face in. He wore the kind of black and white suit designed to be nondescript, and which hung off his gaunt frame. His dark jacket had an American flag pin and was open, leaving his long tie to hang low. His black hair was loose and rangy, and I could make out the sharp outline of his cheekbones. A pair of black, tinted glasses hid his eyes, and his mouth was a thin line.

In short, every inch a fed.

“And just who are you?” the man said as two more men in suits slipped through the corn.

“I think I should be asking that,” I replied.

The skinny guy’s lip twitched and he reached into his jacket. Lorra tensed and growled again beside me, but I held a hand out to keep her back. The guy paused, then finished pulling out a badge he flashed at us.

“Agent Moulder. FBI,” he said, tucking the badge away. “This is Mr. Tall and Mr. Wide.”

The two men with Moulder nodded, and it wasn’t hard to guess which was which. Mr. Wide was built like a linebacker, while Mr. Tall was almost as thin as Moulder, but tall enough I bet he was first pick for any basketball games. Both had the same blank expression, trim suits, and dark lensed sun glasses.

“Nice to meet you,” I said. “Markus Cain. I’m the area’s local slayer.”

“How interesting,” Moulder said flatly. “Might I inquire as to what you are doing here?”

“Don’t tell them anything!” Luna hissed in my ear, glaring at the trio. “I bet they’re here looking to cover it up! Just like they did with that zombie virus in 1972!”

I agreed, though less about the zombie virus. There had been a sudden outbreak of zombies that year though. But it had been because a sorcerer had read the Population Bomb and summoned a plague demon to wipe out half of humanity. Friggin’ green movement.

“Just checking things out,” I said, shrugging dismissively at Moulder. “This whole scene feels very ‘veil’ oriented. Just want to cover all my bases.”

“Then if you are quite satisfied, you can leave,” Moulder said. “We are investigating this matter.”

“Investigating the cause of these marks?”

“Quite. We already have confirmed that they were caused by a crashing weather balloon which flattened parts of the fields.”

“...A weather balloon?” I said.

“Yes,” Moulder replied expressionlessly.

I heard Luna snort. “Oh come on,” she said.

Lorra growled again and pointed a half eaten pizza at Moulder. “You’re lying!”

Moulder turned his head towards her. “I would think that a princess of the Red Fang Pack would know better than to accuse someone of that.”

For the first time Lorra looked actually taken aback, her jaw dropping and even the pizza she was holding going a bit limp. “How…”

“We have our sources,” Moulder said before turning back to me.

Yeah, I fucking bet they did. “Right,” I said to the agents. “Well, although I’m sure your very detailed and no doubt extensive investigation has been satisfied, if you don’t mind, I think I’ll take my time a bit,” I informed them. “I just got here, and I’m planning to do a bit more poking around. Though if you really want me to leave, I suppose you could call your head office…”

“He is being incalcitrant, Mr. Wide,” Mr. Tall said.

“Indeed, Mr. Tall,” Mr. Wide said.

Mr. Tall straightened further to his full height, glaring down at me. “Perhaps we should express more firmly the wisdom in leaving this matter to the proper authorities, Mr. Wide?”

Mr. Wide rolled his broad shoulders. “Perhaps so, Mr. Tall.”

I felt Luna’s hand grip my bomber jacket tighter and a slight whimper escaped her. Lorra recovered from her shock at that and gave a much deeper feral growl, her hackles rising while Becca once more gripped the handle of her pistol, though still didn’t draw it, looking at me for guidance. For my part, I rested my hand on the hilt of my sword, glaring at the trio.

The moment stretched, and finally Moulder held up his hand, and I could just tell he was glaring at me from behind those tinted shades. “That will not be necessary, Mr. Tall. Mr. Wide. Mr. Cain is permitted his curiosity.”

“How generous,” I said icily.

Moulder just stared at me, then nodded to his companions. Like wraiths the three of them stepped backwards into the corn, vanishing without another word or a rustle of the stalks.

Well, that was weird.

I heard Luna exhale in relief behind me. “Dicks,” the kitsune growled, her tails swishing. “I bet they were here hours ago and cleaned up any debris they found. Weather balloon,” she scoffed. “Bet they blame the aurora borealis next time.”

“Wouldn’t put it past them,” I said, turning away. “Come on. Let’s see if we can find anything else.”

“Gladly,” Luna said, giving a last pointed glare at the corn before joining me in my search. Even Lorra pitched in, though she did it half-heartedly, looking grimly contemplative as she kicked around some of the soil and paced. That little tidbit Moulder had dropped seemed to be weighing on her. As Becca and Luna fiddled over the spectrometer and a stalk of corn that had fallen into the empty ground, I slipped in closer to Lorra, who was angrily devouring the rest of the pizza.

“Everything okay?” I asked her.

“Fine,” she said through a mouthful of cheese and pepperoni.

“Okay. Because-”

“I left because I wanted to,” Lorra said angrily. “It was a good thing I left the pack. Now I have pizza!” She reached for another slice, and discovered the box was empty. Her tail and ears wilted despondently. “Oh…”

“We um, do have more pizza in the truck,” I reminded her.

Lorra looked at me quietly. Then a smile brightened her face. “You always know just what to say.”

“I do?”

“Yeah,” she said, throwing her arms around me in a tight hug. “I love you, Cain!”

“Uh, okay. Thanks,” I replied, awkwardly hugging her back. “Love you too. But if you do ever want to, you know, talk about it. I’m here too.”

She eased back, ears perking up. “With pizza?”

“Sure. With pizza.”

“Mmm. That sounds nice,” she hummed, nuzzling my neck as her tail wagged so hard it raised a cloud of dust. “I knew I could count on you.”

Man, sometimes Luna’s explanation of how dyes in food caused the 2008 banking crisis made more sense than Lorra. But I patted her back until the wolf-girl happily joined the others in searching for clues.

Unfortunately we didn’t have much more luck in that regard, and we didn’t find anything else worth noting in the field. Which was significant in its own way. Corn tends to not just disappear. But there wasn’t a trace. I even went back to the truck for a shovel and did some literal digging and came up with nothing.

“Well what the hell?” I muttered as I scanned the barren ground. There weren't even a few weeds growing. Which, to be fair, wasn’t super surprising considering the amount of pesticides they’d probably sprayed here. Still, the whole thing was setting off alarm bells for me. I wasn’t saying I believed Luna’s theory about aliens, but something definitely went down here outside of your usual agricultural work.

I glanced over at Luna, who’d gathered a few samples of the soil in a test tube and was holding it up to the light, tapping it intently. “Anything?” I asked her.

“Mmm. If there is, my spectrometer isn’t picking it up, and I’ll need to do some deeper tests with these soil samples, but nothing off the top of my head.”

I nodded. “Right then,” I said, scanning the field once more. “In that case, I guess we’re done here.”

Luna sighed. “Yeah, I guess so,” she said, shooting me an uncertain glance. “Soooo…”

“Movie night?” Lorra asked, her tail wagging a mile a minute.

“Movie night?” Luna echoed, giving the wolf-girl a surprised look.

“Yeah! Movie night! I’ve really gotten into something called slasher horror! I got a bunch I wanna watch. Human culture is great! We could totally watch one together! Unless…” she continued, her tail drooping and giving me both barrels of her puppydog eyes, something stunningly effective despite the fact she looked ready to rumble with greasers. “Unless you don’t want to…”

Oof! Those eyes were just melting any sensible refusal. “Uh…”

“Look at that face,” Becca said, elbowing me in the side. “Can you really say no to that?”

It really was tough. Those eyes were more compelling than a fey’s glamour. I threw up my hands. “Alright, alright. Movie night.”

Lorra’s ears perked up eagerly and her tail resumed its eager wagging. “Yes!” she crowed, pumping a fist. “And I got just the movie! Gotta go grab it, but I’ll meet you back at your place!”

“I-”

But she was already gone, bounding back up the hill and to her bike. The wolf-girl absolutely threw herself onto it and cranked the throttle, the engine snarling as she peeled out, taking off in a cloud of dust.

“Guess I’ll meet you all there,” Luna said, putting away her gear. She gave the test tube of soil a little shake towards me before it vanished into her pocket. “I’ll just drop this off and be right over.”

“Looking forward to it,” I said.

“Me too! I can’t wait to see what Lorra’s movie is. Ooh! And when it’s my turn, we can watch one of my documentaries!”

“Fun,” I said, trying to hide the roll of my eyes. The sorts of ‘documentaries’ Luna tended to watch were more fictional than anything Hollywood pumped out.

“Right! Meet you at the house!” she chirped, hurrying off.

“Guess I have to share you tonight,” Becca said, scooting in close to me.

“Looks like it,” I agreed, wrapping my arm around her waist and stroking her hip. “Any complaints.”

“None at all,” she said, resting her cheek against my shoulder.

And honestly? Me either.


Chapter 5. Movie Night

I wasn’t really much of a horror movie fan. Not because they scared me. Quite the opposite. When you’ve been called in to deal with things ten times as terrifying as anything underpaid makeup or CG artists could conjure, you’re not likely to find Cheerleader Chainsaw Zombies IV particularly riveting, though the chance of a wardrobe malfunction was always an exciting possibility.

Still, the prospect of watching horror with three drop dead gorgeous women sounded pretty damn good. The fact that all three had shared my bed opened some appealing potentials as to how the evening might go, and that was a mystery I was very interested in solving.

Another reason I was keen on the evening though was I’d come to realize some team building might be good for our little collective. Sure, there wasn’t anything official about me and the girls. Though I was training Becca in using her powers, she wasn’t a proper slayer until the Society recognized her. And neither Luna or Lorra were considered part of my group, but I was dating all three of them. Plus, our take down of Carriger’s store before it could become a breach in reality and usher in a horde of hungry eldritch beings showed we did good work together. And if I was going to call on those three’s help more often, then I did want a better rapport with everyone. So, a movie night seemed like a good way to start. Better than live fire exercises anyway. I trusted the girls, but I wanted to work out the kinks in the whole ‘three women one guy’ stuff before live ammo got involved.

Just seemed sensible.

Becca was in the kitchen making popcorn from scratch using a pot and oil (which I hadn’t even known was possible but was looking forward to), when I saw headlights pan across the front yard and the familiar beetle-shape of Luna’s Volt cruised up beside Becca’s car. I’d driven Becca back down to Arkham to grab it after the whole ‘cult thing’ was resolved. Never a bad thing to have a second vehicle, in my opinion. Especially with my current one threatening to explode every time I pulled out. She still tended to carpool with me, which I wasn’t complaining about.

I headed to the door, opening it as the kitsune popped out in a swirl of pink tails, a couple cases of cream soda hovering around her telekinetically.

“Hey Cain!” she called, throwing open her arms. “Ta da! Pop for all occasions!”

“So I see,” I said, grinning. “Come on in. Becca is making popcorn.”

“It’s not microwave, is it?” the kitsune asked as she trotted up towards me. “Because you know they use chemicals in the fake butter as a way to rewrite our DNA to turn us all into genetically modified corn people.”

“I’d think we would have noticed if that was true,” I said, holding the door open for her.

“All I’m saying is if you see someone eating microwaveable popcorn, check their ears. It always starts with the ears,” Luna said, tapping her own somewhat pointy ones for emphasis. “Anyway! Living room, right?”

“Right. Take a seat,” I said, moving to follow her, until I heard the familiar growl of an engine. I paused and looked back out into the night as a cycloptic high beam cut its way up the drive. Moments later, with a rumbling purr, Lorra swung around and to a halt near the porch. The wolf-girl hopped off her bike, tail wagging enthusiastically as she bounded up the porch steps.

“Cain!” she cried, throwing herself into my arms.

I managed to catch her this time, some advanced warning letting me handle the wolf-girl’s shows of affections. Enough so that when she hugged me tight and kissed me, I was able to return it without much trouble. I even managed to suppress a wince when she moaned, her arms tightening around me with almost bone-crushing force. Lorra was great, but she really needed some practice in controlling her strength.

The wolf-girl broke the kiss, her face a bit flushed and her tail going absolutely ballistic behind her as she beamed at me. “I missed you!”

“You literally saw me a few hours ago,” I reminded her.

“Few hours too long. Anyway! I brought the movie,” she added eagerly, reaching into her leather jacket and producing a DVD case. “Check it out! Splatter Gore 3, the Rebloodening! I hear it’s a classic.”

“A classic what?”

“Dunno! But I loved the first two. The others here?” she asked, trying to peer over my shoulder.

“Popcorn is just getting finished, and Luna is setting up in the living room.”

“Great! Let’s go!”

With admittedly a bit of trepidation, I walked Lorra into the living room. Luna was already in there, set up on the couch and had just cracked open the first of no doubt many cans of cream soda. She was in the midst of taking a swig when we walked in, and her eyes narrowed just a bit at the sight of Lorra clinging to my side.

“Here, Cain,” she said, patting the place beside her. “Take a seat.”

“Thanks,” I said, plopping down on the couch, Lorra instantly snuggling in beside me, still hugging my neck as she rubbed her cheek against mine. No sooner was I sitting down than Luna had wriggled in close to my other side, her tails brushing me softly as she leaned against me, her lips pursed in a slight pout.

Then Becca made her appearance. She came in, almost hidden behind the massive bowl of popcorn she’d made, only to pause at the sight of the full couch. Well, there were a couple recliners scattered around the room, so it wasn’t like she had nowhere to sit.

Except then, with a firm, purposeful stride, she walked right up to us, turned around, and plonked herself down right in my lap.

I grunted at the unexpected weight, and Lorra leaned back with surprise.

“Wha- hey! No fair,” the wolf-girl whined.

“What?” Becca said innocently as she settled back against me. “Is there something wrong? The spot was open.”

“Was it now?” I asked, being said spot.

“Can he even see?” Luna asked, plainly annoyed.

“Of course he can. Right, Cain?” Becca asked.

“I guess so.”

“See?” she said.

Luna huffed, but nestled in closer to me, pulling her cream soda in close and taking another drink.

I snuck a glance at Lorra, and found the wolf-girl giving Becca an appraising look before she shrugged and went back to cuddling me, tail thwapping against the couch back in a steady beat. “Can I have some of that bowl?” was all she said about the situation.

“Sure, I made enough for everyone,” Becca said.

Glancing at the mountain of popcorn, I wondered. I knew Luna had a bit of an appetite, and as for Lorra, well, let’s just say that strength of hers didn’t come from a low calorie diet.

“So, are we watching this movie?” I asked.

“Oh! Sorry,” Lorra said, disentangling herself to pop the DVD into the player before bounding back and resuming her place.

The movie started, and it was as gorily scholocky as I’d expected. Not that I had much time to pay attention to what was happening on the screen. Not with three women crowding me from every side, none of whom were afraid to get a bit handsy. The scent of motor oil, fresh popcorn, sugary soft drink, and various shampoos made for a very distracting medley. And between the way that Becca shifted her weight on my lap, Lorra pressed the soft squish of her breasts against my arm, and Luna nestled in close, well, suffice to say I didn’t manage to spare much focus to what was going on screen.

Still, despite my own flagging interest, everyone else seemed absolutely fascinated by the sight of coeds getting mauled by a leather-face knockoff wielding a chainsaw. The fact that the special effects were pretty good by B horror movie standards helped a bit, I imagine. Though the reactions were… mixed.

Luna was soon totally engrossed in what was happening on screen, distractedly stealing handfuls of popcorn and eating them without ever tearing her eyes from the gore. Every jump scare had her yelp and cling to me, which I wasn’t complaining about aside from how often I almost got doused with cream soda. 

Becca meanwhile seemed a bit bored, settling against me and whiling the runtime of the movie away by finding new ways to rub her soft ass against the steadily increasing bulge in my pants.

And Lorra?

Well…

“Ha ha ha!” the wolf-girl cackled as one of our fearless protagonists got caught by a horde of zombies, his entrails ripped out like pasta. “Look at that one! Dumbass. Why did he think it was a good idea to open that door?”

“It truly does boggle the mind,” I said drily.

“Ohhhh!” Luna whimpered, hiding her eyes and burying her face into my shoulder. “Tell me when it’s over!”

“Will do,” I assured her, even as I snuck a hand into the bowl on Becca’s lap and downed some popcorn. It would take a lot more than corn-syrup blood and rubber entrails to make me lose my appetite, I’ll say that much.

The movie went on, and strange to say, but I got pretty damn comfortable, even with Becca on my lap. Or rather, especially with Becca on my lap. I’d been solo for a very long time, and for a damn good reason too, so having a trio of gorgeous women sharing my couch was not something I’d have expected a month ago. But it was surprisingly easy to relax with the three of them around. Even Lorra, who’d tried to break my head open like a melon when I first met her. It was… nice being with people who truly cared about me. That was a pretty small circle these days.

Which was partly my own fault, I’d admit that. Someone had to deal with the monsters under the bed. And given we were dealing with things that ate human flesh and had a mouth like a blender, it probably shouldn’t be a middle aged dad with a golf club.

Major downside, aside from, ya know, dealing with these things, was that it tended to be a pretty lonely life. Most slayers kept to their own territory, and we were generally too busy to organize a poker night. So we tended to be loners, aside from the odd apprentice or family.

But here, now, with a gorgeous woman on my lap and two others pressed against my sides, I was finding there were benefits to opening up a little.

Especially given their hands were doing some… interesting things.

It started right around the boat house scene, where the jock got shot by a harpoon after making out with the cheerleader. Lorra’s hands started to get a bit bolder, sneaking under my shirt. And Becca had started lazily grinding her ass onto my crotch. I glanced at the pair, both of whom were blatantly pretending they weren’t looking at me. But when I caught Lorra’s eye she snuck me a quick, flirty smile.

Luna squeaked at a sudden jump scare, twisting so she could bury her face in my shoulder. “T-tell me when it’s over!”

“Yeah, I’ll… unf… get right on that,” I managed to say.

“Yeah, I don’t think I can watch either,” Becca said teasingly as she put aside the nearly empty popcorn bowl and shifted on my lap so she was straddling me, her breasts nearly shoved into my face.

“Yeah?” I said, looking up at her.

“Yeah,” Becca said, reaching down and grabbing the hem of her shirt.

Oho, now things were getting very interesting. My eyes followed the passage of her shirt as she dragged it off, revealing the plush softness of her breasts in the cradle of her bra. Her tattoos glowed softly on her skin, swirling in their arcane designs. Becca smiled down at me, her eyes lidded and smoky. Hot and hungry as she tossed her shirt aside and reached back for the clip of her bra.

I grunted as I suddenly felt Lorra’s lips on my neck, the wolf-girl biker kissing the sensitive flesh, her breath hot as her hand slid fully under my shirt, stroking the hard contours of my abs.

“Shirt off,” the wolf-girl growled.

“Oh?”

“Yeah,” Becca said teasingly as her hips rocked, grinding her mound against my increasingly obvious bulge, her bra falling away to reveal the firm, lush orbs of her breasts. “Them’s the rules, Cain.”

“Well, if they’re movie night rules,” I said with mock resignation as I grabbed my own shirt and dragged it off.

“Huh? Wha… ohhhhh,” Luna said, finally coming back to the present as she watched me get nude from the waist up.

“Yes,” Lorra panted, pressing against me, and I discovered that not only her shirt had been lost at some point, but so had her bra, revealing the firm, shapely orbs of her breasts to squish against me freely. “Ohhh yesss,” she moaned, her lips parted, begging for a kiss.

So naturally, I gave her what she wanted.

Lorra moaned submissively as my lips met hers and my arm wrapped around her, my fingers grabbing her hip and pulling her firmly against me. Though the wolf-girl was easily strong enough to break my arm, she eagerly submitted to my touch, even whimpering hotly as she rubbed against me like a dog in heat.

“Hey! No fair,” Luna cried, pouting.

“You shouldn’t have gotten distracted,” Becca said teasingly.

Luna’s pout grew even deeper, and I chuckled into Lorra’s lips. Naturally though, I had plenty for the pretty fox, and slid my other arm around her, though that hand grabbed a palmful of kitsune titflesh.

Luna gasped, whimpering and melting as I squeezed and fondled her breast through her shirt. “O-ohhhh,” the kitsune moaned, the bells on her tails jingling prettily with the shivers that went through her while I played with her sensitive teat.

“Now we’re getting somewhere,” Becca said, her baby blues giving me another hot look before she slid back and out of my lap. I cocked my head as she parted my legs, getting down on her knees before me. But then her fingers found my zipper.

Ah, so that was her game, eh? Well, I was certainly ready to play.

Becca freed my cock from my pants and boxers without preamble. She sucked in a soft breath when my full length sprang into the open, then bit her lips, admiring me from root to tip. She moved in, her hands touching my shaft, her lips kissing their way down it, then back up, every press of her lips sending a jolt of pleasure rocking through me.

I groaned as she fitted her lips around my tip, forming a perfect seal before sliding down. Becca moaned softly as she tenderly sucked me, her head bobbing as she worked her way further down. Fuuuuck that felt good.

I switched lips, turning my head and taking Luna’s, kissing the whimpering kitsune hard and deep. She moaned, wriggling, and my free hand slid down Lorra’s body and to her belt. All that training in how to pick locks in the dark served me well here, and I managed to undo her belt and slide my hand into her pants, teasing under the band of her panties and finding the slick gash of her pussy.

“Ah!” the wolf-girl yelped, arching and giving me a shuddering moan as my hand got to work, stroking her with gentle insistence, my index finger sliding into her quivering slit. “N-nnn! Ohhhh Caaaaain,” she panted, burying her face against my neck, her hot breath steaming against my skin as she nipped and nibbled at my flesh. “Cain,” she panted. “C-Cain!”

I chuckled, then groaned as Becca gave a particularly passionate suck on my cock. Hooooly fuck that was good. This all was good. Amazing. Incredible! I’d had some fun sex in my day. You didn’t deal with a literal sex demoness without having some fun, but this was well beyond even that. The three women hanging off me were adoring me. Loving me. Couldn’t get enough of me, and I couldn’t get enough of them. Lorra was practically humping my hand as I stroked her. Luna was whimpering and clinging to me as my tongue plundered her mouth. And Becca was doing things with her mouth that should be considered a crime in more puritanical countries.

It made me want to spoil them. Give them everything they wanted. I wanted to make them feel as good as they were making me. Because I loved those three. Truly, I really did. I loved how much they needed me. Wanted me. I loved how hard they were working to make me feel good.

And to be fair, by the sounds of it, I wasn’t doing too shabby with them either.

“Cain,” Lorra panted against my neck, her hips twitching as she frantically rode my stroking fingers. “Cain. P-please. Please! Almost… I’m almost… I… I’m… Awoooooo!”

Her howl of pleasure filled my ear. I felt the sound as she arched, her whole body shaking as she came, her juices soaking my finger and her panties in a rush of orgasmic desire. The sound and feel of her toned body pressing against me was too much coupled with Luna’s mouth on mine, her soft, heaving breast in my hand, and Becca down a final few strokes of her lips.

I groaned, body tensing, pulling Luna flush against me as I came, pumping bursts of my seed into Becca’s mouth. The blonde moaned in happiness, her throat working as she fought to swallow it all, her eyes lidding with the pleasure of that moment.

Panting, I broke my kiss with Luna, flopping back on the couch, breathing hot and hard.

Luna panted, nibbling her lower lip as she eyed. “You… you done?” she asked, trying to hide her disappointment.

I chuckled. “Fuck no,” I said. “And even if I flag a bit, I got a stamina potion upstairs in the bedroom.”

“Do you?” Becca giggled, rising and pulling at my arm. “Then, I guess I know where we’re going next.”

“Yeah!” Lorra panted, helping me up, the wolf-girl’s pants sliding down her legs as she nuzzled and nipping my neck. “Bedroom! Mate me there! Mate me there!”

“M-me too!” Luna squeaked, bouncing up with me.

“Yeah?” I asked, giving her an amused look.

Luna flushed. “I mean… um, if you… ya know…”

I looked between the trio, all three giving me eyes that said they were more than ready to really give me a workout. Laughing hotly, I pulled Luna and Lorra against me. “Well, let’s go!”

“Wohoo!” Lorra woofed, kicked off her pants as she walked with me towards the stairs, Luna giggling and blushing as we walked, Becca following behind as the movie blared on behind us. Utterly forgotten. Because tonight’s true activities had been decided.

And I was all for it.


Chapter 6. Car Trouble

First thing in the morning, once a shared breakfast was had in which Lorra made the supreme sacrifice of saving me three slices of bacon, I decided it was time to check in on my truck, and possibly get a replacement for my current rattler. Because honestly? Getting a bit tired of picking up parts every time I hit a pot hole.

Lorra and Luna left a bit before me, heading off to her gang and to open her store respectively. Meanwhile, Becca and I piled into the truck and headed out. 

Gaskit’s Auto Shop looked more like a graveyard for cars than where they were repaired. Trucks, SUVs, vans, jeeps, I’m pretty sure there were even a few Model T’s mixed in there, but regardless of what they were, they all littered the lot around the place in various states of disrepair. Battlefields had less wrecks lying around them than that garage.

Gaskit was also a gremlin, so he had that going for him. An offshoot of goblins, they’d really come into their own in the modern era. Once upon a time the most complicated machinery they’d work on was a spinning wheel. Going from that to ripping apart scrapped airplanes and the internal combustion engine must have been better than sex. Of course, Gaskit did have some… peculiarities when working. One of which was he only did business in cash. But at least he wasn’t asking for gold coins. Given inflation, it really ate into my funds, which was tight as it was. The Slayer Society had a very generous stipend for its members to do our work, and my family had made smart investments over the centuries, but buying things like silver bullets in bulk really ate into the budget. Still, I did alright. It helped I could make my own gear. Not all of us were part of an aristocratic family keeping Dracula in its basement as a heavy hitter.

Pulling up I heard a constant clamour coming from the open garage. Banging metal, revving engines, and tinny voices screeching at each other in some strange tongue. Sounded like Gaskit’s nephews were hard at work. He liked to keep the business in the family. Unfortunately, his family was huge, and parts of it were in constant war with other parts. Gremlins kept the belligerence from the goblin side of the evolutionary chain, but luckily were happy to turn it inward rather than out.

“Someone’s busy,” Becca said as she followed me out of the truck and towards the sheet-metal clad shop.

“They’re always busy,” I replied as I pushed open the door.

Gaskit was typical of gremlins, in that he looked like a cross between a man, a hairless rabbit and a frog. He wore denim suspenders so stained with oil they were more black than blue, and a ballcap with Big Jugs written on the front. The ceiling fan hummed overhead, and on the wall was a yellowed 1942 Playboy pin-up calendar.

“Hey, Gaskit. What’s the news?” I asked the gremlin as I approached.

Normally about waist height, Gaskit stood on a stool behind the counter, wiping his oily hands on a rag. He cocked his head, floppy ears ragged like he’d gotten them caught in a thresher. “Ya want the good news or bad news first?” he asked.

Yeesh. That bad, huh?

“Gimme the good news,” I said.

“In that case, the good news is your truck is salvageable.”

I knew better than to feel optimistic. “Uh huh. What’s the bad news?”

“The bad news is the salvage can fit inside a breadbox.”

I groaned. “So you can’t fix it?”

He gave me a bemused squint. “Cain, who do ya think you’re talking to? I can fix it. Just gonna take a while. Seeing as I’m gonna have to basically build an entirely new truck for ya.”

“How long?” I asked.

“Dunno. Ya realize when we towed it here, I had to have my nephews follow us to pick up pieces still falling off, right?”

Fair enough. Amazingly inconvenient, but fair enough. “Alright. Now, about my loaner...”

“Runs like a dream, don’t it?” Gasket said, grinning.

And shed things like a neurotic poodle. “Yeah, it runs alright. Anyway, it’s not really working out, so I was hoping there might be another option around. Got anything that might suit me?”

“Sure! I got some real beaut’s too. Wanna take a look?”

“Suppose it couldn’t hurt,” I said.

I heard a bang from the garage followed by an explosion. I glanced back to see a cloud of black smoke erupt from the garage followed a minute later by a gremlin fired out of it like from a cannon. He hit the dirt, ass up, long ragged ears twitching.

Gaskit looked at his smoking relative, then back to me. “Wonderful! Let’s get going.”

Jumping down from behind his desk, Gaskit trotted off into the automotive graveyard with me and Becca following, making a small detour around the downed gremlin.

As I said, Gaskit was good. He could make an engine out of rubber bands, q tips and three screws. But there was a reason gremlins didn’t run Ford, and that was the fact they had no idea about aesthetics. They could make just about anything with wheels go, but they also tended to make them look like something out of Mad Max. Gremlins could build easily, but much like evolution inevitably gravitating to crab, gremlin creativity inevitably went to monster truck. Emphasis on the monster. To them, the going was the important part. And the going was fast, loud, and wasn’t stopped by silly things like ‘traffic laws’ or ‘walls.’

“We got some real gorgeous models for ya. Real beaut’s,” Gaskit said as he sauntered down the path carved between stripped down carburetors and bent fenders. “Real quality repairs. Much better than the loaner I gave ya.”

“I really just need a more solid car,” I said.

“No problem. Ya got a lady friend now. I understand. I knows what a lady likes to drive. We’ve got plenty a more… ah, feminine vehicles for the discerning customer if ya need one too. And hey! If none of these suit ya, I’ll send ya to my cousin, Gizmo. He runs a dealership in town.”

“Norm’s Qualitee Autos?” I said.

“Eh! Ya know it!”

I did. I also knew the name was a total misnomer. Unlike Gaskit, Gizmo was pure goblin, and pure sleazy money grubber. He’d sell his mother for a couple bent pennies. Well, maybe not pennies. Because if rumours were to be believed, he had sold her to the demon mafia on account of her gambling debts, and used the reward to open up a dealership. Unlike Gaskit, his cars looked amazing. Pristine. Also unlike Gaskit, they ran for maybe five miles before the engine fell out of them or exploded. And frankly, I didn’t want a car whose tires had tread drawn on them with a sharpie.

“We’ll see what you got first,” I said.

“That’s the spirit! Now, how about we take a look at this baby. Perfect for tha man about town.”

I looked at the car he was gesturing towards. “...Gaskit, that’s a bulldozer.”

“Exactly! A man needs power. Needs big! No one’ll fuck with someone driving a pip like this.”

Probably not. The wheels were bigger than half the things you’d find on the road. If anyone tried to cut me off, I could probably just run over them.

“I was thinking something a bit less… brutal on gas.”

“I dunno,” Becca said teasingly. “I kinda like it. A killdozer would really suit your whole ‘redneck badass’ aesthetic.”

“Girl after my own heart,” Gaskit said eagerly.

I gave Becca a frown that she just smiled off. “All the same,” I continued meaningfully as I looked back to Gaskit, “something more compact would be good.”

“Ah! Compact. Gotcha. Gotcha. Have just the thing. Right over here!”

We followed Gaskit past some more wrecks and through an arch made of a bus piled on the roofs of two trucks.

“Here we are!” Gaskit said proudly. “I call it, the Nitrus Oxide!”

For a minute I wondered if the car was behind the go kart with the words ‘Road Hog’ painted on the side. Then I realized the truth.

“Seriosuly?” Becca said incredulously.

“What?” I said, grinning at her. “You don’t like it? But look how compact it is. Wouldn’t you love for your boyfriend to drive around in that? Not to mention I bet it gets great miles to the gallon.”

“Sure does!” Gaskit declared, thumbs under his suspenders as he popped them forward proudly. “Got the idea when I saw one a my nephews playing some game about a plumber who chucks turtles at other racers! These baby’s got it all. Gets to top speed in five seconds. Engine that can match anything else on the road. And it shoots banana peels outta the back.”

“Banana peels?” I asked.

“Well, not just banana peels. It can shoot other things outta there. Plus it’s got red stripes! And that’ll totally make ‘em go faster.”

Actually, knowing gremlins, it just might. The little tinkerers were one of those rare races that were actually able to put some magic into more complex machines. “Hear that, Becca?” I said, looking back at her. “Red stripes! Isn’t that great?”

She gave me an annoyed look, and I feigned a heavy sigh. “Sorry, Gaskit. Not this one either. Maybe something more truck-ie.”

“Well, we did just chop the roof off that van earlier today. You could use it as a truck, right?”

“I don’t think so. Maybe a car that had minimal alterations to make it run,” I proposed.

Gaskit scratched his pointy chin speculatively. “Hmmm,” he said, then snapped his fingers, face lighting up with inspiration. “Aha! I got it. Right this way!”

Gaskit scurried on and brought us on to the next in his literal rent a wreck lot.

“‘Ere we are! Ain’t she a beaut?”

“...Gaskit, this is a V8 buggy.”

“Best car there ever was! Them Germans know their way around an engine, I’ll tell ya that much.”

I massaged my brow, then noticed Becca walking up to it with a shine in her eye. “Oh my gosh! It’s so cute,” she cooed. “Look at it!”

“I’m looking at it,” I assured her. “But really? A buggy?”

“Vintage!” Gaskit added.

“Do you even know what that means?” I asked him.

“Means rare ‘nd old. Right?”

“Pretty much,” I had to admit. “What else you got?”

“Well,” he hummed. “I do got an old 1990 Dodge Dakota. Just came to me.”

“Yeah?” I asked, warily hopeful.

“Yeah,” Gaskit said, shrugging. “Haven’t had a chance yet to take it apart. All we’ve been able to do is tune up the engine ‘nd fix tha doors back on. Ya know how it is.”

“No monster truck tires?” I asked.

“Nope.”

“No pop out cannons or ejection seats?”

“Not yet.”

“Well Gaskit,” I said, trying not to sound too enthusiastic. “You know? I think we’ll take a look. Just to make sure we’ve taken in all the options. Ya know?”

The gremlin scratched his head, his Big Jugs hat swaying. “Ya? Well, I guess we could show ya. Right this way.”

After the last few examples, I almost expected the Dakota to have a jet engine bolted into the bed. But the truck actually looked like a real car. Sure, it was rusty in a few places, but someone had maintained the thing to the point it might actually run.

Me and Becca checked it out for a bit, testing the doors before popping the hood. Once I shooed out the possum who’d been living in there, I took a closer look. Hmm. Shockingly I suspected it would actually run without fuss.

“Well? What do you think, Cain?” Becca asked, closing the hood before draping herself over it like a model at a car show, one knee lifted, her chest thrust out and a playful smile on her face. “Isn’t it so us?”

I was less convinced, though I was enjoying the view. And hell, a quick run with it might reassure me. Before I could say more though I felt my phone vibrate. Hell, what now? “‘Scuse me,” I said to Gaskit before shuffling back.

I fished my phone out and checked the number. I didn’t recognize it, but that was hardly new. I gave out my card a lot, and at one point even put out fliers. Lots of tips came to me like that. Quite often some dog walker would stumble across the first breadcrumb that’d lead to an underground snuff film studio run by necromancers.

“Cain here,” I said, answering on the third ring.

“Hey. Hi. Um, yeah. Mister Cain? It’s uh, Greg. We met once before. You um, helped me out when my roommate accidentally cast his soul into the astral plane or something when he ate that himalayan salt? Up in Armstrong Apartments?"

I grimaced. Wonderful. I hated Armstrong Apartments. I was practically on speed dial with those guys. They were a bunch of ‘free spirits’ and mystics who got together to live in a more ‘natural’ lifestyle. The worst part was they were in earnest and not just the ‘Whole Foods’ kind of yuppie. Which usually meant they were indulging in things like drugs, magic, or other stuff they didn’t understand. Every few weeks I’d get called in because one of them tapped into the veil, got involved in a cult, or tried to discover their spirit animal by drinking werewolf piss. The first one was the worst though. Man’s mind was not meant to witness such vast gulfs. And the stains when their heads exploded were a bitch to get out…

“Right. Greg,” I sighed, scratching my neck. “What’s going on?”

“Uh… we got a bit of a situation here.”

“Here?” I prompted.

“Um, yeah. One of our resident’s got a… a bit into something weird.”

“Did he try and cast a spell?” I asked.

“Uh, no. He took something that’s, well, giving him a bad time.”

“A bad time, huh?” I said. “And this isn’t something poison control can handle?”

“Uh, probably not. No. Seems a bit more your speed. I think um, you better come down here and take a look…”

Dammit. One of them probably snorted some mummy dust and got possessed by an ancient pharaoh again. Real big problem back in the Victorian era, along with using radioactive wallpaper and generally giving vampires their sex-god air of mystery. A quick exorcism would probably clear it up, but man, some people never learn. No matter how many times I told them not to fuck with powers beyond their ken, they always thought they were special.

“Alright. I’ll be right over,” I said.

The relief in Greg’s voice was palpable. “Thanks, man. I really appreciate it.”

“Yeah, yeah,” I said, hanging up.

“Trouble?” Gaskit asked as I came back over.

“Always,” I replied. I nodded at the Dakota. “Mind if we take it for a test drive?”

“Sure,” the gremlin said, digging out a ring so loaded with keys I half expected us to be there for another hour as he looked through them. But much to my surprise he almost instantly took one off and handed it to me. “Let me know whatcha think.”

“Thanks,” I said, giving the gremlin a friendly nod before heading back to Becca. 

She looked up from checking the undercarriage as I came up to her. “Something up?” she asked, rising.

“Trouble up in town,” I told her. “Probably just a quickie exorcism. Light the votive candles. Say the words. Maybe smack around a minor demon that possessed the back of a guy’s head. Standard stuff, really.” I glanced over the vehicle and jangled the key. “Feel up for a drive?”

“And how,” Becca said, tilting down her shades with a grin. “Can’t wait to hear this baby purr.”


Chapter 7. Mushroomed

Armstrong Apartments was in one of the vaguely gentrified neighborhoods up town called The Heights. Springville had fallen on some tough times back in the eighties when the local factory shut down, but ironically more mystics crossing over from the veil really gave it a leg up. Nothing like leprechauns with a literal pot of gold to really inject some raw capital into the place. And say what you will about dwarfs, but they’re not afraid of some hard work.

Plus, we got a lot of people who loved the ‘ethnic’ bit of mystics. At least, the ethnic kind that by then acted more middle-class urbanite. The Heights was one of those neighborhoods that had felt the influx of both those new residents, who’d fixed up the old apartment blocks into places worth living in again. Armstrong Apartments was one of them, but had attempted to keep its old character. Unfortunately, its character was a hippy, meaning one side of the building was painted a rainbow like someone dropped an acid trip in the middle of brick row houses.

We pulled up in the front and got out of the Dakota, which I was happy to say drove without issue or losing a bumper. I spotted our guide almost instantly, seeing as he was sitting on the apartment building’s front steps, too worried to even be fiddling with his phone. He wore clothes that even goodwill would probably have thrown away, his hands and shirt stained with flecks of paint. His hair was a dishevelled mess, and I had the feeling it would be even if he wasn’t in a panic. When he saw me and Becca he positively bounced to his feet and scurried over.

“Please tell me you’re Cain,” he gasped.

“Sure am. You must be Greg,” I said, shaking his hand.

“I am. Thanks for coming. Really. Honestly! And might I say, I never believed those stories they say about slayers. I just know you’ll be able to help.”

“Yeah. Sure thing,” I said, glancing at the windows and door, where a number of worried faces were peering out, more than a few with horns or long ears. “So…”

“He’s right inside. Come on. Right this way,” Greg said, scampering up the steps and into the building, urging us on frantically.

I exchanged a look with Becca, who raised a skeptical eyebrow before following me inside and up the stairs.

“I didn’t really know who else to call,” Greg admitted as he led the way. “We thought about the cops, but they probably wouldn’t know what to do. We’ve got a few mystics living here, and they were stumped too, except to say it was fucked up. Right?”

“Right,” I agreed as we reached the third floor. The room in question was obvious, seeing as there were about a dozen people clustered around it. When they saw us coming, they shuffled back nervously.

“Right,” Greg repeated as he stopped by the door, still wringing his hands. “So we figured, you know…”

“Relax,” I told him as I turned the doorknob. “If it’s magic, it’s magic. I’ve seen lots of this kind of stuff and- Jesus Christ!”

The apartment was a mess, with trash was everywhere. Dirty dishes. Old takeout. Clothes too filthy to wear, which was saying something given the state of the shirt and boxers the man inside was wearing. Well, mostly a man. He was sitting on the tattered couch inside the apartment, and had clearly lost a fair bit of weight recently, seeing as his clothes were much too baggy for his bony frame. One eye stared into space, but only one owing to the fact the other, along with the entire right-hand side of his head, appeared to have sprouted into a bulging mass of throbbing fungus.

“What? What’s… woah,” Becca breathed, peering over my shoulder.

“Is it… is it bad?” Greg asked nervously as the cancerous mass on his friend’s head pulsed.

“Yeah, no, that’s pretty fucking bad,” I said honestly. My initial shock was thankfully fading, but goddam! I’d seen some pretty messed up stuff over the years, but this had to be up there. I moved into the room cautiously, keeping an eye glued to the mushroom man on the couch. “What the hell did this?”

“Uh…”

I looked back at Greg and the other residents, who looked very nervous. “If you don’t tell me,” I said, “then I may not be able to help your friend here.”

Greg exchanged a look with several others and swallowed hard. “We uh… Okay, look. We like to, you know, have a bit of fun now and then. Right? Get some stuff. Experimental substances. Expand our creativity. You know.”

“Relax,” I told him. “I’m not a cop.”

Greg’s head bobbed as if reassuring himself of that fact. “Right. Yeah. Right. A-anyway, Rick, he was going to a new supplier. Been giving him some really good new stuff. Magic Mushrooms.”

Oh God dammit.

“Let me guess,” I said flatly as I looked back at Rick. “The magic part wasn’t just clever marketing?”

“Uh…”

Dammit.

“I don’t suppose you know who sold it to him?” I asked, looking back to Greg.

“He uh, called ‘em the Green Man.”

Fantastic. Either someone was deep into Celtic mythology or, much more likely, this had some shit to do with the veil. There was some magic legally permissible to be used in medication, although it was generally not advised. Taking a pill to cure baldness that turned you into a werewolf generally caused more issues than it solved. But somehow, I doubted this was one of those cases of medical malpractice.

“Uh, can we actually do anything about this?” Becca asked me in a whisper.

“I think so.” I glanced back at the people clustering at the door. “Mind playing doorman a bit here?”

“Oh, yeah. Sure,” Becca said, getting up and moving back towards the door, waving people back out into the hall. “Come on, folks. Nothing to see here.”

Wouldn’t go that far. But I appreciated the sentiment, and people did shuffle back. “Alright,” I said, heading inside and crouching down beside Rick, peering at the throbbing mass growing off him. “Looks like some sort of magic sprout that parasitized him. Did he eat it or smoke it or what?”

“Uh… ate it, I think,” Greg said from where he hovered near Becca. “But I um, think you were supposed to smoke it.”

“Lovely,” I grunted. Fucking morons. How the hell did they keep thinking that magic was a plaything? Literally every story was about how it was a bad idea to mess with it. “Right. I’m going to need to try and excise it.”

“Won’t that hurt him?” Greg asked worriedly.

“His frontal lobe is shiitake,” I grunted as I put aside my shotgun and drew a knife and a pair of enchanted forceps. “If he’s very lucky he might be coming out of this able to remember his own goddam name. I’m not making any promises beyond that.”

That shut up the peanut gallery, and they seemed content to huddle at the door and watch as I threw on a pair of rubber gloves and grabbed Rick by the hair, tilting his head back so I had a better angle to do my work.

Now, lessee here… The rate this thing was growing was not wonderful, but it was mostly additional tissue, which meant that the core of whatever this spell or parasite or whatever was still in him. As I grabbed the mass I concentrated, trying to feel out the ebbs of magic which flowed within him. Where… where…

Aha.

The throbs of the magic echoed from deeper inside the fungal growth, every pulse radiating from a central point. “Alright,” I said, hefting my knife. “This is gonna be a bit gross, but…”

I pushed the tip of the blade against the fleshy mass. Gross. Juices squirted from it, and the smell was just… ugh, but I wiggled the knife in regardless. Man, the things I did for idiots who played with fucking magic.

I felt the fungal thing quiver under my hand as my knife got closer to the core of it. Just a little more and…

And something grabbed my wrist.

I winced in pain and looked down to discover Rick’s hand gripping my arm. I glanced at his face, and his remaining eye slowly swivelled towards me.

It was glowing green.

“Aw hell,” I groaned.

“Roooooaaaaaaaaa!” Rick shrieked, heaving up to his feet, hand wrenching my arm out of the mass that was growing off the side of his head. He was holding me in the air, dangling me in front of him with downright uncanny strength. I felt his grip tighten, squeezing my wrist hard enough I could hear my bones grind together.

“Cain!” Becca cried, spinning from the crowd and drawing her .38. She took aim, the barrel buzzing, but in the tight space she couldn’t get a shot off without hitting me.

“Fuck!” I gasped, and decided to try and see just how deep into Rick’s nerves this thing had gone. So I kicked him hard in the balls.

“Ooooorgh!” Rick groaned, mouth inverting in agony and legs buckling in. His grip unfortunately didn’t loosen, but my little kick did inspire him to heave back his arm and hurl me right across the damn room.

I slammed into a bookcase, the barrier in my jacket crackling as it absorbed the impact, sparing me a broken spine. The shelves weren’t so lucky, smashing inward. I slid down, several volumes thudding off my head. My only mercy was these guys weren’t exactly heavy readers. I heaved myself back to my feet just as Rick shambled towards me like a crab, shrieking again as the fungal mass on his head pulsed and swelled, a green light in the gash I’d made blazing like another green eye.

I grabbed for my sword and started to draw it even as I backpedaled from him. Unfortunately, the tiny confines of the room were definitely benefiting the plant monster freaking out on me, and he literally hurled himself at me like a chimpanzee. He grabbed my shoulders and opened his mouth. More green spores pulsed inside his throat as he went in to try and bite me. I slammed the heel of my hand into his jaw, snapping his head back with a painful clicking of teeth, and with my other hand I grabbed his shirt front, swung him around, and smashed his head into the wall.

The spore part of it splattered with a wet smack, leaving greenish stains all over the wallpaper. But even then he yanked himself this way and that, trying to get free. He managed to tear partly out of his shirt and swing around at me to claw at my face. I grabbed more of his shirt, but that just made him rip all the way out of it, revealing his back.

Holy fuck! His skin was literally peeling off, and there was more of the greenish stuff and spores swelling to the surface. Guy was less meat and more vegan. Even his blood was green, and not nice organic green, but the kind of green things got from hanging around places where they dumped radioactive waste.

He shrieked and came at me again, but before he got me Becca took a shot, a blast of lightning scorching from the doorway and hitting him hard. Rick was flung away, crashing sideways into the couch, but he rebounded fast and came at me again.

Fortunately, the pause had given me enough time to draw my sword, but to my amazement it wasn’t glowing in the presence of evil. Still, I hoped that several inches of magic steel would make the thing possessing Rick reconsider melee combat.

I was wrong.

“Wooooooorgh!” Rick howled, lunging for me. There was a flash as Becca squeezed off another shot, staggering him and causing him to slam into the wall. I swung my sword and took off his arm at the elbow. The mass plopped onto the ground and immediately started decomposing and sprouting its own little ecosystem. Rick bellowed and hurled himself at me again, and this time I managed to take off his head with a swing of my blade.

I heard gasps of horror from the doorway as the head and torso crashed into the crap littering the floor. The body flopped around for a second among some takeout boxes, then stopped and began to decompose, sprouting more of its floral mass like a log left to rot for a decade in the woods.

The head did not.

Instead, small, turgid roots like squirming tentacles burst from the stump of the neck and it started to scurry across the floor.

“Oh shit! Ew! Ew! Ew!” Becca shrieked, frantically firing off bursts of lighting at the thing even as it scuttled around, her rounds blasting scorch marks into the carpet.

“God fucking dammit I am so sick of this!” I swore, swinging my sword at the fungal thing.

It flew back, evading my blade and making for the door. Greg and his friends screamed and got the hell out of the way, which I couldn’t exactly blame them for, and was frankly the smart move. Becca tried to kick Rick’s head, but the flopping mushroom thing sped between her legs and out the door.

Shit.

I raced after the thing, and as I did, I dropped my sword and grabbed my shotgun from where I’d left it. I ratcheted it, bursting into the hall so fast I ricocheted off the wall, my shotgun raised as the head scrambled like a squid for the window at the end of the hall.

“Oh no you don’t!” I snarled and fired, the first burst of a fireball spell missing the thing by inches as it flung itself at the wall, still going. 

I ran after it, pumping the empty shell free and firing again. This one blew a hole in the wall and ignited some very tacky wallpaper. The spore thing was thrown off by the impact, charred but still going. It hit the floor with a thud and splatter like an overripe pumpkin, rolling across the carpeting before regaining its footing and bounding towards the window.

I lined up the shot.

Ratcheted the round.

And fired.

At the same time the head jumped, soaring for the window like a majestic pumpkin octopus. But I’d accounted for this one. The fireball took it mid leap, and the head shrieked like helium escaping a tank. In a ball of flaming greenery it sailed through the air, compelled through the window with a crash of glass then dropped out of sight.

And I heard a loud, wet thump.

I rushed up to the window and stuck my head out. Three stories down the head wasn’t moving. Instead, it was burning like a bag of flaming dog shit.

Right on the now dented hood of the Dakota.

“Fucking dammit,” I sighed.


Chapter 8. Evidence Being

After making sure Rick’s head was very much dead (and it was, having become basically a stain on my truck), I climbed back upstairs to do the most boring part of my job.

Figure out where to go next.

“What are we even looking for?” Becca asked as she rooted through old dishes on the kitchen counter.

“Clues,” I said while sifting through a month’s worth of pizza boxes. “Evidence. A journal detailing in excruciating detail where, when, and how the apocalyptic cult is going to sacrifice a virgin to summon an elder one. Basically anything out of place.”

“Be a lot easier if this guy had literally any sense of cleanliness,” Becca said, grimacing as she gingerly picked up a tupperware dripping with mold.

“These sorts of people aren’t usually that big on the whole ‘cleanliness’ thing,” I told her. “When you’re peering through the gulfs of cosmic power, vacuuming tends to fall by the wayside.”

“Huh…” Becca was quiet for a moment as she rooted through a cabinet. “I kind of screwed up, didn’t I?” she asked nervously. “Letting that head get past me…”

I was wondering when this was coming. “Becca,” I said patiently. “You literally started this job like, a week ago. And no one is ready for the first time the head sprouts legs and makes a break for freedom. You did fine. No one else got hurt, and we took care of the monster. That’s a win in my book.”

“I guess,” she said, ducking her head.

“Hey,” I said, reaching over and nudging her shoulder fondly. “Don’t beat yourself up. I doubt we could have gotten much out of it anyway. The thing basically started rotting immediately. Barely any traces of magic in it.”

“Yeah, but-”

“But nothing. Don’t focus on what went wrong. Focus on what’s happening here and what we can still find. That’s all we can do.”

“Yeah. Yeah!” she said with more certainty. “You’re right.”

“Damn straight. Now, check out that bookcase. I’m going to get on that TV stand.”

“On it!”

Watching her enthusiastically start working through the broken remains of the bookcase, it got the feeling she was looking on the brighter side of the whole thing. Which was very good, because something you realized early on as a slayer is that regrets are pointless. Learn, move on, and don’t think about what went wrong.

And it was good to have here, really. Unfortunately, a lot of this job was boring investigation instead of just busting heads and pumpkins, so having some help could only make this go faster. We resumed digging through the apartment, but aside from old clothes and older food, I wasn’t having a lot of luck.

“Found something!”

I twisted around to see Becca holding a hollow book she’d dug out of a pile. Inside was what looked like a couple baggies. Ah, lovely. Every druggie’s favourite hiding place. Beyond under the sink or something.

“Great work!” I said, getting to my feet and joining her. She passed me the bag and I checked it. Completely empty, but on the outside was a label. Abergreen’s Dispensary.

“Interesting,” I muttered, turning the bag this way and that.

“What?” she asked.

“It’s a pharmacy up in town.”

“Yeah?” she asked, perking up. “Think it might be dealing this stuff?”

“If they are, they’d have to be pretty damn stupid to use this kind of bag,” I admitted. “But then again, people are stupid all the time.”

“True,” she agreed. Then something caught her eye and she turned her head. She frowned and headed over to the window. I followed her gaze and caught a flicker of light from outside as Becca leaned over the sill. “Uh… Cain?”

“Yeah?”

“The cops are here.”

I swore under my breath. Fan-freaking-tastic. This wasn’t going to be fun. It’s not like I had a problem with cops, really. They were doing their job, and in a town like Springville where you were liable to pull over the Headless Horseman doing eighty in a school zone, their jobs sucked. That said, unlike Sheriff Gritz and his department, Springville’s finest weren’t exactly happy to deal with me. And for a very specific reason.

Ember.

I got to my feet. “Alright,” I said. “Time to go.”

“What? Really?” she asked, hurrying after me as I strode for the front door at a brisk pace. “But-”

“Trust me,” I said. “Cops tend to look badly on finding you digging through evidence of a magic murder scene.”

I headed into the hall with Becca on my heels, and we’d almost reached the stairs when the elevator dinged open and I heard a painfully familiar voice.

“Freeze, Cain!”

Becca jumped, but I just sighed and turned around to face Ember. She was flanked by two uniforms, and her own was not exactly standard with that pointy hat. Her badge was strapped to her belt opposite a holstered revolver, and she glared at me with hands on her hips.

“Chief Ember,” I said with as much joviality as I could manage. “We meet again. How… nice.”

“Can it, Cain,” she said, marching towards me, scanning the hall before locking onto the apartment. “Just what happened in here?”

“Magic stuff,” I admitted. “A guy was growing a parasitic fungus off the side of his head and it got pissy when I tried to take it off.”

Her eyes flashed back to me and her lip curled. “That right?” she growled, crossing her arms. “And you just figured you’d kill him, I suppose?”

I shrugged. “Doubt there was much living in him that wasn’t mushroom by the time we got to him.”

Ember glared at me. “Watch it, Cain.”

“Always do, Ember. I’ll see you around.”

I turned and headed for the stairs once more, my hand on Becca’s back and guiding her out. I half expected Ember to call us back, at which point I’d just ignore her. But she was smart enough to keep her peace and not embarrass herself. Though as a slayer I wasn’t technically above the law, when it came to mystics I had plenty of leeway, and though the Slayer Society was filled with weirdos, it also had some really good lawyers. I was no slouch in knowing where the line was either, and killing a feral plant monster that had consumed a man’s head fell pretty neatly into self-defence. There wasn’t a law about arboreal murder on the books either, so I was in the clear. Not that the druids hadn’t tried in the sixties. Friggin’ hippies.

All that said, I didn’t exactly want to piss off the cops either. Even if they were led by a witch who hated me. So, I'd prefer not to antagonize them beyond my mere existence. 

“Should we…” Becca trailed off and glanced nervously back before dropping her voice. “Should we give them the stuff we found?”

“No way,” I told her firmly. “They wouldn’t know what to do with it to begin with.”

“And we do?” Becca asked uncertainly.

“Not exactly,” I admitted as we stepped outside. “But I know someone who does. Let’s…”

I trailed off, turning my head as something caught my eye. A dark sedan was sitting just across the street, its windows tinted.

“What is it?” Becca asked, looking between me and the car.

I nodded at it. “That sedan,” I said. “Anything strange about it?”

Becca leaned over and peered at it. “...I dunno. Windows are blacked out.” She looked back at me. “Why? You think it might be something.”

“Maybe,” I said, starting off to cross the street.

Before I got three steps the car pulled out and cruised away. Not too fast. Just casually. The sort of speed that implied they had always meant to drive off at just that moment, and my approach had totally nothing to do with it.

Yeah. Right.

I stopped beside my truck, watching the sedan vanish around a corner. The plates were from here, and a lot of people in Springville had tinted windows. Vampires loved to drive, but not the sun, and dark elves were the same. Now, I could just be paranoid. But in this job, paranoia was definitely warranted. And given everything else going on right now, well… a suspicious car at the scene of a magic crime got my guard up.

I stared after the car until it was out of sight, then shook my head. “Come on,” I said to Becca. “Let’s go. I got some questions I need answering.”

Becca nodded, peering after the car before hustling into the truck. Sadly, this time it took a bit to make the engine turn over. Goddammit. The head must have busted something. Crap. I sighed, but when the engine finally caught and we pulled out, I felt a bit encouraged. Hopefully it was a simple fix.

My hope was further buoyed because it managed to survive the trip back to the house, where I parked and led the way inside. Becca followed me, and I went up and into my office.

I did a fair bit of work in there. The Cain House had a lot of special rooms for various purposes. There was a gym. My workshop in the basement along with the vault. The sealing chamber. A library. Even a solar, for whatever you were supposed to do in a solar. Honestly, we had a bit of everything. The office was also where I kept my stuff for research, including a number of tomes, my computer, and of course, the crystal ball rigged up to the printer.

Becca followed me in and looked around. “Cozy,” she said.

“Thanks,” I replied as I got the crystal ball out.

“So this is where you get your info?” she asked, peering at the curving glass. “Gonna tell the future?”

“Not precog enough for that,” I replied. “And most seers are bullshit anyway. This is, however, how I can contact the Slayer Society.”

“Ooooh,” Becca hummed. “How do we do that?”

“Watch,” I said, straightening and clearing my throat. I moved my hand above the crystal in a careful pattern. “I summon thee,” I said in a low voice as smoke swirled within the glass. “I conjure thee! Connect me to the Society!”

The mist within the sphere slowly cleared, revealing a pair of great red eyes burning in them.

“Well well!” said a nasally voice. “If it isn’t Cain. And what can I do for you?”

“Hello Kendrin,” I said, dropping my hand. “Becca?” I said reluctantly. “This is Kendrin. The-”

“Woah!” the spirit said, his eyes doing a literal doubletake at the sight of Becca. “Holy mama! Well hello beautiful! How you doing?”

“Lovely, thanks,” Becca said sweetly.

“Yeah, she’s doing fantastic,” I said, cutting in. “Anyway, Kendrin, I need some information. I just came across a person whose head had transformed into a mushroom. Apparently, they’d taken some sort of drug. Do the slayer archives mention anything similar?”

“Cain! What are you thinking? You can’t just bring a hot mama like that in front of me and expect me to think of anything else. I don’t know how you can even think with a lady like that around. I mean look at her! Babe for days. Vavoom!”

I squeezed the bridge of my nose. hated spirits so goddam much. “Kendrin, this is kinda important.”

“Yeah,” Becca said, leaning over, clasping her hands together so her chest pushed out notably against her shirt. “We’d reeeeally appreciate it if you could get us that info fast.”

The red eyes were so wide as they stared at Becca’s chest they almost filled the glass. “Yes ma’am! Anything for you, hot stuff! Just a mo’.”

The mist swirled and Becca smirked, leaning back. “Not bad,” I told her, annoyed and impressed in equal measure.

“Girl’s gotta use what she’s got,” she said, blowing me a kiss. “Besides,” she added, cupping her breasts and giving them a bounce, “you know you’re the only one who gets to see these babies in the flesh.”

I snorted, giving her a grin. “Damn straight,” I growled.

She giggled, fluttering her lashes at me, but before we could go further the crystal resolved back into Kendrin’s eyes.

“Here we are,” the spirit said. “Lessee… right! In the Roman era, it was known that druids would often commune with the Green Spirits in their rituals, and they were said to even be able to harness the power of the soul to influence the arboreal realm beyond the veil, drawing on its strength. But many in doing so lost themselves to the green, and became a part of nature itself.”

“Yeah?” I prompted.

“Yep. And there was another event back during Woodstock which required a dozen slayers to deal with a potential breaching of the veil. Dozens of magic adjacent individuals made some deals with denizens of the Green, and were using magic infused cannabis grown using the magic to tap into the veil and bring forth its power.”

“Everyone’s favourite combo,” I grunted. Damn. I remember my old master talking about that one. It had been a bad scene. All that free love had nearly torn the veil wide open. “Anything else?” I asked.

“I suppose I could do a deeper dive…” Kendrin hummed.

“Would you?” Becca asked, again clasping her hands before her. “I’d be soooo grateful.”

“Yes ma’am!” Kendrin said at once. “Will do!”

“Great. Bye,” I said, swiping my hand over the crystal.

“Wait! Noooooo!” the spirit wailed as the crystal fogged over, devouring him in its mists.

“Wow, that was abrupt, Cain,” Becca said with a sly look. “Someone might think you were feeling a bit possessive.”

“Yeah?” I asked, reaching out and grabbing her by the hip. Becca squeaked in reply as I suddenly pulled her against me, crushing her to my chest. “And if I am?”

Becca bit her lower lip, and I felt a tremor of anticipation shoot through her. “Then,” she breathed, pressing her hands to my chest, her eyes hot and foggy with desire. “Are you gonna show me?”

“You know what?” I said heatedly. “I think I might.”

Then I leaned in, kissed her hard, and after a quick trip to the bedroom which left plenty of clothes in our wake, I made damn sure she knew it too.


Chapter 9. Green Nights

Tracking down drug dealers wasn’t exactly my kind of work. But dealing with sorcery turning people into The Thing mushroom zombies was definitely my job, which meant, unfortunately, magic mushroom drug dealers just became my business. However, I wasn’t exactly too deep in the whole cartel scene. I had enough problems that I didn't need a hit from a bunch of meth heads on top of it. Good thing I knew someone who had a bit more pull with that world.

I left Becca back at the house for this one, because though I was teaching her the tricks of the trade, this was a part of it I’d prefer she not be around for. Not because it was particularly dangerous, though I was literally bargaining with a being from hell. But because it’d be… awkward when the time came to pay up for the information.

Fortunately, I’d given her a good work out, and she was more than happy to lounge in bed, comfortable and satisfied while I took a quick shower, got dressed, and drove off down the highway to a very particular establishment.

The Hot House was a strip club run by a demon. A pretty standard model these days. When demons became more common, they mostly went in for the sin business. Drug dens. Casinos. Gambling parlours. Streaming ragebait. That whole deal. Shocker, I know. This particular den of iniquity was run by Desiree, who came out of one of the big Vegas demon families, so she had plenty of connections, and always knew what was going on in the underworld. People talked to pretty girls feigning interest in them, and I talked to their boss. Win win.

Sorta.

I parked outside and noticed a bunch of motorbikes drawn up along the front of the club, which also wasn’t a surprise. Lorra and her gang had made the place their de facto hangout, and I had to admit they had good taste. The Hot House’s chicken wings were outstanding.

I headed in, the gloom inside broken up only by the sharp neon pink of the stage and the lights angled upwards on the strippers doing their thing. Unlike many other clubs, the Hot House didn’t discriminate. In fact, it gleefully hired dancers from mystic races of every kind. On one stage I spotted a harpy with bright white feathers she was fluttering coyly as a screen over her curves. Not too far away, I saw a cow-girl sitting on the edge of a stage, bouncing a G cup bust to the intense interest of several patrons. And, of course, there were the usual hot demon girls grinding on poles as they increasingly lost articles of clothing.

The bouncer loomed in the doorway, and with around eight feet of height not counting the horns, he could loom like nobody’s business. Wearing just jeans and a t-shirt so tight it looked like it was painted on his muscles, he was every drunken patron’s worst nightmare.

“Roland,” I said, nodding.

He nodded back, uncrossing his arms to reveal the Hot House’s logo on his shirt, the two O’s making a very clever graphic. “Cain,” he grunted. “Here to see the boss?”

“If she’s available.”

He snorted at that. “You and I both know she is. Or will be.”

He jerked his head towards her office, and I made my way over, wondering at the little smirk he’d been sporting. When I got to the door I listened, but couldn’t hear anything, so shrugging, I rapped my knuckles against the wood.

“What?” snapped Desiree’s voice. “What is it? This better be good or I’ll rip off your balls and nail them over the bar!”

Woah. “Uh, Desiree? Sorry. Just came by to-”

I heard something thump inside the office and a hiss of subdued conversation, then a clatter before the door flew open, revealing Desiree standing there in a smoky cocktail dress made up of sequin scales. It was an interesting choice of clothes, but to be fair she’d look stunning in burlap. Her figure was hot as literal sin, her skin a lurid red hue, and her eyes gold as mint. “Cain!” she said, her voice silky as she lazily passed her hand through the dark ribbon of her hair, smoothing it back and, coincidentally no doubt, pushing the firm globes of her breasts out towards me. “What a surprise!”

“I can come back if-”

“Not at all. Come in! Come in.”

She stepped aside and I entered the office warily. It was the same as it always was, with the walls plastered in photos and posters of Desiree, often in a showgirl’s costume from her days in Vegas, some of them going back to the black and white era. A plush casting couch settled near her desk, and one of the walls was a one-way mirror looking down on the club and stages below. There was, however, two new additions. One of them was a subtle scent of brimstone lingering in the air, which I knew was a telltale scent when a demon got furious. The other was a second demon sitting in the uncomfortable chair on the other side of Desiree’s desk.

Some people drip charisma. This guy was dripping sleaze like he’d been buttered in it. He was dressed in a red zoot suit with baggy pants and jacket. A piano tie was cinched tight up near his pencil neck, while a wide brimmed hat a pimp would be embarrassed to wear shaded his face. His ears were long and pointed, and he had a golden smile. Literally, his teeth were solid gold.

“Well hey there,” the demon said, rising from his chair and shoving a hand my way. “Pleasure to meet you. Name’s Balthazar.”

“Marcus Cain,” I said, shaking his hand. Ugh. Limp handshake.

“Ah! So you’re the famous Cain, eh? I’ve heard a lot about you.”

“Have you?” I said with a sideways look at Desiree, who was still smiling, but it was tighter than a dragon’s purse strings. “She hasn’t mentioned you.”

“She hasn’t! Why Desiree,” he gushed in maudlin hurt, “I’m wounded.”

“In time,” she said darkly. Then to me, “He’s my cousin, from Vegas. And was just leaving.”

“I was?” Balthazar asked.

Her glare could have nailed him to the wall. “You were.”

Balthazar snapped his fingers in sudden recollection. “Oh right! I was. Too true. Too true. But hey!” he said, giving me another 24 karat smile as he flipped a card from inside his sleeve and passed it to me, “if you’re ever in Vegas and want to see a show, gimme a ring a ding ding! And I’ll make sure you get whatever you need. Tickets. Buffets. Ladies. Whatever!”

“Thanks,” I said, taking the card with the tips of my fingers. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Be sure to. Ta!”

With a long legged stride he sauntered out of the office, and no sooner had the brim of his hat cleared it than Desiree slammed the door behind him.

A silence stretched out between us after that. I cleared my throat. “So… You send reports about me?”

Desiree took a long, deep breath, let it out, and then spun back around to face me, her eyes once more sensuously lidded and a throaty laugh escaping her. “Well, Cain. How could I not? The upper brass felt that little shopping spree you went on in Carriger’s all the way in their neon skyscrapers. They had some questions, and naturally I needed to answer.”

“Uh huh,” I said, not buying it for a second. I knew Desiree fed info to her bosses back in Vegas. It was a big part of the reason she was here. But I wasn’t about to miss the chance to annoy her a bit about it. “So that was your cousin?”

Her grin tightened. “Yes. But he’s not an interesting subject at all,” she crooned, sidling up near me and twining her arm with mine. “Come. Sit!” she declared, steering me towards the couch and plopping the both of us down on it. “Care for some scotch? Maybe some wings from the kitchen? They’re delightful, you should know.”

“I do know,” I told her. “Thanks, but I’m fine.”

“Well, I could use a glass,” she said, her tail twisting towards her desk and plucking a bottle from it. As she uncorked it her tail fetched a tumbler and she poured herself a finger of the liquor. She tossed it back, shivering. “Mmm. I needed that,” she said, then poured herself another.

“Looks like it,” I said. “Not thrilled about the family?”

She scoffed. “Oh, Cain. You have no idea…”

“What was he here for?”

“Nothing important,” Desiree said before downing another shot. “Mmm. Besides,” she purred, leaning suggestively against me, “I’m much more interested in what you want, Cain. Now,” she purred, walking her fingers along my thigh, “how can I help you?”

I got the feeling she had some thoughts on that, given that her hand had found its way into my lap and a finger was lazily circling around my bulge. “Yeah,” I grunted. “There is something. What do you know about someone called the Green Man?”

Desiree’s finger paused abruptly. “Why do you want to know about him?” she asked, resuming her stroking.

“Because he’s dealing some magic mushrooms. Emphasis on magic. Just finished dealing with a dissatisfied customer who got hit by a hell of a side effect. He had a mushroom growing out the side of his head, and when I went to pull it out, he tried to rip my arm off.”

“Sounds like a bad trip.”

“No. A bad trip is having the coffee machine cuss you out. This guy’s head popped off, grew tentacles, and tried to scurry out the window.”

Desiree stopped stroking me and leaned back a little. “...Are you being serious?”

“I can show you the dent it left on the hood of my truck if you want.”

Desiree grimaced. “I think I’ll take your word for it.”

“Good. Now, what do you know?”

Desiree sighed and poured herself some more scotch. “Well, Cain, I can tell you that the Green Man is a pretty new one. Just showed up in the last few months and has been making some big waves, as I’m sure you’ve realized. He’s selling something called hazers, which is a sort of mushroom that’s very big among the youths these days. And especially among those who’ve come through the veil.”

“First I’m hearing about it,” I said, frowning.

“You don’t hear everything,” Desiree said with a smirk. “Besides,” she added with a shrug. “He’s been selling for weeks. Has a whole distribution network. Even some of my girls have been getting into the stuff.”

“I highly recommend you get them off it,” I said.

“You might be right there,” Desiree noted with a lazy shrug, which sent the light skimming over the sequins covering her breasts in a fantastic way.

“Don’t suppose you have some samples of the stuff?” I asked.

“Me? No. Not my kind of thing. But I can tell you where to get it. One of his dealers is an elf called Salick.”

“Salick?” I said with a grimace, the elf in question’s face popping into my head. Great. Just what I needed. “Alright. Alright. I’ll go see if I can track him down.”

“Mmm. Attaboy,” Desiree chuckled, once more feeling up my crotch. “And I’d just love to hear all about how you make him talk. He hangs out near the corner of King and Derry Street. Though, if he sees you coming, he might think twice about being there.”

Too true. Sure, I wasn’t a cop. But in some ways I was worse. Especially for mystics. A cop would just arrest you. A slayer could blow your head off if he had probable cause and get off scott free. I’d like to think I’d developed a reputation for talking first before shooting, but if someone was peddling magic infused drugs I wouldn’t be surprised if he didn’t stick around to find out which I was gonna do.

“Thanks, Desiree,” I said, rising. “I’ll-”

Her tail snaked out and wrapped around my wrist like a cuff. “Mmm. Where are you going, Cain?” she asked, rising to her feet with a sly look. “What about my payment?”

“The warning about not using corruptive drugs not enough?”

“Well, it’s a start,” she purred, rising and striding to her desk, her tail tugging me after the sultry sway of her hips. “But I was thinking about something a bit more… substantial.”

Hoo boy. “Substantial?”

“Well,” Desiree hummed, stopping before her desk, planting her hands on it before leaning forward, pushing her ass out teasingly. “I was thinking you could bend me over this desk and just… fucking… plow me like the bitch I am.”

My eyes were glued to the way her dress shimmered over her ass. I could feel the heat of her allure burning in my veins, stronger than any liquor. But what did I expect from dealing with a literal sex demon? “Well…” I said.

“Or,” she said, leaning further forward, reaching out and opening a drawer of her desk, “I did happen to get something… special ordered. Just came in and I was thinking about how fun it would be to give it a whirl.”

“Give what a… Oh.”

I stared at the leather paddle she’d just pulled out. I gave her a look. “Seriously?” I asked.

“I’ve been such a nauuuuughty girl,” she cooed, licking her lips greedily, her ass rocking from side to side.

Understatement of the year. But you know? It was times like these that I wondered if Desiree really was just after my magic stuffed seed. Sure, she basically ran off of pure sexual energy, but this seemed on the lower end of things she was into.

Though, then again, it would hardly be the first time she had a plan within a plan.

I took the paddle from her, balancing it in my hand. Then I smacked it into my open palm. The sound seemed to shoot through the demoness, her tail flicking and her body giving a subtle jolt. She pushed aside some paperwork, her breasts squishing as she planted herself firmly on the desk, her legs parted and ass lifted tantalizingly.

“I’m ready, Cain,” she said, her voice a low, throaty husk of pure desire.

“Yeah,” I said, low and deep. “I noticed…”

Desiree shivered at my tone, her eyes following me intently as I found my way behind her. I stopped there, looking down at her. Then I planted my hand on the small of her back, pushing down.

“Nnn,” she moaned softly, wriggling in place. “Ooooh, what are you going to do?” she breathed, quirking an eyebrow and smirking at me.

“You know,” I said, my hand tugging up the hem of her sequin dress, baring the lush red orbs of her incredible ass. “You’ve been an utter brat sometimes.”

“Have I?” she asked playfully

“Oh yeah,” I growled, running my hand over her rump, feeling the heat radiating off her. “Making me go through this song and dance. Hoarding information. Refusing to tell me anything over the phone so you can make me come into your club. Making me wait while your dancers show off in front of me. It’s all a bit…” I grabbed her panties and yanked them down. “Naughty…”

Desiree shivered, arching a little with a soft moan as her rump was further bared to the warm air of the room. “Ooooh,” the demoness crooned, stretching out further, pushing her ass back invitingly as her tail wove lazy patterns in the air. “Yes. I’ve been sooo naughty. I need a good… thorough… punishing…”

Dammit, Desiree would be a lot easier to dislike if she didn’t let me do shit like this.

I drew back my arm and gave her a hard spank with the paddle right on her tight derriere. 

Desiree cried out, rocking forward with a moan. “Ohhhh yessss,” she gasped. “Cain. I- ah!”

Again I brought down the paddle, one hand still holding her down. She could break free easily if she wanted. Hell, with the amount of raw sexual power in this club she could throw me through the wall and into the parking lot. But she didn’t. She wanted this.

And I was going to give it to her.

“You’ve been a naughty bitch,” I told her, spanking her again, the crack of the paddle off her rump filling the room. “A naughty. Fucking. Bitch!”

“Oh yessssss!” Desiree moaned, writhing in pleasure as I paddled her rump, her tail snapping like a whip with every impact. “A bad… ah! Bad g-girrrrrl! I need nnnn! Need to be punished. Fucking punish me, Cain. Punish me haaaaard!”

Oh, I did. I spanked her until she was a wailing mess. Her fingers clung to the edge of the table, the wood creaking with the force of her grip. Her thighs were soaked with the drip of her arousal. The musk of her need began to smother the room, and I was far from unaffected. Despite my fun with Becca earlier, my cock was near ready to burst out of my pants.

I was breathing hard. Heavy. I tossed the paddle aside, done with it. My shirt clung to my back from my sweat. I clapped my hand against her rump, making her tense as I slid my palm along the curve of her rear, my hand finding its way between her legs. I felt the slick wetness of her need. Her pussy quivering to the touch of my finger.

I leaned down near her ear. “Ready for more?” I asked hoarsely.

“Hells!” she gasped. “Just fuck me!”

Sounded like a yes to me. I practically tore out of my pants as I put myself behind her and grabbed her hips, aligning my cock with the velvety wetness of her pussy. I teased her lower lips, feeling her juices drool down my shaft. Oh fuck, this was going to be good.

Then I pushed forward, and discovered I was right.

“Ohhhhhh!” Desiree moaned, arching with a needy cry as I thrust into her, stuffing her full. “Yes! Fuck me, Cain! Fuck me hard! Take my naughty pussy!”

“With pleasure,” I growled.

I thrust into her, my hips spanking off her stinging ass, the slap of flesh on flesh echoing in the small office, barely audible over Desiree’s moans and cries of pleasure.

“Yes!” she cried. “Yes! Fuck me! Take me! Give me that fffffucking cock! Yes! Oh fuck. Oh fuck, punish my pussy! I’m a naughty bitch! I’m a bad slut! Gimme more! Harder! Faster! Fuck! Fuck! Cain! Yessssss!”

Her body rocked back against my thrusts, welcoming my cock as I pounded into her harder and faster. My hands moved up to her chest, grabbing her breasts. Desiree cried out in bliss as my hands squeezed her tits through her sequin gown. Pumping and massaging those plump orbs as I rutted her.

“Yessss! Fuck me! Cain. Cain! Oh fuck, Cain! Give… give me your seed. Fill me up! Stuff me! Fuck meeeeeee!”

Her cry thrummed through me. Her body devoured my cock. Her need was palpable and impossible to deny. Lust could barely describe the urgency that was surging in me. I managed a few final strokes before I went over the edge, groaning in bliss as I came.

It felt good. Damn good. But it couldn’t compare to the pleasure Desiree must have felt as I emptied into her. The demoness gripped her desk so tight I heard it crack. Her whole body tensed and a wail of ecstasy escaped her.

“Ohhhh fuuuuuuuck yessssss!” Desiree cried, her body actually glowing hot as she took my load, the magic that infused my seed feeding her a high that not even those magic mushrooms could match.

I gripped her, feeling a wave of weakness surge over me as she drank my magic with every pulse of my cock. At last she relaxed, moaning softly, her hands releasing her desk. 

I staggered back, unsheathing from her as I fell back into the nearby couch, my heart pounding as I sagged there, waiting for that wave of weakness to leave. For her part, Desiree cooed and writhed on her desk like an addict in the grip of a high, her expression rapturous while she soaked in the pleasure of my magic infused seed, her body burning like a red lamp with orgasmic bliss.

It had to have taken me at least five minutes to get my breath back and wearily pull myself upright again. 

“Mmm?” Desiree hummed, rolling over onto her back, her dress askew and allowing a plump breast to emerge from the sparkling sequins, hair frazzled as she gave me a lazy look. “Leaving so… so soon?”

“Afraid so,” I grunted, pulling my pants back on. “I still have a lot to… to do.”

“Hmm. I suppose. Then, a last warning… before you go, Cain,” Desiree breathed.

I paused in the midst of doing up my belt. “You’re not going to demand a chance to suck me off, are you?”

Desiree lazily brushed her hair back. “Mmm. Well, if you insisted I wouldn’t say no…”

“Pass,” I said, my belt clicking as I did it up firmly. “I still need to drive myself home. If I did it your way, I’d never leave this office.”

“You could sleep on the couch.”

“Again, pass.”

“Boo,” she huffed with an almost girlish pout. She sat up sensuously, lazily kicking her legs as she eyed me. “Then think of it as a freebie, Cain. But you should be careful.”

“I’m always careful.”

“No,” she said stonily, giving me a firm stare, all mirth gone. “You should be really careful. That stunt you pulled at Carriger’s got a lot of attention. And not just from the usual suspects. You were a nobody before, Cain. But people are taking notice now. And few of them are friendly. Be careful.”

I gave her a measuring look. “Is this about the demons?” I asked.

“Loathe as I am to admit it,” she said with a twist of her lips. “Demons may be the least of your worries.”

Well, that was pretty damn ominous. “Thanks,” I said, shrugging my jacket back on. “I’ll keep it in mind.”

“Do that, Cain,” Desiree said sternly. “Do it.”

Sparing a nod, I opened the door of her office, and slipped back out into the neon thudding of the club. And you better believe I was going to take that warning to heart.


Chapter 10. Witch Party

Ugh.

A morning after dealing with Desiree always came with exhaustion. Like I’d run twenty miles, did an hour of deadlifts, and then took on a feral werewolf with nothing but a sock filled with silver dollars. Trust me, that’s experience talking.

But I’d already overslept by an hour, and I had things to do today. Coffee. Coffee would get me on the move. Coffee and a hot shower. C’mon, Cain. Outta bed. 1. 2. 3. Hoo! With some effort I managed to escape the malevolent comfort of my blankets and dragged myself to the shower, washing away some of my exhaustion and shame from the night before. By the time I emerged, I felt almost human. And that sweet caffeine would be exactly what I needed to finish that.

With great effort I heaved myself downstairs. My legs felt like they were filled with lead, but I managed to emerge in the kitchen to find Becca, and the sight of her was a comfort in these hard times. Nothing quite like seeing a gorgeous woman in tight jeans, a tighter shirt, and an apron to get a man motivated in the morning. 

Becca glanced my way as I emerged and smiled. “Morning,” she greeted.

“Morning,” I returned, nodding her way. “Getting a bit ahead of things with the bacon.”

“Well, we have a big day, don’t we?” she said. “That witch meeting is today.”

Ah.

Right.

Almost forgot about that. Or possibly mentally blocked it, given how utterly painful it was going to be for me.

“You look unhappy,” she observed. “Do you think I shouldn’t go?”

“I’m not happy about it,” I did admit. “But I do think you should go.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. I think you’ll learn something valuable either way. Plus, Rotwood’s not the sort of woman who gives up without a fight. Much easier to just throw the dog a bone.”

“I guess so,” Becca agreed, but I could tell she was a bit happy with my okay.

Well, that made one of us.

“You’re coming with me, right?” she asked hopefully.

“Do you want me to?” I asked. “Having me around won’t exactly win you many friends.”

“Then they’re probably not worth having,” she replied.

Suddenly, I didn’t feel so uneasy about having her go. “Yeah, I guess not,” I said, hiding my smile in a quick drink of my coffee.

After breakfast Becca and I piled into the Dakota and took off.

“Why are they so eager to have me join their coven anyway?” Becca asked as we cruised down the highway. “I mean, it seems like it’s just a bunch of women who get together.”

“It’s more than that,” I told her as trees flicked by, autumn stripping them down to the bony branches. “Witch covens are very different from most other organizations, beyond all the pointy hats. Most mystics get together for various reasons. Beastkin like Lorra group up because that’s what packs do. Vampires come together because if they don’t the more powerful vampire around tends to kill them. Those are more instinctual and mainly just establish pecking orders. For witches though there's a specific reason. When they get together in a coven, they can cast bigger ritual spells. That means that the more witches involved, the more they can draw on the magic being used, pooling their power to accomplish more potent spells."

“So… if I sign on, that means I’ll have to participate?” she asked.

“Potentially,” I said. “Which is probably why Rotwood wants you in. She’s a big damn deal in this thing, and having you around would really benefit her in terms of raw power. Most covens only have three witches in them, but Rotwood’s has over thirty local witches, plus various smaller covens that have sort of alliances with her. And that gives her a lot of heft.”

“Why only three?”

“Witches are usually very independent minded and territorial,” I told her. “Most live alone. They rarely all gather up in a coven at all. Rotwood’s is the biggest in the US, and there’s a reason for that.”

“Because she’s a good leader and charismatic?”

“That’s… one interpretation,” I admitted. “A more honest one would be that she's like the popular girl in high school. Everyone wants to be her friend. Nobody wants to piss her off. Like a cheerleader and goth girl rolled into one evil package. A Frankenstein’s Monster of rich bitch and home owner association president.”

Becca genuinely shuddered. “Uh, wow.”

“Yeah,” I said, feeling a little bad about talking down the coven when Becca seemed so interested in them. But I also knew only too well that she could use the warning. Abigail Rotwood was a pain in the ass without equal. And yeah, maybe I was a bit prejudiced, given that she made it her business to do anything she could to jerk me around, but Becca should know my opinion. Especially given I was a bit suspicious that the mayor was trying to get to me through Becca. Maybe a bit egotistical of me, but hey. Rotwood started it.

Not that she needed petty revenge for wanting Becca in her coven. Becca was an absolute powerhouse, even if she still didn’t really understand how to use her magic. And a coven could really help her out. Not just in companionship and association, but helping her learn other aspects of sorcery. I was doing my best, but aside from teaching her how to blow the bogeyman’s brains out at forty yards, I couldn’t teach her much about her own powers. A coven would have much better luck.

All in all, it left me in a somewhat awkward position of wanting to encourage Becca but also tell her to stay the fuck away from witches. Still, she was an adult. She could make her own decisions.

Just hoped they’d be the right ones.

We pulled up at the Great Forest Inn, which was the local conference room and classy hotel. Well, mostly classy. The place had been bought years ago by a goblin conglomerate who’d upgraded the place to be the choice for your corporate retreat. The exterior was designed to look like a gigantic log cabin, though the rustic air they were going for was kind of defeated because it looked architecturally like every big-time hotel in Boston. Still, it felt right for these parts, being about as classy as you were gonna get while maintaining the rustic charm of the region. Including a giant Paul Bunyan statue stuck out front.

I parked among a number of SUV’s, several of which were hybrids. Oh yeah, this was the place. I got out and joined Becca, heading for the doors.

Inside was a polished wood reception hall that reminded me more of the Overlook Hotel than anything else, which didn’t exactly put me at ease. I really didn’t like hotels and motels. They always came with a lot of baggage, and not just the kind bellhops dragged around. Only crack houses were more haunted.

We headed to the front desk, which was manned by a goblin. He was clearly standing on a stool or something, and his little tailored suit looked very professional. The fact that his smile showed his dental work was the one place he’d cheaped out on kinda ruined it though.

His beady eyes flicked over us, and by the slight puckering of his lips I could tell he wasn’t thrilled with what he saw.

“Welcome to the Great Forest Inn,” the goblin said in a nasally tone, which wasn’t surprising seeing he had a bigger nose than some mosquitos. “My name is Gabro. How can I… help you?”

“Um hi,” Becca said, fishing out a card. “I was invited by Miss Rotwood to some sort of meeting.”

The mention of the mayor’s name caused the goblin’s expression to do a 180 and he instantly brightened. “Ah! A guest of our most esteemed mayor. Of course. Of course! Please, please. Right this way!”

He scampered down from the stool and hurried out from behind the desk, gesturing for us to follow. We did, being led deeper into the hotel and to a conference room with a little sign marked ‘Springville Coven Meeting’ stamped on it.

“Please, enjoy your time here,” the goblin said, bowing even as he retreated back down the hall.

I opened the door for Becca, and together we went inside.

The interior looked like your typical corporate conference, with seats arranged before a low stage and podium. It was filled with women in a variety of dress, but most of which pretty clearly marked them out as witches. For some it was the large glasses, hair so mussy a bird could nest in it, and that they were bent almost double under the weight of charms and necklaces. Others were more literal in their witchy garb, sporting black cloaks, pointy hats, and more warts than a toad. Then of course there were the more ‘modern’ witches, who tended to be between twenty and forty, wore a beauty department’s worth of makeup, and had the kind of revealing outfits better suited to being on stage at the Hot House than a conference room.

A little table was set up near the door, and the pink witch who’d been hanging around Rotwood was there. Jillian perked up when we arrived and quickly stood up.

“Hey! Welcome,” she said, reaching over and enthusiastically shaking Becca’s hand. “So glad you could make it! And Cain! Good to see you too.”

“I’m just here to give Becca a ride,” I said.

“I totally get it. It’s such a good idea, right? Anyway!” she chirped, turning back to Becca. “Here’s a guest name tag. Just write your name in there and you’re all set. Feel free to check out the buffet. We’ve got vegan, gluten free, and dairy free options. And don’t forget to add your name to the draw. The winner gets a gift basket from Potions and Pours!”

“Sure. Thanks,” Becca said, taking the nametag and sharpie. She wrote her name down and put the adhesive thing over her chest.

“Enjoy the meeting,” Jillian said.

Becca and I moved into the room, Becca scanning it with interest. “Wow,” she breathed. “Are all these people witches?”

“Probably,” I said, trying to keep the tension out of my voice. I was getting some looks, and few of them were friendly. Witches around town knew me, or at least my family, and most didn’t have a good opinion of either.

Becca noticed, and when we reached the buffet, she gave me a sideways glance. “Seems you aren’t that liked around here,” she murmured.

“Yeah,” I agreed, picking up a gingerbread man from the table, which probably hadn’t once been an actual man. Probably. Most witches didn’t go in for eating people these days. Too high in cholesterol. “I killed a few witches in my career.”

“Really?” she asked.

“Oh yeah,” I said. “Usually, I didn't have much of a choice. Summoning devils. Going off the deep end and cursing spinning wheels. Sacrificing children to their human-faced rat familiars. It happens. Power corrupts, and witches are no different. A lot of them get some magic and go on a revenge trip on everyone that ever bothered them. And for your socially awkward young lady, that can be a very loooong list.”

“Is it always that bad?” Becca asked with a nervous look back at the room.

I shrugged, biting the head off the gingerbread man. “Usually not,” I admitted once I swallowed. “Most of the time new witches just curse someone with a hemorrhoid or zit. I generally just need to stop by and give a warning for them to cut it out. But every now and then things… escalate.”

“Hmm,” Becca said with new understanding.

Movement at the stage caught my attention, and I saw Ember climb up behind the podium and clear her throat. The speakers gave a squeal, and pointy hats swiveled as the attention of every witch in the room swung to the stage.

“Thank you all for coming,” our police chief said, her voice booming with reverberations. “Once we’ve all taken our seats, we can begin.”

Murmuring, shuffling or sashaying, the witches made their way to the foldout chairs and took their seats. The whole scene was very strange. Like the PTA meeting of Halloween town. Becca took a chair near the back, and I stayed standing near the wall, figuring that actually sitting down for this was probably a bit gauche. Plus, I doubted anyone would want me near them. God, it was like high school all over again.

Soon everyone was settled, including various owls, cats, and other familiars such as toads and I think I saw an ostrich (new age witches. What was the world coming to?). Ember gave a last visual sweep of the room, nodded, and then adjusted the mic again, earning another squeal of feedback. “And now,” she said. “I’m pleased to welcome on stage Mayor Abigail Rotwood!”

Polite applause rose from the assembled witches as Rotwood made her way on stage, dazzling with the smile any Californian politician would envy. 

“Greetings my fellow sisters in spellcraft,” Rotwood said, clasping her hands and scanning the women gathered around her. “And welcome, once more, to our pre-Walpurgis night meeting. It is a pleasure to see everyone. Well,” she amended with a cutting look my way. “Mostly everyone.”

Yeah, whatever.

“But as ever,” she continued, once more smiling like someone who’d just tricked some kids into her oven, “it’s important for us to reinforce our traditions and presence in the community. And what’s more, this celebration in particular will be a very grand event. For we have the pleasure of hosting not only our own coven, but members from covens all over the state and nation!”

News to me, and I wasn’t sure I liked it. Apparently I was the only one, as more polite applause met this along with eager murmurs, all of which soon died down as Rotwood lifted her arms, beckoning for silence.

“I know. I know. And I am so very pleased, my sisters,” she continued, pressing her hands over her heart, “to have been instrumental in helping all of us achieve such an incredible feat. For too long we witches have been divided. Locked into our own little concerns. But now we move forward and into the future! Driven by our sisterly bond of mutual respect. And I am just delighted to be chosen to lead all of you in it. And to those of our sisters who have so far refused to join us, I say that though they have made a mistake, I’m sure they’ll come around. After all, who wouldn’t want to be a part of our group? Who wouldn’t want to be doing the good work we do? What kind of witch wouldn’t see how important, how valuable, and how special our association is and the future we’re creating?”

More eager nods as various witches looked at each other in quick confirmation. I shifted where I stood, feeling distinctly uncomfortable. And not just because of the death glare I occasionally got from various witches. Politics always bothered me. And this was as patently political as you could get. The only thing missing was campaign pins.

“And to further build our grand coalition,” Rotwood continued animatedly, “we are once more to strategize for our celebration and ritual to reaffirm our commitment to our sisters in the coven. As well as welcome new members into the fold, and encourage our visitors from out of state to support us, and even build their own branches. The Springville Coven will be the lynchpin of a network across this country, and we will be its mother! And in the spirit of that, I’m pleased to announce we have a guest joining us tonight, who is interested in our methods and beliefs. Sisters? Please welcome Rebecca Hann.”

Awkwardly, Becca stood and nodded, receiving some polite applause from the rest of the witches. 

Rotwood nodded encouragingly. “I’m sure you’ve all heard of the unfortunate events that have happened to Rebecca. Trials which I think we can all, as fellow witches, empathize with. And I’m pleased to ask you all to lend her your support in the coming days as she seeks to navigate her place in our society. So please, make her and every one of our new sisters here feel welcome among us.”

Becca gave another uneasy smile as heads eagerly nodded, pointy hats waving.

“Now,” Rotwood continued, leaning in, “as always, we’ve got the catering lined up. So if you did have any allergies or issues, please make sure to inform Jillian before the event itself. And of course, we also will be requiring no photography. We also had some concerns last year about the naked dancing, but I want to assure everyone that we, once again, will be upping our security to keep any unwanted eyes out of the area during the ritual.”

More details were expanded on, quickly boring me. It was pretty standard stuff, really. Most witches had gotten rid of the more ‘visceral’ parts of their rituals about a century ago. Sacrificing babies and fornicating with animals was generally reserved for the more traditional covens and the occasional Hollywood rapper’s party, but it was considered rude to mention it.

Honestly, the Springville coven’s rituals sounded pretty bog standard. Dancing. Songs. Workshops about feminine powers and the female orgasm. Snacks. Speeches. Canapes. Barely felt witchy. They didn’t even mention riding naked through the skies (though given how chilly it was supposed to be on the night in question I couldn’t exactly blame them). But that was just the nature of mass appeal. You had to file off the more ‘unique’ aspects of things to get there.

Becca, for her part, seemed interested at first, but increasingly kind of bored, and looked downright relieved when the speech section of the meeting was concluded. Then I saw the panic in her eyes as a bunch of witches bore down on her, surrounding her in a ring of black and eagerly began chatting her up.

I hung back, watching as Jillian and Ember pulled Becca from the knot, talking animatedly with her. Maybe I should pull her out of there…

“I don’t recall inviting you.”

I grimaced and turned around to see Rotwood standing behind me, arms folded under her breasts, her lips tight in a scowl. Gone was the amiable politician, and back was queen priss of the witches.

“Well,” I said, lifting my little paper plate, “when I heard you were serving croissants, I couldn’t help but stop by.”

Rotwood’s lip curled. “How nice for you,” she said acidly. “But I’d like to point out in no uncertain terms that you are not welcome at our Walpurgis Night ceremony. At all.”

“Then I sure hope you all don’t get up to anything that would warrant it.”

She snorted in contempt. “Typical slayer. Thinking that everything requires your hands on presence. But we don’t, Cain. We are perfectly capable of handling our own affairs, and don’t need you butting in.”

“Thanks for the reminder. I won’t,” I said, popping one of the little pastry bites into my mouth. “Unless I have to.”

“Is that a threat?”

“Should it be?”

We glared at each other for a long moment, and Rotwood finally scoffed. “You should think twice, Cain, about keeping that girl around you.”

I felt my grip tighten on my plate and forced myself to calm down. “She can make her own decisions.”

“And so can you. She’d be much safer among her own kind. Women who understand her powers and what she’s going through. Not some slayer who can only think of how to exploit her. You’re dangerous to be around, Cain. Or have you forgotten all those others who’ve died because of your family?”

My jaw tightened as I ground my teeth. “And should she expect protection from you?” I asked pointedly. “You might fool the rest of these people, Rotwood, but we both know you just want her in your coven for power. That’s all that interests you. You use people. That’s all you ever do.”

Rotwood snorted. “Enjoy the food, Cain. And don’t let the door hit you on the way out.”

With that she spun on her heel and zeroed in on a group of clustered witches like a shark on a school of minnows. She swept in, once more all smiles and easy praise about gowns and hats and other platitudes the witches just ate up. I popped another pastry into my mouth, chewing slowly.

Bitch.

And though she absolutely was, that conversation annoyed me so much because she had some points. Unfortunately. The life of a slayer wasn’t exactly a safe or long one. Most of us ended up dead either by some terror of the night finally getting the best of us, or substance abuse to deal with the shit we went through. I liked to think I had a pretty good handle on the latter, but as for the former, well… I’d made my peace a long time ago with the fact that some day, I was just plain gonna die to something with ten vowels in its name and a body like a squid octopus turducken. And the same was said for anyone who got close to me. Sure, Becca had said that kind of thing didn’t bother her, but it still gnawed at me.

Fortunately, meet and greet didn’t last much longer and Becca all but begged us out of there after another ten minutes. I walked her back to the Dakota and got in, noticing as she settled in her seat she had her phone out and was flicking through her contacts.

“Got some more numbers?” I asked.

“Yeah,” she said tiredly. “Ember and Jillian wouldn’t let me go until they had mine.”

“Hm,” was all I said as I started the engine after a few tries. “Thinking of joining them?”

Becca blew out a breath of air and shut off her phone, tucking it in her pocket. “I dunno,” she said, flopping back into her seat. “I don’t think so. The whole thing seems really… weird.”

“Weirder than the other stuff you’ve seen so far?” I asked her.

She gave me an annoyed look. “You know what I mean,” she said. “I think they’re mostly on the level, but I just… I dunno. They’re really pushy and they do super hate you.”

“Well, they do have a reason for it,” I said, not exactly pleased to say so. “Some slayers tend to be more ‘shoot first ask questions later’ with mystics. And they can get away with it pretty much scot-free often enough it’s a problem. Not super hard to either, given only the feds can call them up, and rarely at that. We’re basically legalized murderers of monsters.”

“But you’re not like that,” Becca said earnestly.

“No,” I agreed. “I’m not. But try telling that to someone who’s been warned all their lives that someone like me can and will cut their heads off if we think they’re fucking around.”

“I guess,” Becca admitted. “But Rotwood still seems like a cow.”

I laughed, reached over and mussed her hair. “Attagirl.”

Becca playfully batted my hand away and relaxed, grinning at me. I returned it before pulling my attention back to the road.

“So where to next?” she asked.

“Well,” I said, digging into the glove box and pulling out the package from Abergreen’s Dispensary we’d found in Rick’s apartment. “I figured we might make a quick stop at the pharmacy.”


Chapter 11. Dispensary

“You been to this place before?” Becca asked as we cruised through Springville’s wide streets.

“Not often,” I told her, keeping my eye peeled for the strip mall. “My health plan isn’t great. And I’m not too keen on giving a vampire my blood.”

“Is it really run by a vampire?” she asked. “I mean, I’ve heard stories…”

“Yeah,” I admitted. “Afraid so. It’s not exactly a big secret anymore, but it was for a long while. Plenty of doctors and pretty much everyone in the C-Suite of any health insurance or pharmaceutical company is actually a vampire.”

“Huh,” Becca said. “Funny you don’t really hear about that.”

I shrugged. “Well, they hid it for decades, but when mystics started coming out into the open the cat was out of the bag. Naturally, they spend like hell making sure no major media companies talk about it. Drug ads are a hell of a drug.”

“Not surprising. And I can guess why they run the medical industry…”

“Truth be told, they usually don’t feed on patients,” I told her. “Having unlimited access to blood banks’ll do that. And most pharmacists, nurses and doctors are just regular people. Mostly.”

“And I guess this one’s the exception?”

“He is,” I told her. “And there’s probably a reason for that. So keep it in mind. But don’t shoot him. Yet,” I amended as I spotted the location in question and hit my indicator. “We don’t actually know if he did anything wrong. Abergreen is one of the few pharmacies in town, so the bag might be a coincidence.”

“Do you think so?” Becca asked.

“Not really,” I admitted as I pulled in. “Vampires may not need to sneak into a maiden’s bedroom and suck her blood these days, but they’re still massive pricks. Just look at your health plan’s deductibles.”

“Fair enough,” Becca agreed, popping open the door.

I joined her and headed inside Abergreen’s Dispensary. The windows were all blacked out, unsurprisingly, but inside was bright as hell. It was also immaculately clean, like a dentist’s office. Fluorescent lights hummed overhead and the shelves were all perfectly symmetrical to the door and counter. Everything from condoms, cough syrup, and laxatives were arranged in flawless rows with the sort of precision only the truly anally retentive could manage.

Said individual was in the midst of lining up some antifungal cream on the shelf, and I actually saw him take out a little ruler and check how it measured up with the next line of product. He was wearing a white lab coat, his black hair slicked back, and by the shocking paleness and pointed ears, I’d say we found our man.

“Jutht a moment. Be with you thortly,” the vampire said without looking up. After infinitesimally tweaking a box he rose, nodding with satisfaction before swinging around to face us.

“Thank you. Now, welcome to Abergreen’th dithpenthary. The finetht in pharmatheuticals. How might I be of thervith?”

I leaned back from the vampire. Bony was an understatement. He seemed to be made entirely of angles, with sharp elbows, shoulders, waist and fang. And the grin he sported suggested someone had been dipping into the amphetamines.

“Thanks,” I said, peering at his nametag. “...Orlott. Actually, I just had a few questions.”

“Ah! Then perhapth you are looking for a quick plathma tetht? I can to that forthwith.”

“No, thanks,” I said firmly.

“I’m not going to drink it. Thcout’th honour!” the vampire said, clasping a hand over his chest, one hand raised in oath. And yeah, I wasn’t believing that for a goddam second. Not with the way he was eying my neck and his tongue was playing over his fangs.

“You’re not getting my blood.”

“Plathma.”

“It’s the same thing.”

“Yeth, but plathma hath a much more elegant, medical feel to it. Much leth perthonal and intimidating to our clienth. Oh,” he amended with a very interested look at Becca. “But perhapth you have come for thomething different, then? Hmm. Well, we do have a number of new contrathepthonth for the ditherning individual.”

“We don’t need that,” I said firmly.

“We don’t?” Becca said, looking suddenly very interested. “Good to know…”

“I mean we… uh…” Dammit. Fucking vampire was throwing me off my game. “Look,” I said, turning back to Orlott. “What do you know about these magic mushrooms going around? Something called hazers?”

The vampire tweaked up a brow. “Are you are implying that I am perthcribing halluthinogenic muthroomth to my patienth? That would be very wrong. And a clear violation of my Hippocratic oath! I would never knowingly do harm.”

“I bet,” I said. “Look,” I continued, digging a hand into my pocket and pulling out the baggie with Abergreen Dispensary written on it. “I found this in the scene that was absolutely reeking of wild magic. The guy with it took some of these hazers and basically turned himself into a fungus. What can you tell me about it?”

The vampire cocked a brow. “I’m thure I have no idea what you could be talking about. And bethideth, I cannot dithcuth anything going on with my patienth. Doctor patient confidentiality, you know.”

“You’re not a doctor. You’re a vampire pill pusher.”

“I do have my profethional thtandardth,” he said primly.

“But you do admit that it belongs to one of your patients?”

“I didn’t admit that.”

“No, you didn’t,” I said, slipping the bag back into my pocket. “But I suggest you be careful, Orlott. This stuff is getting people killed. In some very interesting ways. Trust me. Whatever this is, you don’t want to be a part of it.”

“Ith that a threat?”

“No. A warning. Listen,” I said, digging into my wallet and pulling out my card. “Here’s my number. If you think of anything, just give me a call.”

Orlott glared at me, but took the card.

“Great. Becca?” I called.

Becca looked over from examining a display case advertising aspirin. “Yeah?”

“We’re going. Thanks for your time, Orlott. If you remember anything or something comes up, call me.”

“Hmm,” the vampire said, fingering my card but not looking at it.

Shrugging it off, I left the pharmacy with Becca, the little bell jingling overhead. “Well, that seemed like a bit of a bust,” she admitted once we were outside.

“Maybe,” I agreed. “But we’ll see. This part of the job is what’s called applying pressure. We push on things and get people thinking. Makes them nervous. Makes them make mistakes.”

“Yeah?” she said. “That work often?”

“More often than you think,” I told her. “A lot of times people get into stuff like this for various small reasons. Few people actually start messing with magic in the hopes of ending the world and becoming a god. Most of the time they get into it in the hopes of making a few bucks or turning their dick of a boss into a toad.”

“You think that’s what he’s into it for?” Becca asked, glancing back at the pharmacy.

“Could be,” I said. “Vampires are survivors. They’ll do pretty much anything to save their skin. Everyone wants easy riches and power. But getting it accumulates all kinds of karma just waiting to bite you in the ass. If he thinks that he’s no longer on the winning side here, he’s bound to turn.”

“He seemed pretty committed to the bit,” Becca noted.

“He could be. But…”

I trailed off, my eyes immediately spotting a car parked not far away. It was a red Volvo with silver trim, but something about it tickled my senses in an unpleasant way. As if sensing me watching (and in fact, it just might have) it suddenly pulled out and drove away.

And as it did, I noticed it had tinted windows.

“Cain?” Becca asked.

I didn’t answer her right away, too busy reaching into my pocket. I yanked out an old pair of spectacles and held them up to my eyes, peering through them.

Fucking knew it.

Long ago, I’d engraved the glasses with an enchantment of true sight. Invaluable in this business. And as I looked through them and watched the Volvo speed away, I saw the unmistakable shimmer of a glamour around it. Like the car was wrapped in a shifting fog to change its outer shell. But under that was the familiar outline of a black sedan.

“Well, isn’t that interesting,” I muttered, taking the glasses off.

“What?” Becca asked, peering after the car.

“Take a look,” I said, giving her the glasses.

She put them on and whistled. “Woah,” she gasped, looking around. “What the…”

“Glasses of true sight,” I said, taking them back. “They strip away a glamour to reveal what lies below.”

“You should wear these all the time,” she said.

“Wish I could,” I said, folding up the glasses and tucking them away. “But the longer you wear them, the more they warp your vision. There’s enough magic swimming around Springville that these things’ll show you too much and too deep. You’ll peer more into the veil than reality, and it’ll eventually drive you insane.”

“Bummer,” Becca noted.

“All magic has its costs,” I said, starting for the Dakota. “C’mon. Let’s head home. I need to do some planning for how to deal with the Green Man’s dealer.”

“Why not ask Lorra?” Becca asked.

I paused, my hand on the door handle. “Lorra?”

“Yeah,” Becca said, leaning on the dented hood. “She seems like the type who might have an in with that sort of world. Why not ask her?”

Not to stereotype, but Becca actually had a really good point. Sure, Desiree probably knew Salick’s home address, favourite food, and his mother’s maiden name, but Lorra led a literal gang of feral biker wolf-girls. If anyone might know the local dealers better, it would be her.

“Good idea,” I said, taking out my phone and quickly dialing the wolf-girl in question.

After four rings I heard a crackle. “Huh? Who’s this?” Lorra shouted over the roaring sound of an engine.

“Lorra? It’s me.”

“Cain!” she yipped, and I just knew her tail was wagging. “What’s up? What do you need?”

“I wanted to talk to you a bit,” I said, leaning against my truck. “Any chance you’re around for lunch?”

“Yeah! I’m around. Where do you want to meet?”

“Ever been to Slimmin’s?”

“Yeah! I know it. Meet you there!”

“Great,” I replied. “See you in a few.”

I hung up and Becca laughed. “She sounded eager.”

“She always is,” I replied as I climbed into the truck.

Slimmin’s wasn’t far. Typical greasy spoon kind of diner, and really felt like some relic from the fifties. Up to and including the sheet metal frame and checkerboard vinyl flooring, though they’d gotten ridden of the real soda jerker. But it had generous portions, and when you were dealing with a girl with Lorra’s appetite, that was what you needed.

We got there first, which half surprised me given the Dakota was starting to rattle again. Never a good sign when your vehicle starts sounding like a horse choking on a carrot. Still, we pulled up, headed inside, and took a seat near the window with a good view of the parking lot.

I wasn’t sure where Lorra had been, but in less than five minutes she absolutely peeled into the parking lot along with a couple of her girls. The Hellhounds came to a stop and dismounted, Lorra leading about four of her fellow biker girls inside. The second she saw me her ears perked up and her tail beat a mile a minute as she abandoned her group for my table. The wolves with her just grinned to each other and grabbed another not far.

“Cain!” Lorra cried happily as she bounded into the seat beside me, snuggling up close with a tight hug. “You’re here!”

“I did say I was going to be,” I told her, returning her hug.

“I know,” she hummed, nuzzling me like she was trying to mark me with her scent. Actually, she probably was. “What do you need?” she asked, looking eagerly into my eyes. “Is it sex?”

“Not just now.”

“Aw…” Lorra pouted, her ears wilting a bit. Becca snorted, grinning at us.

“Actually,” I said. “I was wondering about something. There’s some drugs circulating around. Hazers. And this guy Salick is supposedly selling them.”

“Salick the Slice?” she asked, ears perking back up.

I gave her a surprised look. “You know him?”

“Sure,” she said with a lazy shrug. “Some of the girls buy from him. Little weasel if you ask me, but he has the fun stuff. Why?” she asked in sudden intense interest. “You wanna talk to him?”

“Very. But I doubt he’ll want to talk to me,” I admitted.

“I can bring him to you!” Lorra said, her tail thwapping the cheap plastic of the seat, her eyes shining with excitement. “You want me to? I can road haul him to you from behind my bike, Cain! Bring him right to your door. And he won’t run either!”

“Why?” I asked, though I had a sudden intuition as to her solution.

“Because I’ll break his legs first,” she said triumphantly.

Yep. About what I expected.

Even so, the prospect was appealing. Not so much the leg breaking, though I doubted I’d lose much sleep to Salick having to use crutches for a bit. But if I wanted to get close to the bastard, Lorra was likely my best bet to do it. If her gang bought from him, it was the perfect cover. And literally nobody would believe Lorra was a narc. She was more the type to break a cop’s teeth than talk to them.

Still, if Salick knew our relationship, he might get wary. But more than me just coming up to him and trying to ask him some questions? Sure, I had a few disguise spells down in the workshop I could use, but mystics were pretty good at seeing through those. Especially elves. Even ones who’d probably shot their senses to shit from whatever drugs they’d been using and selling.

“Maybe we’ll forgo the dragging,” I said slowly. “But you could still help me.”

“Anything for my mate!” Lorra aid enthusiastically, her golden eyes shining as she pressed in closer. “What do you need?”

“Alright,” I said, slinging an arm over her shoulders and drawing her in. “Here’s the plan…”


Chapter 12. Mulched

Salick hung out in the not just depressed part of Springville, but the suicidally depressed part. Urban blight was the order of the day, and if there was a square inch of brickwork not decorated in graffiti I didn’t see it. Apparently the best time to find Salick was at night, so that’s when we made it happen. The Dakota was getting a bit cramped with both Becca and Lorra in there, but we made it work.

Most of the street lamps had long ago been shot out on King Street, leaving much of it in the dark, but cruising along, I managed to make out the shape of the alley and, more importantly, the shape of Salick lurking in there.

Salick was an elf, but one of the ones that had landed on hard times. He kept the slenderness and the pale skin, but lost all the cool noble air and elegance that went with it. Instead, he looked like a skinny little shit, not tall because he hunched over, and his eyes flicked suspiciously at everything. He wore a long coat and his blonde hair was spiky and dishevelled as he lounged in the alley, clearly trying to look casual, but really looking more like a rat ready to bolt at even the suggestion of a cat.

Unfortunately, I knew only too well that bolting was the one thing Salick would be good at. His type was slipperier than a salmon covered in lube. Don’t ask how I know about that. I considered myself quick, but nothing was quicker than an elf looking to fuck off, and he sure as hell would if he saw me coming.

I glanced over at Lorra, who was leaning forward in the truck, watching the elf with the intensity of the predator. “You ready for this?” I asked her.

She grinned, showing off her pronounced canines. “Sure am. I’ll make him talk, Cain. Don’t you worry!”

“You don’t need to do that,” I quickly reminded her. “Just get him to show off his goods and keep him from running. I’ll take it from there. Okay?”

Lorra pouted but nodded. “Okay. I can do that.”

“Great. Let’s go.”

I stopped the truck a street over, and both me and Lorra got out. I left Becca to hold down the fort as me and the wolf-girl made our way towards the alley.

At the corner of I slipped into the shadows, back pressed to some old graffiti. Lorra moved past me, and I peeked around, watching her stalk through the trash choked alley and up towards Salick. Looking at her, I had to say I’d made the right choice. Lorra carried herself with that sort of presence that didn’t just belong in this sort of shithole, but ruled over it. Her chains clinked and her tail swished. The Hellhounds emblem on her jacket flashed like silver in the moonlight. Everything about her suggested she was relaxed, but even more, that she was ready and eager for anything.

Salick saw her coming, and straightened up, eyes flicking quickly over her. I held my breath, but though Salick could smell a cop at a hundred yards, what he saw in Lorra was something very different.

Especially the way his eyes roamed over her tight jeans and jacket.

“Hey pretty lady,” Salick said, his voice quick as a knife and almost coaxing. “Whatcha want? Whatcha need?”

“You Salick?” Lorra asked.

“Sure am. You need something from Salick, huh?”

Lorra stopped in front of him, arms crossed, giving him a cold once over. “I hear you deal hazers.”

The elf’s head bobbed rapidly, his eyes always roaming. Flicking here and there. “You heard right. Yeah. You sure did. You looking for the high life, yeah? You looking for the good stuff, huh?”

“Why? You thinking of giving me the weak shit?” Lorra asked, looming over Salick with a curl of her lip.

He ducked back, hands raised quickly in deference. “Hey now, no. No way. Not at all. Ol’ Salick’s got the good stuff. Promise. Right here. See?” he said, opening his jacket and pulling something out of it.

I leaned in a little closer, narrowing my eyes and trying to see what he had. A strange, green glow emanated from a sandwich baggy he’d produced from one of his pockets and was showing it off. A number of small, shrivelled mushrooms were in there, each one marked by a purplish swirl, and all of them glowing like fairy dust.

Bingo.

I slid out from the wall and started towards him. “Hey, Salick!” I called amiably.

Salick’s eyes flashed over to me and panic widened them. “Shit!” he yelped, whipping towards the other side of the alley.

Only to jerk back as Lorra’s fingers hooked in the collar of his jacket. “What’s your hurry?” the wolf-girl growled, her other hand grabbing the front of his shirt. “My mate wants to talk.”

“Yeah,” I said, friendly as you could like as I came nearer. “What’s wrong with a quick conversation?”

“I don’t got nothing to say to you. No way!” Salick hissed, wriggling in Lorra’s grip. “Filthy exterminator. You hrp!”

“What did you call my mate?” Lorra snarled, heaving Salick off the ground by his shirt, the elf’s feet frantically pedaling in the air. “My mate is a delight and wonderful man! And if you dare say anything bad about him ever again I’ll rip off your balls and feed them to you!”

“Hrgrk!”

“I think he got the message, Lorra,” I said, both a bit flattered and alarmed by her reaction.

Growling, Lorra lowered Salick until his kicking feet were back on the ground, though the man in question never turned his terrified eyes from the biker wolf.

“Alright, Salick,” I said, stepping up beside Lorra. “Here’s how it’s gonna go. I know you’ve been dealing hazers. And I know you’ve been getting it from the Green Man. Now, what I want is for you to show us where he is. Get me?”

“Don’t know what you’re hrrrk!”

Lorra growled, tightening her hold on his shirt until the fabric was choking him.

“That’d be a real shame, Salick,” I said, resting my hand on Lorra’s shoulder, prompting her to loosen her grasp on his collar so the elf could breathe again. “A real shame. Because if you don’t, I’m afraid there’s gonna be consequences.”

“Like… like what?” Salick wheezed defiantly, glaring at me. “What’r you gonna do.”

I smiled. “Nothing.”

Salick’s face screwed up in confusion. “Nothing?”

“That’s right. I’m going to do absolutely nothing. Lorra though is free to do whatever she wants, and I won’t lift a finger to stop her.”

Lorra’s ears perked up with excitement. She grinned, baring fangs, her golden eyes flashing in the moonlight as a low growl rose in her throat.

Salick’s lips pinched and his eyes, conversely, got about twice as big as he stared at the biker. “You… you wouldn’t,” he whimpered.

“Do you really want to find out?” I asked him.

Salick gave that one a second of thought, his eyes skimming back to Lorra in her leather jacket, chains, piercings, and a smile that a Kubrick villain would be proud of.

“O-okay! I’ll tell you where he’s at.”

“That’s the spirit, Salick,” I said jovially. “But I’ll do you one better. Why don’t you show us where he is?”

“What!”

“Well,” I said, shrugging. “I’d hate to think that the minute we let you go you’d do something as underhanded as call someone and give them a warning. Or worse, lie to us about them. I would just hate to think so poorly of you, Salick. So why don’t the three of us just go pay the Green Man a visit together? That way we can all be satisfied. And on the off chance it turns out you are lying, Lorra can express her opinion on the spot.”

Grinning, Lorra reached out and raked her nails along the alley wall with a shriek of sparks. Salick stared at the five new gouges in the brickwork, then glanced back at Lorra’s fingernails. His Adam's apple bobbed.

“S-sure. Never dream of it. A-always thought of going on the straight and narrow, y’know?”

“That so? How lucky we are. C’mon, Lorra. Let’s go for a drive with our new friend.”

“Sounds fun,” the wolf-girl growled, manhandling Salick around and practically carrying him towards my truck. “I call shotgun!”

When we got back to the truck, I helpfully stuck a pair of enchanted handcuffs on Salick’s wrists, the runes stamped in the metal flaring and glowing grimly as they locked. “Just in case you get any funny ideas,” I told him.

Salick glared bitterly until Lorra shoved him into the truck. I swung my way around into the driver’s seat, started the engine, and headed out.

The drive was awkward to say the least. The Dakota was a really tight fit now, and the air was deeply uncomfortable. Salick was sullen, understandably, but he didn’t even try and move with Lorra sitting so close. Especially when she brought out a file and started working on her nails. Only the elf’s eyes moved, tracking the way the metal scraped and slid along her nails until the points gleamed. When she caught him watching, the wolf-girl grinned, baring her fangs again.

Salick’s reluctant directions brought us out past the edge of town and into the older industrial lots sprinkled out there. Up a partially overgrown dirt road I made out the hulking shape of an old saw mill. I had the headlights off, but I spotted a sign perched atop the heap of rotting masonry and steel that heaved out of the darkness like a shadowy bulk of dead industry. Apparently it had once been called Beaver’s Lumber, the paint fraying off a huge cartoon beaver erected beside the massive lettering.

“In there,” Salick grunted, nodding at one particular building. “Always meet him in there, on the main floor.”

I eyed the place, not liking it one bit. There was something about it that rubbed me the wrong way. You know, beyond it being a rusted hulk out in bumfuck nowhere. The whole place just screamed trap. 

But I was here now, and there wasn’t much for it. I had to take a chance.

“Alright, I grunted, opening the door. “You two keep an eye on Salick. I hopefully won’t be long. If he tries anything…”

“Rip stuff of?” Lorra asked eagerly.

“You got it,” I said, easing down and pulling my shotgun with me.

Lorra bared her teeth at Salick again, which he definitely didn’t like by the way he edged away from her. Becca meanwhile wriggled over, shooting me a worried frown. “Will you be okay alone?” my apprentice asked.

“I’ll be alright,” I said as I fed shells into my shotgun. “Hopefully this is just going to be reconnaissance."

“Uh huh?” she said dubiously.

“Really,” I said, snapping shut the loading chamber. “I really hope I don’t have to shoot anybody.”

But in my experience, that was rarely how these things went. And it was always better to have a shotgun full of fireballs than not, in my experience. Made everyone think just a little harder about starting shit. Not too hard, admittedly, but every bit counted.

Carrying my gun low, I prowled towards the derelict old property. A rusty chain link fence surrounded it, but I was able to clamber over that easily enough. I crept towards the building, ducking behind cover whenever it was convenient. And as I came nearer I…

Found myself heading back towards the truck.

I stopped sharply. What? Why was… I turned back towards the sawmill and started towards it, slower now. Taking every step with care. As I came closer I felt my feet again try and turn me around. After all, I had a lot to do back home. I still needed to talk to Ophelia and…

I became aware of something tingled in my head and I breathed in deep, focusing. I knew that feeling. Enchantment of some kind. Probably a Path Turning spell. Pretty common sorcery really, especially popular among the wild fey. It caused people on a route to take a different one. Ideal for when you didn’t want people locating your hut buried in the forest. And for it to hit me like that, then someone pretty potent must have cast it.

Which made me really curious about just what they were trying to hide in that old mill.

Setting my jaw, narrowing my eyes, I pushed forward. I felt again that compulsion to turn around. Stronger now. Urging me to leave the property, but I ignored it. The spell stretched, and then I felt it snap and fall away, losing its grip on me.

Phew. Alright. Now, let’s find out what they were hiding in there.

Quietly as I could I slunk once more towards the building. As I hit the open ground I got down on my belly and wriggled nearer. The grass was tall and the night was darker than pitch, but better safe than sorry. Looking up at the mill, there were a hundred and one places a sentry might be staking out, watching for anything strange. Should have brought my invisibility cloak, but that thing had a nasty habit of snagging on stuff.

It took a bit of crawling, but soon enough I reached the main building and pulled myself back to my feet. Around the front were some huge bay doors that could be slid aside on rollers, but going through that way was suicide. I may not have found any guards yet, but I had no doubt someone was watching this place. Besides, a building this big was bound to have some other ways in.

As I’d hoped, after some maneuvering, a side door presented itself. I tried the handle but found it locked. Not something you’d expect in your abandoned building left to rot.

Fortunately, I had a fix for that.

I pulled out my enchanted key and slipped it into the lock. I turned it and heard it click, then I stopped, listening intently, but heard nothing else. Dangling my shotgun in one hand, I eased the door open.

The rusty creak made me wince, but soon enough it was open enough I could slip through. As I entered I froze, the feeling of malefic magic hitting me like a brick. My very skin crawled from it. Shit, they must have had a hell of a ward to mask this.

It was dark inside the mill, with rusty heaps of machinery all over the damn place. But there was something else in the air. Something familiar. Now where did I know that smell…

Ah, yes. It was the smell of compost. How… foreboding. But if I needed more confirmation I was on the right track, that’d do it.

Hoisting my shotgun, fingering the trigger, I moved deeper into the building. It was creepy as all hell, that was for damn sure. And the deeper I went, the stronger the feeling of ill magic soaking the air like grease was. Ugh. I was definitely going to need a shower after this. Maybe with Becca. Or Lorra. Girl definitely deserved it after tonight. And in truth, I would love to get my hands on those curves again…

All thoughts of Lorra’s taut body fled my mind however when I spotted the glow, pulsing ahead out of the gloom. The very same ill green glow the mushrooms had been giving off. Well well, that was very promising. 

Pressing up against the rusted bulk of a conveyor belt I slipped in closer, my hands gripping my shotgun tight. I reached the corner, then with the greatest of care, peeked around it.

Holy shit…

The floor of the next room was all dirt, and was literally carpeted in glowing mushrooms patterned with green swirls. They rose out of mounds heaped in the soil. Foil sheeting had been erected around the sides and a bunch of glow lamps had been struck along the ceiling, radiating down a low purple light. Canisters of fuel for the chugging generators and metal work tables were arranged all around it.

“Jackpot,” I murmured. I peered around the room, but no one was around. Sadly, zero guarantee that’d remain the case, so with a last look I ducked out into the field.

I picked my way among the mushrooms, careful not to step on any of them. Hell, there were hundreds of them growing from the mounds laid out in there. No wonder the market was doing so good. And the sheer amount of magic coming off them was amazing. I could feel it tingle on my skin like a greasy thunderstorm.

All that said, something about this whole set up felt deeply wrong. And I mean more than the usual grow-op kinda wrong. I stopped by one of the mounds and bent down. Taking another quick look around to make sure I was still alone, I pulled a little plastic baggie from my pocket and very carefully picked a couple of the mushrooms. Jesus, these things were stuffed with magic. Even just handling one made my fingers buzz like I was tweaking a live wire. No wonder people loved them. Taking this stuff would be like dunking your brain right into the veil. I quickly stuffed them in the baggie, but something about the mound they were growing on bothered me.

No… It couldn’t be…

Grimly, I reached down and started brushing away soil. I kept at it until something began to emerge.

A face.

“Fuck,” I swore under my breath, jaw tightening, but I kept going, and soon uncovered more. A sharp nose and blonde hair. Eyes shut and skin tight, withered and almost mummified. But there was no mistaking those long ears for anything but an elf.

“God dammit,” I said. “They’re using mystics as fucking mulch!”

“Apt, if a bit crude.”

I whipped around, shotgun coming up and aiming at the voice. From one of the cat walks elevated above the floor I could make out a figure half hidden in the shadows. Dressed in heavy clothes that cloaked them, they peered down at me. I couldn’t make out much of them, but their eyes glowed green, and veins of it throbbed all over their face like curling ivy.

“You must be the Green Man,” I said.

“How astute. And how annoying you found me, Cain.”

“You know who I am?”

“Quite. And I know to what I owe the pleasure of your interference.”

I raised a brow at the extremely formal speech. Not what I expected from a drug dealer, unless they were peddling something classy like cocaine. “Yeah?” I said. “Well, your product is doing a bit more than some reefer madness.”

“The instructions for the consumption of it were clear,” the Green Man said indifferently. “That some did not take it to heart is not of my concern.”

“Considering their head popped off and ran away on root tentacles, I think it’s a pretty big cause for concern. Not to mention the rest of the crap it pulled.”

The Green Man sighed, his glowing eyes rolling. “Yes yes. And no doubt it was a vile and odious thing to occur. And I suppose there’s not much chance of me simply bribing you to forget all this and ignore my business?”

“You kidding me?” I asked, gesturing at the field. “You’ve got a graveyard worth of dead mystics here and are running a magic stuffed mushroom grow op off their corpses. It’s a pretty big fucking deal.”

The dark figure shrugged. “So you say. But if you knew half of what was going on in this, you’d wisely leave all the same.”

“You don’t know me very well,” I informed him, taking aim. “Now, how about you come down here before I blow you off that railing.”

“A tempting offer,” the Green Man said, his hand brushing his chest as the ivy markings on his skin pulsed a deeper green. “But I would recommend you not waste your rounds on me. You’ll have far greater need of them.”

My brow crinkled. What did he…

Oh shit.

Even as I realized what he meant it was too late. Out of the mound near my foot an arm lurched out and grabbed my ankle with crushing force. I whipped around to see the unearthed elf’s eyes snap open, burning a hot green light. He opened his mouth, rotten black teeth standing out starkly from the gums.

“God dammit!” I swore, swinging around my shotgun and smashing his face with the stock like it was a ripe pumpkin. His arm released me and he went limp again.

Unfortunately, that was the least of my worries.

All over the makeshift grow op the soil was being heaved aside by withered limbs. Elves, brownies, dwarves, even a couple beastkin lurched out of the ground, their skin veined with glowing green, mushrooms sprouting all over them like bioluminescent lamps.

“Aw hell,” I cursed, ratcheting in a round.

“Enjoy yourselves,” the Green Man said before receding on the cat walk.

“Get back here!” I swore, swinging my shotgun up, but before I could pull the trigger several of the green zombies came at me, and unfortunately, these weren’t slow zombies. Bastards came at me like they were looking to place in the Boston Marathon. I swore and swung my shotgun back around, backpedaling even as I blasted several to burning chunks.

The burst of flames bought me a hot few seconds, and I looked frantically for a way out. Unfortunately, the rest of the undead were between me and the exit. Doubly unfortunately, my blast had started a sheet of fire blocking me off from it even if a mob of undead weren’t in the way.

And the flames were spreading.

Especially towards a bunch of canisters with FLAMMABLE written on them.

“Shit,” I hissed. A zombie suddenly lurched out of the fire, moaning, reaching for me. “Shit!” I swore, ratcheting in another round and blasting him with a second fireball. 

I retreated before the horde, still firing, but unfortunately, undead didn’t see their comrades being blasted to bits around them as much of an impediment. They were all about taking a bite out of me.

I jumped back and fired a frost burst round at the ground. It hit, spreading a sheet of ice along the churning soil with a shrieking sound, freezing a couple of zombies only half-risen from the grave and sending several others flailing around on the sudden skating rink. A sight that would be almost comical if my life expectancy wasn’t being measured in seconds.

I turned and raced for the far wall, trying to make a circuit around the zombies, but they were having none of it and had spread out in a mob. I even heard more moans from elsewhere in the building, indicating this was just one plot. Shit!

I scrambled onto a machine and spun around, finding myself surrounded by zombies clawing for my legs. What had once been a satyr tried to climb up until I booted him in the face, then unloaded another fireball into the horde as they tried to swarm up at me, the glowing green of their bodies swaying in the near dark like I was looking out over a radioactive mosh pit.

I spun around, looking for an out, but more of the undead kept coming from elsewhere in the building even as the flames continued to spread. Not good. Not good at all!

A boom sounded from the other end of the building. Great, what now? I looked up sharply to see the rolling doors of the main entrance be dragged wide open.

Framed by the flames, Lorra and Becca stood there, the latter holding her pistol and staring at the scene in front of her in stunned wonder.

Lorra had a… different reaction.

“Hey!” she howled. “Get away from my mate!”

A bunch of zombies turned towards this sudden disturbance, and several immediately charged for her, moaning and arms reaching for a taste of her.

Lorra howled back, grabbing a chunk of rusted rebar before she pounded forward to meet them. She swung the metal bar like a bat, hitting the zombies in her way so hard they went flying in pieces. Becca recovered soon after, lifting her gun and firing a burst of lightning bolts.

Nice.

A groping hand slammed onto the metal right near my foot. Oh, right, I wasn’t out of this yet! I took aim at the horde below me, now considerably thinned out by Lorra and Becca’s presence, and fired another frost burst shell.

The air screamed as it was flash frozen, along with about a dozen of the zombies. I jumped down, letting the frozen bodies act like a shield between me and the other zombies. I weaved through them, though several bony hands still coated in frost grabbed at me, some even managing to hook into my clothes.

“Get off me!” I snapped, twisting and pulling, wrenching fingers and hands clean off with a snapping of icy limbs.

Emerging from the frozen horde, a bunch more shambling dead tried to cut me off, but I unloaded another fireball right into them, vaporizing them and opening a window to freedom. I charged, meeting Lorra as she battered another zombie into pieces. She snarled, looking ready to take on the rest.

“Come on!” I cried, grabbing her shoulder and yanking her after me.

“But… zombies!” she whined.

I spared a glance at the canisters, the fire now so close it was licking at the metal. “It’s gonna blow!”

Lorra followed my gaze and her eyes widened. She snarled and flung the bar at several zombies coming after us, knocking them over like bowling pins before she turned and started running with me.

Becca retreated as we came, still firing off lightning potshots before abandoning even that, spinning on her heel, and joining our mad dash for freedom.

The main entrance yawned ahead of us invitingly. We burst through into the cool night, then I spun on my heel, grabbed one of the doors and hauled it back. Seeing what I was doing, Lorra joined in, her strength sending the heavy metal shutter flying on its rusty rollers to seal with a deafening crash.

I jumped back just as the door shuddered with an impact. Muffled groans and bangs came from it, but I didn’t waste another moment before turning and running again. Lorra was hot on my heels as we charged for the front gate. We stumbled through it.

And that was when the tanks finally exploded.

With a thunderous boom the mill was ripped apart in a blast that nearly threw me off my feet. I staggered, recovering and turning about to watch in awe. A column of fire erupted from the mill’s roof, ripping apart rusted sheet metal and sending chunks of brickwork flying. With a sort of detached awe I watched as a piece of the sign formerly overlooking the front spun through the air, the beaver mascot grinning out of the flames. I turned, watching it begin its descent.

Down.

Down.

Right onto the Dakota.

My whole body flinched at the impact, and I cringed in sympathetic agony as I watched the roof of my truck buckle inward, the entire vehicle bouncing on its shocks. The sign flew off and rolled away down the gravel road, and I stared at the buckled upper half of my truck.

“Wow,” Lorra breathed. “That was awesome!”

I just buried my face in my hand and tried not to cry.


Chapter 13. Analysis

Much to my surprise, when we checked out the truck, it turned out the damage wasn’t as bad as it first looked. Lorra ripped the mangled roof and windshield off and revealed the interior was largely intact. Somewhat less fortunate (or more, depending on your point of view) was a lack of a splattered elf drug dealer inside.

“Sorry, Cain,” Becca said apologetically. “When we heard the shooting, we just rushed in for you. Salick must have made a runner while we were doing that.”

“It’s alright,” I assured her with a sigh. “That’s just how it is sometimes.”

“Should I chase him?” Lorra asked eagerly. “I can find him!”

It was tempting, but in the end I decided no. Little shit was long gone, and I didn’t want Lorra running around with the Green Man possibly in the area. Not to mention the explosion had really screwed up any attempt at picking up a scent.

Instead, I put in a call to Sheriff Gritz, letting him know what I’d found at the old mill. I was on much better terms with the sheriff of Bloch County than our local witches in blue. He was a good guy, and pretty smart. He wisely tried to avoid getting involved in mystic cases, but a blown-up drug lab growing magic mushrooms on dead mythological creatures had enough overlap that he should probably take a look. Though after that fire, I sincerely doubted there’d be much for him to find. But if he did more power to him.

I hung around until Gritz pulled up with his deputies, sirens wailing. Gritz’s car rocked as he heaved himself out of it. Guy looked like he hid a spare tire under his tan sheriff uniform, but frankly I was glad to see him. I’d done my part around here, which unfortunately often involved copious property damage. I’d feel worse about leaving him to clean up if I didn’t know that was Gritz’s preference. He sure as hell didn’t want to be fighting zombie fungus people, but he’d gladly supervise bulldozing the place.

“Cain!” he said, waddling up, his face florid as he peered past me at the burning building. “What ah… what’ve you got?”

I gave him the gist of it. How I followed the clues. Salick. The Green Man and the resulting explosion. Gritz leaned back a bit as I went on, his face going ashen.

“Salick got away, so if you could put out an APB or whatever on him, I’d appreciate it,” I finished.

Gritz assured me he would, then went to talk to his radio and presumably call in some more people. Hazmat, CSI, whatever. And better yet, if he wanted to share any of that info with the Springville cops and Ember, that was his decision. I didn’t mention the samples I’d grabbed before things went tits up, though. Gritz wouldn’t know what to do with it. But I did, and had no intention of giving up my first big clue to this whole mess.

I left Gritz to it, heading back to the truck with the girls, who fussed over me worriedly. I couldn’t pay much attention. I was absolutely spent. The adrenaline was wearing off and I was starting to feel the effects of the fight, flight, and this long ass night. Not to mention everything that had gone wrong. I rubbed my face as I slumped into the driver’s seat, broken windshield glass crunching under my boots.

Fuck, I was tired.

I barely remember the drive back, aside from it sucking. The lack of windshield meant the air buffeted my face the whole time, and a good number of insects got in my teeth. It was jolty as hell too due to the shocks being absolutely destroyed by the sign’s impact. When we dropped Lorra off at her club’s house she offered to let me hang out with her gang, but I really didn’t have it in me to party with a bunch of wolf-kin girls. She understood, gave me a kiss, and then she was gone.

On getting home, I tossed off my stuff and crashed in bed, asleep before my head hit the pillow.

I slept in late, and when I finally woke up and went downstairs, I saw a note slipped under a coffee cup sitting next to a fully made pot.

Coffee for you, and Pancakes in the fridge. Had to go meet some people. Love you.

Seeing that, I felt some of the stress ease away. Becca really knew how to help a guy feel up to facing the day. Now, just who she was meeting was a bit of a concern, but I quashed that immediate instinct. Becca had her own life she lived. Me demanding to know every move she made would not help things. I trusted her, and if she trusted me she’d tell me about it.

And I really didn’t want to drive her away. One, because I loved her. And two, I didn’t know what I’d do without her cooking. Damn but those pancakes were good.

Besides, I had enough to do today that needed my attention and would keep me plenty busy. I had a strong feeling those samples I nabbed from the mill were the key to this whole thing, and I was eager to get them to someone who knew how to analyze them.

Which meant it was time to throw on my jacket, grab my keys, and head out on a short drive to visit my favourite kitsune.

The drive into town was no less unpleasant as it was last night, and the trip informed me that I really - really - needed to get a new car. But first thing’s first, and I pulled up outside the Foxfire. I got more than a few stares as I got out of my mangled truck, but I ignored them as best I could and headed into the shop.

“Luna!” I called as I entered.

From behind the counter and, further, behind a magazine with the words ‘I Was the Lovechild of Elvis and Bigfoot,’ a pair of pink fox ears perked up. The magazine fell revealing the delighted face of Luna, the kitsune's four pink fox tails poofing up at the sight of me.

“Cain!” she cried, dropping her magazine and rounding the counter so fast her feet almost came out from under her. But she recovered fast and slammed into me, arms wrapping tight around me and her face nuzzling my chest. “Mmm. So glad to see you!”

I returned her hug with interest, and when she looked up at me, her eyes sparkling with joy, I couldn't resist the instinct to lean down and capture her soft lips in a kiss. I felt a shiver of delight course through her, the bells on her tails tinkling as she gave a soft whimper of a moan. Mmm. I did love the taste of cute kitsune.

I broke the kiss, grinning down at her. “How’ve you been?”

“Great!” she said. “I just got the new issue of Aliens Among Us in. Amazing stuff! Did you know that the Chrysler building is actually a rocket in disguise? The government built it in the fifties to escape to the stars when Quetzalcoatl doomed the world in 2012!”

“Didn’t know that,” I said, and probably for good reason. For one, I doubted the Chrysler building was actually a spaceship. And two, the doomsday that had been supposed to come in 2012 never happened. It had been a mistranslation, and it was actually 2014 that the Mayan doomsday rolled in. Or, should have. Turns out when you were a pre-writing civilization, doomsday tended to be centralized in your wedge of the world rather than the entire globe. Still, things could have been bad, but the Knights Templar and some slayers down in Mexico teamed up and managed to put an end to the giant winged snake god trying to eat the country.

As we stood there I heard Luna’s phone buzz. She pulled it out, scowled, and hung up instantly.

“Feds tapping your phones again?” I asked, only half joking.

She scoffed. “I wish,” she growled, her tails swishing in agitation. “It’s my mom.”

“Your mom?”

“Yeah,” Luna said, her frown leaving no illusions as to what she thought of the situation. “She keeps calling me up and asking me about you. Pretending to be the ‘good mother.’ Pfft! Like that act’s gonna work anymore”

“Should I be worried?” I asked.

“She won’t do anything to me,” Luna asked dismissively. “I’m the black sheep. But you didn’t come here to bother with my family bullshit,” she continued in a not-so-subtle effort to change the subject. “So, what’s up?” she asked, stepping back and giving me a curious look. “Need more help tracking down those feds and the aliens they’re totally not trying to cover up? Or maybe you needed some reagents?”

“Actually, I was thinking of a different service you could give me.”

“Wh-what?” she yelped, tails poofing and her cheeks heating. She glanced around the shop nervously. “Y-you mean like, right here? In the open? I mean… I can’t say I never thought about it, but…”

I gave her a blank look, then I saw her glance at my crotch and… Oh.

Ohhhhhh.

“No. No no no. Not that,” I said quickly.

“Oh,” Luna said, looking relieved but also just a bit disappointed. “Then what?”

“Well,” I told her, digging out the baggy of mushrooms. “I was hoping you could take a look at this.”

“Oooooh!” Luna said, thoughts of me railing her in the middle of the shop apparently far less interesting than the bag, which she took eagerly. “What is it? Residue from alien disintegration beams?”

“Probably not.” I filled her in on my misadventures last night, much to her alarm.

“What?” she gasped. “Cain, are you okay?”

“Fine. Fine. Just some scrapes and bruises. Anyway, that stuff reeks of magic, but I’m not sure what it really is. Would you mind taking a look?”

“Oh,” Luna said, her tails and ears wilting a bit. Unsurprising, really. Luna was an expert on magic and mystic knowledge, but she seemed to have largely done so in order to prove the existence of aliens and various conspiracies. Meaning any time the goo turned out to be from the slavering jaws of an eldritch horror and not from little green men, she was thwarted again.

That said, she was much better than me in magic analysis. I tended to be more focused on fantastic beasts and how to kill them, while Luna had the research angle locked down. She’d been my go-to even before we got into a relationship.

“How soon can you get a look at this stuff?” I asked her.

“Not long,” she assured me. “Though,” she added, wiggling in place, tails weaving prettily, “I could… maybe use a bit of, um… motivation…”

By the tint of her blush and where her eyes kept wandering, it wasn’t too hard for me to figure out just what she meant by that. “Is that right?” I asked, my voice dropping into a playful growl, one hand snaking around her and catching a squeeze of her plush bottom, making her jump and squeak adorably. “Well, I think we can probably make that happen.”

Luna’s face was positively steaming. I leaned down, dropping my voice, my hot breath ghosting against her fox ear. “Now, do you really want to do it right here on the floor? Or…”

“I um… M-my apartment is just u-upstairs,” she gasped, squirming. “M-maybe there, this time.”

“Mmm. Shame. Would have been fun to fuck you right here where you work. But I can be patient. For now,” I said, my tongue flicking her ear, her UFO earring jingling.

Another shiver coursed through Luna and she almost sank to her knees right there. Instead, her tails whirled, the bells on them tinkling as the door of the shop slammed shut and the open sign flipped around to Closed.

“Good girl,” I said, then scooped her up.

Luna squeaked in surprise and frantically pawed at me, finally managing to get an arm around my neck. I laughed, carrying her towards the door marked Employee’s Only at the back of the shop. Luna’s tails twitched and it swung open, admitting us to a set of stairs climbing up into the apartment built over the shop.

I’d never been up here before, but as I pushed my way into her place, I can’t say I was surprised. Messy was an understatement. There was no couch, but there was a massive beanbag chair in front of a tv, while clothes were strewn across the place. Towers of books stood among piles of DVD’s and on one wall was a giant poster of the X-Files. I caught a glimpse of the kitchen, which looked like it was in dire need of some dishwashing.

Fortunately, criticizing her apartment was pretty damn low on my priorities list. Especially as her tails brushed and stroked me as she kissed me again, mewling in pleasure as my arms tightened lovingly around her. Fuck. Where was the bedroom? I shoved one door open, which turned out to be a bathroom, but the second had more luck. The bed was more a nest than anything, with blankets so rumpled I could just imagine her snuggled deep inside them, melting her brain with the latest news about birds being coopted into spying for big Pharma. The blinds were drawn, letting in mere slivers of daylight

None of which interested me. But I saw a bed, and I was going to use it. I laid Luna down on it, moving over her, still kissing her. Once I no longer had to hold her up my hands got busy with far more interesting work. The lovely fox gasped, then moaned as my hands ran along her sensitive thighs and to her even more sensitive breasts. She arched, pushing those plush orbs into my eager hands.

“Ohhhh, Cain,” Luna moaned.

“Someone’s feeling needy,” I informed her in amusement.

Her face flushed an even brighter red, and when I grabbed the hem of her shirt she eagerly swung up her arms, allowing me to pull it and her jacket off, revealing the taut loveliness of her breasts, cradled in a bra with… yep. Both had alien heads on them.

This girl…

“Surprised you even wear a bra,” I teased her as I reached around her and clicked it open. “I’d assumed you’d think the wire was used as an antennae or something.”

“Oh no way,” she giggled, babbling in excitement and arousal. “I actually buy only bamboo lined ones. Which the Chinese are totally tapping using their psychic pandas. In fact, the reason they won’t let anyone own a panda outside of China is because they’re actually able to read oooooh!”

“Hm?” I asked, kissing my way around her areola as I continued to massage her plush breasts. “Sorry, what was that about pandas?”

“I um, they’re nnnn!” she whimpered as my lips found her nipple, my teeth grazing it, sending a shiver rocketing through her like an electric shock. She grabbed my shoulders, hips rising, thighs trembling with the sudden clenching of her muscles. “O-ohhh!”

“Didn’t quite catch that,” I breathed, my tongue flicking her twitching nipple. “What were you saying?”

“Y-you’re s-such a diiiick!” Luna whined, kicking and wriggling with arousal, her tails swatting me like I was getting beaten by pipe cleaners.

“Oh! You want my dick. I can do that,” I said.

“That’s not… I didn’t mean… Oh, just fuck me!” she cried, giving up.

I was tempted to tease her more, but though I hid it better, I was nearly as turned on as she was. My cock was liable to rip its way right out of my pants at this rate, so I did what I had to do, reaching down and fumbling open my zipper. I kicked off my pants and drew out my cock, my tongue and other hand still occupied with her breasts. Teasing her until she was an absolute panting, whimpering, blushing mess. Quite literally, as became obvious when I grabbed her pants and pulled them down, discovering her panties stuck to her slick pussy until I peeled them off, revealing her ready slit just begging to be stuffed full.

And lucky us, I had just the equipment for it.

“What a naughty girl,” I told her, my voice growing husky. Rough as I slid a finger along her slit, stroking her as her breath hitched with a whimper. “Look how wet you are for me.”

“I… I am,” Luna gasped. “C-Cain. Pleeeease! Pleeeease fuck me!”

The pleading in her voice told me she couldn’t take much more, and after all the time she’d spent wanting me, I decided the least I could do was give her what she needed. I leaned up, my hand moving from her breast to behind her. I propped her up as I moved up her body, admiring her bright eyes, smoky with lust and need. Her lips plumped and parted with every panting breath.

Fuck she was beautiful.

And I showed her how beautiful by leaning in, kissing her with loving, tender passion.

Then I pushed forward with my hips and filling her to the fucking brim.

“Mnnnn!” Luna moaned, tensing, trembling as she felt me in her. Her legs snapped up, wrapping around my waist, urging me deeper. Fuck, I could actually feel the little shocks of pleasure work through her. It was a struggle not to absolutely fucking hammer her. But I took it slow. Tenderly.

Well, right up until she made it plain she wanted more.

At fist she was content with the slow pumping of my hips, her own rolling to meet them. But then her hands roamed down my back and she started to pull me into her with a new urgency. 

“Cain,” she panted. “Oh f-fuck, Cain. H-harder. Please. Fuck me mnn… harder…”

The need in her voice was doing some amazing thing for my motivation, and I gripped her hips tight, kissing along her jawbone and to her neck. I angled her down, scooting her ass onto my knees so I was driving her down more into the mattress than headboard. She squeaked then gasped as I started fucking her harder, thrusting down into her eager tightness. Feeling her inner walls clench and ripple hungrily around my cock as I drove into her with sharp motions of my hips.

“Ah! Mn! Mnnnn!” Luna whimpered and yipped. “C-Cain! Oh f-fuck! Yes! Yes! Like… like that. Ohhhh Caaaaain! Fuck me! Fuck me hard. F-fucking fill me. Stuff me! I… I want it… Want it so b-bad. Oh fuck. Cain. Cain!”

I could tell. Her nails were now digging into my back. The pain urged me in. Drove me down into her. The bed shook, thudding off the wall with my every thrust. I bit her neck, making her cry out and clutch me against her.

“Oh! Oh f-fuck! Yes. Bite me. M-mark me, Cain. I… Oh fuck. Oh fuck. Cain. I’m… I’m gonna… gonna… o-oh fuuuuuuuuck!”

The sudden peaking of her pleasure rang out in a moan. The bells on her tails tinkled and sang as they quivered with her orgasm, her inner walls tightening around me as I drove my cock into her at a furious pace. The feeling of that beautiful fox cumming under me pushed me to the brink and over. I groaned her name as I stuffed her a final time, and likewise, came.

The pleasure hit me like a thunderbolt. My whole body tensed as I gave her what she needed. Pumped her full in heavy, shuddering pleasure.

Luna buried her face in my shoulder, her whimpers of ecstasy and helpless physical bliss music to my ears. I let her ride it out beneath me, stroking her hair and kissing her neck again as she came down, her tails flopping onto the bed like the spokes of a wheel as she slumped there.

“Cain,” the gorgeous kitsune panted heavily. “Ohhh fuck. That… that was good.”

“Sure was,” I said, stroking her chin as I admired her flushed face. “Ready for round two?”

“T-two!” she squeaked, her cheeks flaming bright red as she stared at me in wonder and excitement.

“To start,” I chuckled, grinning hungrily down at her. “Or did you think just one helping of horny fox-girl was gonna be enough?”

“Um… I um…” Luna gasped, two of her tails sweeping up to hide her face.

I laughed, reaching up and pulling them open so I could look at her. “Well?” I asked teasingly.

“O-okay,” she whispered.

With another laugh I kissed her, reaching down with a free hand and copping a feel of her soft bottom. Oh yeah. Wouldn’t take me long to get her going again.

And hell, those samples could wait a bit longer…


Chapter 14. Which Witch

Becca wasn’t sure it was a good idea visiting a bunch of witches, but she was also curious just what they wanted to talk about. And what they had to say that Cain shouldn’t hear.

Not that she was surprised they wanted to talk to her without him around. The whole witch coven thing reminded her strongly of her high school days as a cheerleader. It hadn’t been great playing along with all the popular girls, but ashamed as she was to admit it, it sure as hell beat being on the other side of the bullying.

All the same, she wasn’t stupid, and holstered on her hip was the comforting weight of her .38 pistol. Just the feel of the weapon Cain had specially crafted for her gave her a boost of confidence and surety. True, she was still learning to use her power, but even if she got good enough to throw thunderbolts like Thor in denim and a bra, she knew she would never get rid of the gun. It meant much more to her than mere power.

The door to the restaurant opened with a tinkle of a bell and she scanned the interior. She was actually surprised to find the place very midtier dining. For people working for the mayor, she expected something that demanded both a reservation and, possibly, an income statement.

Instead, it looked like your typical fish food place. Varnished booths, walls festooned with nets, wood paneling, and even some buoys. The waitress also was distinctly fishy, but was nonetheless attractive. Her body was well formed, which her uniform showed off to the fullest. Not even the fins she had instead of ears, her gills, or the silvery scales patterning her neck and cheeks could distract from it.

“Well hey there!” the waitress said amiably. “Welcome to the Deep One’s Diner. Table for one?”

“Actually, I’m meeting with someone…”

“Rebecca! Over here!”

Becca turned her head and spotted Jillian half-standing in a booth and waving her arms like a girl at a football game whose quarterback boyfriend took the field. Becca waved back, and the waitress stepped aside to let her head to the table.

She arrived to find both Ember and Jillian there, the two witches incapable of being more different. Ember remained broody and thoughtful, still in her starched uniform, while Jillian bounced like a puppy in her seat, all pink sparkles and designer jacket.

“So glad you could make it!” Jillian said. “You gotta try the fish and chips here. They’re amazing! And I know, I know, weight stuff. But don’t worry! I got potions that’ll do wonders for your waist. Stuff is super good!”

“Thanks,” Becca said, picking up the menu. “But I get the feeling you didn’t invite me here to eat.”

“You’re right,” Ember said, leaning in with a frown. “We wanted to talk to you about joining the coven.”

Becca nodded. “I kinda figured,” she admitted, glancing between the pair. “Did the mayor put you up to this?”

“No,” Ember said.

“Yeah!” Jillian said.

Ember glared at her companion, who wilted in her seat. Ember shook her head in exasperation. “Okay, yes. She told us to try and bring you in. Is that a problem?”

“Not really,” Becca admitted as she flipped through the menu. “It’s not like it’s a big secret. But why does she care so much anyway? I’m not even a real witch yet.”

“Yeah! But like, that’s the point. Ya know?” Jillian said. “I mean, the mayor totally wants you to be a stronger witch, yeah? More powerful and stuff. She wants to train you and help you get more powerful and junk. ‘Kay?”

“Really?” Becca said flatly. “That’s all she wants?”

Jillian nibbled on her lower lip and failed to meet Becca’s eyes. “Um…”

Ember scoffed and rolled her eyes. “Look,” she said, leaning in and clasping her hands on the table. “Mayor Rotwood is… She has ambitions, sure. But she only wants what’ll benefit us witches and, by extension, all mystics.”

“And I’m key to that?” Becca asked.

“No. You do seem powerful, true,” Ember admitted. “But that’s not the real reason. The real reason is that Mayor Rotwood has bigger ambitions than just mayor of a town out in the middle of nowhere. She intends to form a voting coalition.”

“Of witches?”

“At first,” Ember said. “More and more mystics are crossing through the veil every year. They’re coming out in the open and participating in day-to-day life. One day, every town will look more like Springville.”

Becca leaned back a little. “I don’t know if that’s such a good idea…”

“Why?” Ember asked, her voice hardening. “You think it’s a bad thing for us to be out in the open?”

“No,” Becca replied, meeting Ember’s glare. “But a few weeks ago an eldritch abomination tried to rip its way into reality through a department store and devour the world. And sounds like that was just the tip of the iceberg with that kinda stuff.”

Ember winced and leaned back, avoiding Becca’s eyes. “Well, I mean… that kind of stuff doesn’t always happen.”

Jillian coughed. “Uh, yeah! That’s not what we’re into. Totally.”

“A-anyway,” Ember amended quickly. “Once mystics become more woven in with regular society, those sorts of things will be rarer. There’ll be whole departments dedicated to making sure that sort of thing doesn’t happen. Instead of just relying on a bunch of cowboys with guns making their own calls and shooting anyone different from them.”

“Like Cain?” Becca asked coldly.

“Kinda,” Jillian said. “Though he is kinda hot, you gotta admit,” she added with a look at Ember.

“I don’t ‘gotta’ admit anything,” Ember replied testily. “But fine. Maybe he does an okay job. Look,” she growled impatiently, “that’s not the point. We’re not here to talk about slayers, but about you and what Mayor Rotwood is trying to do. See, she’s trying to build a national organization for witches. Like the Teamster’s Union. If she can get them all organized and motivated to vote in certain ways, then we can be more powerful politically and get more concessions. And if it works, imagine what else we could do. Mystics are currently all scattered in their own little tribes and enclaves. But if the mayor proves that she can bring the witches together, then she can gain influence with those groups too. Mystics will have a unified front to face the changes and decide their own futures in this country, rather than just leave it to the fearmongers.”

“...Isn’t the Teamster’s Union legendarily corrupt?” Becca asked.

“Yeah, but we toootally aren’t,” Jillian said. “Not even a little! We definitely don’t accept bribes or anything. And we totes don’t intimidate people and threaten to break their shins and stuff. Nope! And we definitely don’t have, like, connections with the demon mafia.”

Ember elbowed Jillian sharply.

“Ow!”

Becca folded her arms, frowning at the pair. “Alright,” she said. “Let’s say I believe all the stuff you’re saying. But it’s pretty clear your boss hates slayers, which I’m training to be. And Cain, who I’m in a relationship with. So why the hell should I join your coven or whatever? It’s pretty clear the main reason she’s trying to recruit me is to get a dig in at him, isn’t it?”

“Not at all,” Ember said.

“Really?” Becca replied with a firm look. “That’s nothing to do with it?”

“Well…” Jillian said, shifting, only for Ember to elbow her companion once more.

“...Alright, so that might be kinda part of it,” Ember admitted. “But can you blame her? Slayers have been hunting our kind for centuries. Half the reason Mayor Rotwood made her coven so big is to make sure no witches around can be targeted and killed just for practicing their magic.”

“Yeah! And we totally don’t turn children into mice or eat babies anymore,” Jillian added triumphantly.

“Anymore?” Becca asked.

“Nope! We’re totally beyond that. Plus, kids are super smelly and bony and gross. Who’d want to eat that?”

Becca glanced back over at Ember, who was massaging her forehead.

“Just… look,” Ember huffed, flattening her hands on the table forcefully. “Simple fact of the matter is, witches hate slayers. And with good reason.”

“Yeah! Fuck them,” Jillian said.

“Anyway,” Ember continued after giving Jillian a glare, “witches don’t like slayers. And the world is changing. Get it? But look, if you want witches to not hate slayers so much, or, you know, want to help protect Cain or keep an eye out for him, you’d be able to do it a lot better as part of the coven. Right?”

Becca frowned deeper. “I… guess…”

“Exactly,” Ember said, seizing on the opening. “It’d be helpful to him. And, you know, if you did join the coven and could help convince others that slayers aren’t so bad, it could only help him. Not to mention you’d be able to influence the mayor to look at him in a favourable light.”

“That’s true…” Becca mused.

“Exactly,” Ember said with a satisfied nod. “We’re having the big meeting of the witches coven up in the grounds behind the Great Forest Inn in two days for the yearly Walpurgis Night celebration. The mayor is going to make her pitch during the ceremony to the undecided covens scattered around the state, and even some from across the country. Just come by and attend. Join if you like what you hear. It can’t hurt.”

Becca considered that for a long moment, but begrudgingly had to admit that Ember did have a point. Though she also had to admit that hanging around a bunch of middle-aged mean-girl witches also wasn’t super appealing. Still… if it meant helping Cain, was that really such a big sacrifice to make? Hell, she’d survived high school and the cheer team. And it surely couldn’t be as bad as a bunch of catty teenagers.

“...Alright,” Becca said. “I’ll come and see what’s up.”

Ember smiled. “Great,” she said and picked up her drink. “You won’t regret it.”

“Yeah!” Jillian put in eagerly. “Plus, you could even try and recruit a bunch of witches into his harem. Like a horny sleeper agent!”

Ember choked on her water, coughing harshly. Suddenly concerned, Jillian slapped her friend on the back.

“I…” Ember coughed, wiping her mouth. “I don’t think… that’s not something…”

“Huh?” Jillian said. “But he’s super buff and hot. And I mean, come on. There’s that sexy danger factor too, right?”

“That is true,” Becca said, smirking a little at Ember’s clear discomfort. “He is awfully sexy under that bomber jacket. And those strong, calloused hands really know how to make a girl, you know, feel magical.”

“Right?” Jillian gushed.

Ember gave the pair of them disgusted looks.

“Riiiiight?” Jillian prompted, elbowing Ember with a suggestive flick of her eyebrows.

“I… guess,” Ember growled, though just saying the words looked like pure torture.

For her part, Becca just chuckled.

Well, if nothing else, this might be kind of fun…


Chapter 15. High Mileage

Feeling much refreshed after a bit of fun with Luna, I got back to the truck and, after the engine struggled for a good five minutes to catch, I decided that my next stop was absolutely going to be getting a new car. Enough of this crap. Though, I doubted Gaskit would appreciate me turning his loaner into a convertible. But sometimes, the hand life dealt you only came after it sucker punched you in the gut.

At least the Dakota wouldn’t look out of place in the scrapyard that was his lot.

When I pulled up to the garage and turned off the engine the Dakota gave out a wheeze like a dying animal. Getting out, I gave its mangled hood a pat before heading up to the front.

Gaskit wasn’t at the counter, so I rang the little bell there until he emerged from the garage, his Big Jugs hat smoking a little and his entire front half blackened by exhaust.

“Eh! It’s my favourite slayer. How’s it going, Cain?”

“Honestly, not great,” I admitted. “There’s been some… issues with the Dakota you gave me.”

“Ah, I thought there might,” Gaskit said, nodding sagely.

“You did?”

“Sure! I mean, really, I knew you’d be back. That truck didn’t even have racing stripes!”

“Well, it’s got a lot less stuff now,” I admitted.

“Yeah?”

I led Gaskit outside and he looked at the ruin of the Dakota at the other end of the lot. He gave a low whistle. “Well!” he said, rubbing his chin and rocking on his heels. “Ain’t that something.”

“I’ll pay for the damages,” I assured him. “But I really need another ride.”

“Yeah?” Gaskit asked, his ears perking up.

“Maybe not the ones you showed me last time,” I quickly added.

“Oh,” he said, ears wilting a bit. He shrugged. “Well, that’s a shame. But don’t ya worry! I got plenty a other vehicles for ya. Did a bit of thinking, and I do believe I’ve got ya pegged, Cain.”

Uh oh.

“You do?” I asked with a growing sense of foreboding.

‘Sure! C’mon. Got just the thing. Just screams you!”

With more than a little trepidation I followed him back into the vehicular graveyard that was his place of business. He led the way through the maze of twisted metal wrecks, passing by the piled remains of buggies and Volvos like I was a tourist to some ruins of a great automotive civilization. Finally, we stopped, Gaskit giving a look of profound pride.

“There she is!” he declared with a grand gesture. “Your new car!”

I looked at the machine in question. “A Pinto?” I asked incredulously.

“Real beauty, ain’t it?” Gaskit asked, grinning.

Not to say I didn’t appreciate a good muscle car, but a relic from the 70’s maybe wasn’t what I had in mind. Though it did look to be in very good condition. Barely a patch of rust on it, and though I couldn’t say I was too thrilled by the giant bull decal on the hood, the blocky design of it was appealing. Couldn’t go wrong with a nice, sturdy car. I did a quick look over, and didn’t manage to find any rocket bays or welded on spikes, but still couldn’t say I was sold on it.

Unfortunately, when Gaskit showed me what else he had ready and able, I wasn’t terribly inspired. I got enough weird looks driving around the chopped Dakota. I wasn’t keen to see what kind of attention an SUV reinforced with steel plating and a machine gut turret on the roof would get me. All those spikes on the wedge of the front bumper probably didn’t make it road worthy either, and I really didn’t want to give Ember an excuse to impound my car and leave me bumming rides off the girls. A man had his pride, after all.

“Alright,” I sighed. “I’ll go with the Pinto.”

“Ha! Knew ya would,” Gaskit cackled eagerly. “You’re gonna love ‘er! Put in a turbo boost into myself. Wonderful stuff!”

“Uh huh,” I said, barely listening. We’d headed back to the front and I spotted something which immediately nabbed my attention. That familiar black sedan was parked near the Dakota. As I watched, several men in suits moved away from my former truck and piled into the sedan, which proceeded to pull out and away.

Can’t say I liked that. Nope. Not at all.

“Somethin’ wrong?” Gaskit asked, peering past me.

“Maybe,” I said as I started towards the wrecked truck. I tried to sense it out, and as I drew nearer, I did sense something. Something… malevolent.

I put my hand in front of Gaskit, holding him back. The gremlin paused and looked up at me. “What’s wrong?” he asked.

“I think those guys did something to the truck,” I told the gremlin, glaring at the mangled Dakota. The hairs on the back of my neck were bristling, and my muscles began to tense.

“Ya think?” Gaskit said, peering past me.

The Dakota rumbled.

I braced myself as the engine hacked, then began to growl. Black smoke plumed from the exhaust pipe, and the feeling of arcane menace grew. Especially as the metal of the hood crinkled further, folding over the headlights like a brow furrowing with rage.

Aw fuck.

“Run!” I told Gaskit, already backing away as the Dakota jerked forward with a snarling rev of the engine. Then again. Again! “Run!” I shouted, shoving Gaskit towards his garage. The gremlin fell forward at my urging, then got his feet under him and ran for the safety of his office and its dated pinup.

Fortunately, the Dakota ignored him.

Unfortunately, it was because all its attention was on me.

Its wheels tore into the packed down dirt and charged me. I didn’t bother running, instead deking right, then suddenly left. I flung myself out of the way as the Dakota roared past me. I hit the hard ground and rolled back to my feet just as the Dakota peeled around with a squeal of rubber, aiming my way once more.

Making matters worse was that my shotgun was still in its back seat. I grabbed the hilt of my sword and drew it, the silvery metal flaring with cold blue magic. Though it didn’t have any water around I could manipulate, holding a big chunk of enchanted steel was a bit comforting in the face of the monstrous truck aiming at me.

The Dakota revved, jerking this way and that like a bull readying to charge. 

I stayed low, moving side to side, ready to bolt at the first sign even as my mind raced. How to kill an evil car… Dammit. What I wouldn’t give for my shotgun. Or hell, a silver potato. Something.

The Dakota suddenly lurched forward, wheels tearing at the ground as it surged at me. I tried to twist out of the way but it was going too fast and it winged me. The world spun and I flew away, hitting the ground and scrambling back to my feet as the Dakota reversed, then swung around again to face me, gravel spraying under its wheels as it peeled after me.

Thinking quickly, I made a break for the wrecks. I dodged around the frame of an old Chrysler, then heard it explode behind me as the Dakota plowed through it and after me. The hulk of a half-disassembled bus gave me an opening and I dove under it, the whole thing rocking on its axles as the Dakota rammed it too. The mass of rusting yellow metal toppled towards me and I threw myself out of its shadow, barely escaping getting crushed. Dust plumed around me as I found my feet again.

I looked around frantically, when my eyes landed on a wrecked jeep. One that was still mostly intact. I could use that. I could use that. I ran towards it and yanked off the hood to reveal the engine. It had to be out of the gas, basically inoperable. But that was okay. Even ideal.

Because with magic, function follows form.

I shoved a hand into my pocket and yanked out a piece of chalk. Frantically, I scribbled a sigil of animation onto the engine block. I’d just managed to finish the sign when the Dakota roared around the wreck of the bus, back tires skidding as it lined up a straight shot at me.

Shit!

I slammed my hand on the rune, pumping magic into the sign. The jeep’s headlights flared to life and its engine howled like a banshee. The Dakota charged me, and as it did the jeep took off as well, lurching into motion like I’d dropped a brick on the gas. I danced back, watching the two hunks of metal hurtle at each other.

They met with a deafening crash of metal, rubber, and motor. The jeep’s hardy build took the Dakota head on, both of their fronts crumpling like accordions. Chunks of them went flying everywhere, the two vehicles almost flipping over each other before falling back to earth with another bone-numbing bang. It was the type of impact that not even the finest of German engineering could save someone from becoming paste.

And yet the Dakota was still running.

Even as it landed, the hood absolutely wreathed in white smoke, the rear tires revved and tried for purchase, but given its front tires were basically crushed it wasn’t having much luck. Even as it tried to shove past the jeep I was running towards it, my sword burning white in my hand. I grabbed the top of the Dakota’s door and vaulted into the backseat, my eyes flashing over the interior.

Ah, there’s your problem.

The unholy heart of a greater poltergeist throbbed and beat on the steering wheel, its veins feeding into the wiring as it turned and twisted savagely. As I jumped on, it suddenly put itself in reverse, ripping backwards.

I nearly went flipping over the seat and onto the hoot as my knees slammed into the seat. I grabbed the driver’s side headrest to steady myself as the truck rushed towards a pile of wrecked cars. “That’s enough of that!” I shouted, raised my sword, and slammed the tip into the heart.

A screaming sound came up from it as my enchanted blade sheared through the metal and the heart. The wheel spasmed and twisted, but the heart was done, and it shrivelled from my sword. The Dakota sputtered, shuddering and fishtailing as it lost momentum and finally came to a wrenching halt.

I gasped in relief, falling back to sit on the rim of the door. I pulled my sword out of the wheel and looked at the withered husk of the poltergeist's core impaled on my blade like a chunk of charred meat.

Christ. No wonder this thing went nuts. It was worse than when those Chinese cars were possessed by the souls of all the overworked employees who committed suicide in the factories. I’d heard they’d finally gotten that under control, but man, they’d had to call in the army to recall those things. Fortunately, this hadn’t been nearly that bad. In fact, the only way it could have been worse was it the Dakota had been a Plymouth Fury.

“Is it over, then?” Gaskit shouted, peeking his head out from the garage door, a bunch of his nephews doing the same.

I turned my head towards the gremlin. “Yeah,” I grunted, hopping over the side and landing back on blessed terra firma. “It’s over.”

“Geeze,” Gaskit said as he emerged, shuffling warily over towards me and the Dakota. He bobbed, peering about the wreck of the truck. “Ya did a number on it, huh?”

“Yeah, sorry,” I said.

“Can you do it again?”

I looked down at the gremlin’s sudden grin. “Sorry?”

“Yeah!” he exclaimed, flapping his hands eagerly. “All the zooming! And the way it revved and went all rrrrr shhhrk! And tried to kill you without even any drone or extra machinery. It was amazing!”

“...Sorry,” I said. “Looks like it was a one and done deal.”

Gaskit slumped. “Aw…” He perked up a bit again, a cunning look gleaming in his eye. “But,” he said slowly, a grin forming on his face, “something like this might happen to ya again, right?”

“I… guess.”

Gaskit’s delight was a sight to see. Mainly in nightmares with all those sharp, pointy teeth. “Then whatcha waiting for! Here, here!” he cried, grabbing my hand and slapping a key in it. “Here’s the key to tha Pinto!”

“You still want to lend it to me?” I asked incredulously.

“Sure! Any time. Gotta help our local slayer. Community development. Support our troops. All that. And ah, if anything else interestin’ happens to it, you bring it by and I’ll take a good long look to see what the issue is. Right?”

I looked from the key to the gremlin. This… may not be a good thing. But hell, I needed a car. And apparently I’d gotten one, and in the good graces of my local psychotic mechanic. So I guess a good trip all told.

That being said, I thought with a last look at the road where the black sedan had vanished down, it also looked like I was having other problems too. Deadly ones. Whoever they were, they’d made the jump from just spying on me to trying to kill me. Christ. What the hell was going on in this town?

As I got into the Pinto I made a quick call. One ring was all it took before Lorra picked up.

“Cain!” the wolf-girl cried over the deep sound of thudding music in the background. “What’s up?”

“Hey, Lorra,” I said, starting the Pinto’s engine with a gratifying rumble and lack of immediate signs of vehicular homicidal tendencies. “Got a job for you and your girls, if you’re up for it.”

“Anything, Cain! Just name it. Is it an orgy?”

“No,” I said. “Not an orgy.”

“Oh,” she said, barely attempting to hide her disappointment. “Okay. What’s up?”

“There’s a black sedan with tinted windows roaming around town. Local plates. I was hoping your girls might be able to keep an eye out for it. Don’t engage, but find it for me and give me a heads up. I’ve got some questions for whoever’s in it.”

“Are they your enemies?” Lorra asked.

“They’re definitely not my friends.”

I heard the kind of low growl that made my monkey brain instinctively look for a tree to climb. “Then we’ll find them, Cain. Promise!”

“Thanks, Lorra. I’m counting on you.”

“Yes!” Lorra said, her voice regaining its eager puppy-ness. “You can count on me! I’m your good girl.”

“That you are,” I assured her.

I heard her hum happily, and then I hung up, stashing the phone back in my pocket as I put the Pinto into drive.

Now I really needed to pay a certain nymph a visit…


Chapter 16. Nymphed

I didn’t pass through the veil very often. Only loons, mystics, and hippies did that, and only one of them could do it safely. And when I did pass through it wasn’t for a vacation either. Usually, I went in to hunt down some entity or other that had invaded reality and was now on its way back with a hunger slaked, or carrying a sack full of naughty children (Sometimes both. Friggin’ Krampuses. I hated Christmas). Other times, I’d get dragged through during a fight with something powerful enough to bridge realities, which wasn’t fun either. Denizens of the veil were like bears. Best to leave them alone unless they killed humans. Then you had to put them down, because people are like Twizzlers. They’re just too damn tasty for mystical horrors to stop at one.

The main reason I hated crossing the veil was because it was risky as hell. Especially for mortals since things on the other side weren't exactly real. I didn’t mean things in there can’t hurt you. You get an arm lopped off in the veil, you’re coming back with a stump. But the veil was constructed more of feeling and thought than something as icky as dirt and solid matter. Realms in the veil were built and dependent on basically the gods who existed in that realm. On the edges it was okay, but navigating the deeper realms took a particular kind of mind. And among humans, that kind of mind tended to be locked up in an asylum and not trusted with anything sharper than a spoon.

So, yeah. Trotting through a realm of nightmare was not exactly big on my wish list. But there was one person who could get me where I needed to go more directly. Getting her help, of course, was going to be the tricky bit.

Fortunately, I knew her weakness.

After a short stop at Burger Boy, I pulled up on the shoulder of the road running by Ebon Woods. With fast food in hand, shotgun in the other, I gazed at the brooding black forest with a grimace. Then I took a deep breath, squared my shoulders, and headed under the canopy.

The veil was thin all over Bloch County, of course, but in the Ebon Woods it was gas station toilet paper thin. Which wasn’t too surprising. The forest was very old, very dark, and played host to all sorts of things. Trails threaded through it, and I found mine easily enough, leading me through the winding darkness.

I could feel when I truly stepped into the veil by the shiver of my skin. Like the temperature suddenly changed from autumn to static. It made my hairs tingle, and the character of the woods changed with it, growing deeper and broodier than a teenager in their goth phase.

As I walked, I could feel eyes on me, and as I moved along the trails strange plants bloomed, while the trees got something of a makeover in the form of screaming faces in the bark. Such a charming place. Amazing so few people visited, really.

Mercifully I didn’t have to trudge through for too long, and the path suddenly opened to a scene out of a pastoral painting.

A lonely glade sat before me like an oasis of tranquility in a world of madness. A pond glittered beneath the speckled rays of sunlight filtering through the canopy, fed by a spring that danced down a rocky cliff behind it. Flowers of every sort bloomed all over the rich, grassy ground, and the distant sound of birdsong twittered away.

I stepped closer to the water, but not too close. “Ophelia?” I called out. “It’s me, Cain.” I lifted the bags of fast food I brought, which were already stained with grease. “I brought something for you!”

The waters never stirred, but a hump rose out of them, shaping into long locks of silvery hair. From beneath them peered a pair of the brightest blue eyes you’d ever seen, and a face that’d give a poet material for a decade. And if he saw the rest of the body that came out, the poor bastard would probably spend the rest of his days trying to articulate her wild loveliness.

Fortunately I wasn’t a poet, so I could settle for ‘astoundingly beautiful’ in a taut, savage sort of way. Ophelia was slim but perfectly proportioned. A sleek, almost predatory and wild build of muscle and smooth pale flesh. There wasn’t a wasted gesture in anything she did, like a panther. Her delicate feet stepped onto the shore, her silvery hair fanning out behind her, connecting her to the pool.

“Cain,” she said coolly. “Thou hath come before me once more. To what do I owe the pleasure, if pleasure it be?”

“Hey, Ophelia,” I said. “I have a request, actually.”

“Dost thou?” she said flatly. “My surprise is total and complete.”

I rolled my eyes. “Yeah yeah,” I said. “I know. I always come by with requests. But if you’re willing to hear me out, then I brought something for you,” I said, presenting the bags of fast food and giving them a tantalizing shake.

Ophelia’s eyes flashed with hunger and she crouched, prowling nearer. “Tribute? Very well. Give it!”

“Ah!” I said, holding it out of her reach. “You going to hear me out?”

She hissed. “Fie! A curse on thee and thy withered seed. But very well. I will hear thy plea only until the last of the victuals be gone!”

Damn, that wouldn’t give me long. Ophelia ate like a starving wolf. “Fine,” I said, holding out the food for her.

She snatched the bags and retreated back to a mossy rock, where she crouched and tore open the first bag. Pulling out a burger, she ripped the wax paper off of it and started scarfing it down.

“Mph. Mmm,” she moaned, eyes rolling in almost orgasmic bliss. “Oh Burger Boy, thy flavours be a song upon the palate…”

“They’re something alright,” I said as she took another bite. “Anyway, I need a favour from you. There’s been some weirdness in town lately, and it seems to involve plant magic in some form.”

“And thou wish news of their inner workings of the Forest Court?” Ophelia asked between sessions of stuffing fries into her mouth. She flicked her fingers, sending salt crystals flying. “Feh! I take little interest in their dance. And have heard naught of matters to do with their works either.”

“But you know how to get there,” I prompted. “So that maybe I could talk to someone who might know more, right?”

Ophelia slowed her chewing, those piercing blue eyes of hers giving me a narrow look. She swallowed thickly and licked her lips. “What art thou implying?”

I took a deep breath. Okay. Here goes. “I was looking to speak with a greater spirit of the wilds. I need to talk to the Forest Lord.”

“What!” Ophelia cried, so surprised she dropped her third burger. “Art thou mad, Cain? Thou desire to palaver with the Forest Laird? Though ye be mortal, true, I had assumed thou had matter between thine ears enough to know thy place in this grand scheme.”

“Believe me, I don’t want to ask this,” I said. “But I need to know, Ophelia. And you’re the only one around here who can guide me to him.”

“Fah!” she declared, scoffing before taking another long suck on the straw of a soda. “Mmm. Thou suppose me a fool, Cain. Were I to bring thee, I would be responsible for any error in manners done in the presence of thy betters. Mine fate would be entwined with thine, and I have no wish to tie myself to the whims of one such as thee. Find another, Cain. Or wiser still, surrender this foolish quest!”

Sadly, that wasn’t going to be an option. Still, I knew getting Ophelia to take me just like that was a long shot. Which was why I had to bring out the big guns.

“...You know,” I said conversationally as Ophelia chowed down on another burger. “Being stuck in this forest, you probably haven’t heard. Have you?”

Ophelia cocked her head, her icy eyes glaring at me suspiciously. “Heard of what, pray?”

Looking skywards, hands clasped behind my back, I rocked on my heels. “Wellllll… it just so happens that Burger Boy has recently come out with a… new menu item.”

I could actually see Ophelia’s pointy ears twitch at that insinuation. She narrowed her eyes. “What culinary creation hath Burger Boy construed?”

“They call it… the Mega Boy.”

Ophelia’s eyes sparked. “Mega Boy?” she said, as if tasting the words themselves.

“Yeah,” I continued softly. “Mega Boy. Four patties of all American beef. Ten strips of bacon. Six strips of processed American cheese. Lettuce, pickles, and tomatoes all stuck between them, and the buns?”

“What?” Ophelia asked, breathing a bit hard. “What of the buns?”

“There’s four of them,” I said, voice husky. “And they’re… deep fried.”

I could actually see the shudder of pure ecstasy go through Ophelia, starting in her toes, flowing up her body and even shivering through her hair like power lines. “Oh,” she gasped. “Ohhh. Damn you Cain!” she hissed like a cat, hurling an empty soda at me. “Thou insidious varlet! Thou wretch of high order! How dare thee keep such a treasure from me! I should rip thine limbs free as one might an insect!”

“It’s a recent addition,” I said. “And only for a limited time.”

“How limited?” Ophelia demanded.

“Until the heart and stroke foundation manages to get them to take it off the menu. So… not long.”

“Mnnnn!” Ophelia snarled, clutching her scalp in fury, her mouth pinched in indecision. I almost felt bad for her. I knew what she’d choose. She knew what she’d choose. It was just a matter of waiting for her to work through her fury and come to the final conclusion.

At last she cursed in a tongue literally older than dirt and stabbed a finger my way. “You win this time, Cain! I shall show thee to the Forest Laird. But mark my words! Should thee offend him or his court and earn his wrath, then I shall leave thee to thine fate no matter how many of Burger Boy’s victuals thee tempt me with.”

“I wouldn’t expect anything else,” I assured her.

“Good! And thou shall bring me no less than two of these…” Her tongue flicked greedily across her lips. “These Mega Boys to sate me. And only once I have tasted them and found them worthy will I guide thee.”

“More than fair,” I assured her. “When should I bring them?”

“Tomorrow by thine clock. I need prepare for such a journey, if journey I bring thee upon.”

“Sounds good,” I assured her. “I’ll bring them by tomorrow.”

“Then begone!” she cried, rising to her feet and pointing to the arch of yew that formed the entrance to her domain. “And should thee darken my glade without my prize, a fate that shall be legendary in its cruelty will I inflict on thee!”

“Will do, Ophelia. I’ll see you then.”

“Fah!”

Without another word Ophelia sprang into the waters of her pool, vanishing into them without even a ripple to mark her passage.

Well, that was it for me. Gathering up the bags of trash, I left the glade to Ophelia once more. Still, I felt good about the meeting. I’d gotten what I needed, and hadn’t even been almost drowned by the nymph.

Maybe things were looking up for this job?

Unfortunately, as I stepped out of the forest I felt my phone vibrate. That was another thing about the veil. Shit reception. I checked my phone, revealing a bunch of missed calls. On the plus side, they were from Sheriff Gritz and not the cops.

On the downside, if they were from Gritz, it meant trouble inbound.

“Dammit, what now?” I grumbled as I returned the call. It rang maybe twice and then clicked. “Gritz? What’s up.”

“Cain!” he gasped through the line. “There you are. Finally. Listen, we found Salick.”

“You did?”

“Uh… yeah. We did,” he replied. “It’s um… well, you might want to come down here to Howard Phillips Campground. It’s uh… something you might want to take a look at.”

His tone made me grimace. “How many pieces is he in?”

“Um, I think he’s whole…”

He thought, huh? Dammit. That could mean a number of things. But right now, it meant I better get my ass down there.

“I’ll be right there,” I said, hanging up.

Shit, well that was foreboding. I climbed in and started the Pinto, heading towards the campground. Fortunately it wasn’t too far away and I knew the route pretty well by now. It was a nice place, but about once a year I had to head up there and banish a murderous specter wearing hockey equipment and looking to gut coeds. Not exactly my idea of a good time.

Otherwise, though it was picturesque, being right on Lake Carpenter. If I was ever able to take a non-work-related vacation it was the kind of place I might go to. It looked like a fair few people had a similar idea, given the number of RV’s and campers I saw in the various lots. Campgrounds were great for people who wanted the feel of the outdoors, but not so much that they actually had to shit in the woods. Unfortunately, judging by the number of campers I saw gathered at the end of their lots and staring down near the lake edge, their trip hadn’t turned out quite as pleasant as they’d hoped.

The tan sheriff cars were gathered around the boathouse, but just peeking over the roof I saw some foliage that looked a bit out of place around here. I parked, spotting Gritz standing around with a few of his deputies and bouncing on his heels. When he saw me coming the heavy sheriff hastily hitched up his belt and waddled over.

“Gritz,” I said as I opened the door and stepped out.

“Cain,” he replied, sagging in relief as he shook my hand. “Thanks for coming. Really appreciate it. Really. I uh, definitely think you’ll want to see this.”

“I bet,” I replied as we made his way around the boathouse, gravel crunching under our shoes.

“Got called in this morning and we responded quick as we could,” Gritz said. “But I don’t think there was an awful lot to save, and I figured we probably don’t want our boys investigating this one too close until you cleared it.”

“Probably the right call,” I said.

Then we stepped around the boathouse, and I saw he was absolutely right.

It was definitely Salick. It had his face. Well, most of his face. The frozen scream of agony and torment was new, but those piercings were familiar. The rest of him however was downright grotesque. His body had swelled up, with roots growing out of him and tethering him to the side of the boathouse like the varnished wood had found a sudden second life. Salick’s skin had a faintly fungal texture, with a chalky white and red splotches like badly applied clown makeup. Sadly, no one was laughing. Especially since it looked like a hole had been ripped out of his chest.

God damn. It was like if Salick had snorted a hell of a lot more magic mushroom than even Rick. Unfortunately, I had a pretty good feeling that overdosing wasn’t how all this shit came about.

“Yeah, that’s bad,” I informed Gritz. “You were right to call me.”

“Good. Good,” Gritz said nervously, wringing his hands. “Is it… safe?”

“Probably not,” I told him. “Last time I saw something like this, it attacked me and its head made a runner after getting chopped off.”

Gritz went almost as white as Salick and looked about ready to faint. “So uh… so, what do we do?”

“Gimme a minute to inspect,” I said, digging a mask out of my pocket. “Then we’ll torch it. Damn thing’s probably breathing out spores or something that’ll turn you into a zombie.”

“What!”

Gritz and his deputies took a quick couple steps back. I didn’t. I was kidding. Well, mostly. From what I’d seen so far, these things needed something a bit more involved before they turned into a horror show.

But still, safety first.

Strapping the mask on, I headed in. Oh yeah. Salick was definitely dead. Even the mushrooms growing off him were starting to wilt. The hole in his chest however drew most of my attention. Fungal roots crawled out of it, and as I leaned in, I confirmed my suspicions. Yep. Poor bastard literally had his heart ripped out.

That was another bad sign. The heart was important in magic. Always has been. It doesn’t just pump blood, but is often the source of power among mystics and spellcasters. The source of their magic and essence of the soul. Which meant the Green Man hadn’t just been looking to send a message, but possibly grab a snack of magic. Salick had definitely been running, which was probably smart of him. But the Green Man had found the poor fucker anyway.

Sadly, there wasn’t anything else to find here. I stood and backed up, hoisting my shotgun and checking to make sure I had a fireball round in there. “Anything else you want from it?” I asked Gritz.

“No no no,” he said, scuttling back and waving to his deputies to give me some distance. “Do what you gotta.”

I spared him a nod, turned back to Salick’s corpse, and pulled the trigger.

The fireball billowed outward and consumed the corpse and half the side of the shed. A keening sound warbled through the air. Just gas escaping the corpse as it was incinerated, but the sound still sent a chill down my spine as Salick’s body curled in on itself, the fire devouring the strange roots that bound him to the wall.

I stayed until the corpse was fully incinerated. Didn’t want to risk it going haywire like Rick’s did in the apartment. Fortunately, it looked like ripping the heart out had dealt with that, and Salick just burned baby burned.

But something else bothered me. I glanced over at Gritz as I stood there. “Tell me something,” I asked. “Were some federal agents looking into this thing too?”

“They ah, were,” Gritz admitted. “Really thin guy with two others. Showed up almost as soon as we did. Which is funny, because we didn’t call them.”

“How interesting,” I said, looking back to the corpse, watching the flames. “How very interesting…”


Chapter 17. Malled

As I cruised back up to the house, I noticed a now familiar bike parked out front. Looked like Lorra stopped by. Well, I’d be glad to see her, that was for sure. And I also spotted Becca’s car, meaning she’d probably finished whatever her meeting was for.

My theory was confirmed when I went inside and I found Lorra and Becca in the kitchen, the latter cooking what looked like grilled cheese on the stove, and the former chowing down happily. My arrival drew attention from the both of them, Becca smiling my way and Lorra instantly perking up, tail wagging.

“Mm! Cain!” she cried, putting down her sandwich and bounding up to me. “There you are! Perfect! I need a favour.”

“A favour?” I asked.

“Yeah! Listen. I want to go buy pants. And I need your help!”

“Uh huh. And why do you need my help buying pants?”

Lorra snorted, rolling her golden eyes. “Duh! Because I want to buy sexy pants. I don’t want to be wearing unsexy pants around you.”

“Is that right?” I asked with a shadow of a smile.

“Yeah! So, you busy? Wanna go?”

Actually, that sounded nice. Doing a bit of low scale shopping and getting a bit of a break from everything else going on was just what I needed. That I’d get to see a hot wolf-girl in new pants sounded like the perfect capper. “You know what? Sure. I’d love to.”

“Yes!” Lorra cheered, her tail wagging furiously. She looked over at Becca. “Wanna come? We could get you pants too! Really tight ones.”

“Tempting,” Becca said with a small smile. “But I think I’m good. I’ve got some stuff to think about.”

“You do?” I asked.

She flushed a bit. “Yeah. I um…” She took a deep breath and let it out. “You know how I got the number from those two witches? Ember and Jillian?”

I lifted my head, forcing myself not to tense up. “Yeah?”

Becca flipped her grilled cheese distractedly. “Well I… I was going to tell you soon, but I guess now’s as good as any time. I’m going to attend their Walpurgis ceremony.”

“Ah,” I said. “Alright.”

“Is that okay?” she asked.

“Becca, if you want to, I’m not going to stop you,” I assured her. “But thank you for letting me know. I appreciate it.”

She smiled. “Thanks, Cain,” she said.

“Cool! Great! So let’s go,” Lorra cried impatiently, tugging me towards the door. “C’mon! Shopping time!”

I gave Becca an exasperated look and she just laughed and waved goodbye as I was dragged out the door. Well, I’m sure she’d be fine.

To my surprise Lorra didn’t take her bike, but instead hopped into the Pinto with me. The reason for it rapidly became apparent, as she spent the entire trip nuzzling up against me. Almost had me swerve into the ditch a few times, but we managed to make it to our destination all the same.

Springville’s mall was unusual in America because for one, it wasn’t in the slow process of decay like a retail version of a body farm. Mystics had pretty unique needs and were a clientele that didn’t really get the internet, meaning they still liked a physical location to do their shopping. And while the Foxfire handled stuff like spell components and Bigfoot posters, more mundane stuff like clothes that fit a guy with wings growing out of his back was a bit out of Luna’s purview.

The mall, however, had plenty of shops willing and eager to offer specialized goods to the discerning fairy and/or troll, as well as more normal stores. Fortunate, seeing as the last attempt at a department store had been literally ripped apart by dimensional rifts.

Lorra absolutely bounded inside, literally dragging me after her. “Come on! Come on! This is gonna be fun!”

“I’m coming! I’m coming,” I assured her, and I sure as hell was. It was all I could do to keep my feet under me as I was hauled in behind her. Damn but that girl was strong! I felt like a seventy-year-old walking their grandson’s great dane.

Lorra dragged me to a particular clothing shop I knew was popular among beastkin mystics. It was called Stitch and Tails, and what looked like a cat-girl behind the counter turned white as Lorra bounded into the place. Fortunately, Lorra utterly ignored the employee, dragging me to the women’s clothing section, only releasing my arm when she started going through the stacks of denim.

I eased back, watching her work as she tugged out various jeans, eying them skeptically.

“Do you think this would look good on my butt?” she asked, lifting up a particular pair and showing me.

“Anything looks good on you,” I told her.

She peered around the pants with a suspicious narrowing of her eyes. “You just saying that?”

“Never,” I assured her. “The only thing that looks better than them on you would be them off you.”

Lorra grinned wolfishly and shuffled back towards the changing stalls. “Just gonna go try them on,” she said. “Stay here.”

“Alright.”

“You’ll stay right there, right?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“Really?”

“Lorra, I’m not going anywhere.”

“Alright,” she said, still looking a bit keyed up, but willing at least to trust me on that. She vanished into the changing stall, leaving me alone. I sighed, leaning against a table of discounted shirts as I looked around the shop. Unsurprisingly no clerks were coming by to help. Can’t say I blamed them. Sure, Lorra might act like a love-struck puppy around me, but on the outside, she still looked like the kind of biker that’d brain you with a tire iron if she thought you were looking at her funny. Which, to be fair, she was. Sure, she might like me now, but having been on the receiving end of her temper not so long ago, I couldn’t fault anyone else for not taking a chance here.

It did feel a little odd even now to have Lorra so all up in my space. I didn’t doubt her feelings. She’d shown how much she cared several times now, having eagerly thrown herself into saving me more than once. Which cancelled out the first attempt to kill me. But the thing I was discovering about Lorra was that she had big feelings. And I do mean big. She didn’t go half measure. She didn’t kind of dislike someone. She either loved you, didn’t care about you, or was willing to kill you. Pair that with enough power to bend rebar in her bare hands, and you had a potent combo. Honestly, I was doing the world a service keeping her out of trouble.

…Well, more trouble than normal.

Okay, so I had gotten her gang to kill a bunch of department store workers and we blew up an old wood mill, but that was all in the service of saving the world. Or, at least, the county. So, you know. Things could be worse.

Probably.

I returned to the present at the bang of the stall’s door being thrust open to reveal Lorra in the new jeans. “What do you think?” she declared, turning this way and that.

I looked her up and down. Those jeans were tight things that really hugged her figure, showing off her long legs and firm yet, frankly, excellent ass. A little gap in the back allowed her tail to poke out, which was flicking thoughtfully.

“Looks good,” I said.

“Yeah?” she asked, bending over a bit, one hand planted in the wall as she pushed out her rump. “Just good?”

“What were you looking for?”

“You know. Something like spankable. Like you couldn’t wait to grab my ass in them. Gimme a squeeze and show everyone I’m yours.”

“No worries there,” I assured her.

“Yeah?” she asked uncertainly.

Ah, okay. I got it now. It was interesting discovering other sides to Lorra. Though she didn’t give a damn what anyone else thought, I was starting to realize she really did value my opinion. I moved up behind her, feigning a thoughtful inspection. “Hmmm,” I hummed contemplatively. Drawing back my hand, I smacked it against her rear, Lorra gasping and arching. “Yeah,” I said, squeezing the firmness of her ass through the jeans. “I think this is pretty good. Really works well. Shows off your assets wonderfully.”

“Oooooh,” Lorra awooed softly, tilting her head back happily, her tail going a mile a minute. “You mmm… m-mean that?”

“I really do,” I assured her, giving her ass another squeeze and firm pat. “You found some very sexy jeans.”

Lorra blushed happily. As a result, I got another glimpse at the collar she wore. The one with my (admittedly misspelled) name on it. Not going to lie, seeing that on a woman was insanely hot. Especially a woman like Lorra.

“You really think so?” Lorra panted.

“Absolutely,” I told her, patting her rump again. “Now, got anything else to show me?”

“You bet!” she gasped, straightening and eagerly grabbing several more pairs of pants before vanishing back into the stall.

I chuckled, settling back on my heels. As I did, I heard the click of shoes walking in purposeful tandem across linoleum floors.

Crap.

I turned my head, scowling as I caught sight of Moulder and his goons coming into the shop. The agent’s head panned the place before locking on to me. Great. Just what I needed.

“Agent Moulder,” I said as he and his shadows approached. “What can I do for you?”

“Perhaps much. Perhaps less,” he said as the trio came to a stop. “We had some questions for you.”

“Yeah?” I said. Now that he was closer, I noticed that he didn’t look too good. Not that he ever did, but he looked a bit paler and more… bony than the last time I saw him. “What about?”

Moulder said nothing, but I spotted his two associates shift their weight and straighten.

“You are investigating this… drug currently in the market?” Moulder asked.

“Hazers?” I said.

“Yes.”

“Sort of,” I admitted. “Why? Are you doing the same?”

“It is of a certain interest to my own investigation,” he replied, which was bureaucratese for ‘you bet your ass I am.’ “Regardless, I have been informed that you may have information pertinent to this. I would like for you to share it with me.”

I turned to face him fully and rubbed my chin. “Not much to tell,” I replied. “Someone called the Green Man is peddling drugs made from the distilled essence of fungal grown on the corpses of mystics.”

Moulder leaned in intently. “And you have evidence of this process?”

“And if I did?”

“If you did, then the agency would appreciate any information you gathered being shared.”

I glanced between the trio. Yeah. I bet they would. But there was something about Moulder I didn’t like. I mean, aside from him treating me like something to be prodded with a thirty-five-and-a-half-foot pole. I was used to that. He was a bit too cagey about his work. I’d worked with various three letter agencies before, and they were never exactly friendly. But he was downright hostile.

“How about you share some of what you’ve learned first,” I said. “Like how you knew about Salick’s death so quick.”

“Salick?”

“Thin elf. Kind of a dick. Last seen missing a heart and mushrooms growing out of this skin.”

“Ah,” Moulder said dully. “Yes. I don’t believe that would be helpful.”

“Maybe I’ll surprise you.”

“I think not.”

“You look tired.”

His brow crinkled. “What?”

“You doing okay?” I asked. “You look… thinner.”

A twitch of irritation showed on his cheek. “I’m fine,” he growled.

“That right?”

“It is,” Moulder snapped, then pulled back, gritting his teeth. His forehead was knit and he pressed his fingers against it, massaging it. “Did you find anything of particular note during your investigation of this Salick or these drugs?”

“You’re going to need to give me more,” I said.

“I think you know exactly what I mean,” he said darkly.

“It seems our friend is being incalcitrant once more, Mr. Tall,” Mr. Wide said.

“Quite so, Mr. Wide.”

Mr. Wide cracked his knuckles. “Perhaps we should question him more thoroughly.”

Mr. Tall flexed his long fingers. “Perhaps so.”

I looked between the pair. I smiled thinly, balancing on the balls of my feet. I shrugged lazily, threading one of my hands into my pocket, slipping my fingers into the grip of some enchanted brass knuckles I kept in there. “You want to try?” I asked.

The corner of Moulder’s lip twitched again. But before he could say anything else the door to the change booth flew open and Lorra stepped out wearing only a bra. “How about this?” the wolf-girl asked. “I think it looks good, but…”

She trailed off on spotting Moulder. Instantly her ears folded and a low growl emerged from deep in her throat. Mr. Tall and Mr. Wide immediately stepped forward, crowding in their boss.

I could feel the air getting tense, and that was not good. I’d hate to get into a fight to the death so close to the lingerie department. “Alright,” I said quickly, slipping my hand out of the knuckles and waving for calm. “Alright, let’s all just calm down. Moulder?” I said, turning his way. “I don’t have anything for you if you don’t have anything for me. Alright? So either put up or shut up.”

Moulder tsked. “You will regret this, Mister Cain,” he said softly. “You have no idea what powers you toy with.”

Huh. Little weird being on the receiving end of those words. Usually, I was telling them to some moron in a robe and about to drink the blood of some fairies.

“I think I’ll take the risk of the IRS examining my finances,” I said flatly.

Moulder’s lip curled and he pivoted on his heel, marching away. Mr. Tall and Mr. Wide followed at once, skulking off after their boss.

“Want me to go after them?” Lorra asked, voice still a growl though her wolf-ears did unfold a bit.

I shook my head. “No. Last thing we need is for you to give them a reason to go after you,” I said tiredly.

She huffed. “They smelled weird.”

I gave her a quick look. “Weird?” I asked.

“Yes. Like something rotting.”

Not exactly what I wanted to hear, but very interesting all the same. “Tell me if they ever mess with you,” I said. “Immediately.”

“I can take them,” Lorra snorted, then snuggled up against me. “But thank you.”

“No problem,” I replied, leaning over and kissing the top of her head, which caused her tail to wag so hard it knocked over a stack of dress shirts.

After we picked them up Lorra got dressed again and bought two pairs of jeans. Our departure seemed to greatly relive the saleswomen, and I took Lorra over to the food court to grab something to eat. Frankly, I was starving after everything I’d been up to today.

Much to my lack of surprise, Lorra wanted something too. I knew she ate a lot just by the times she stopped by the house and nabbed some breakfast, but I don’t think I really appreciated it until I saw the mountain of food she got from the fast-food places.

“A grilled cheese wasn’t enough, I take it?” I said as we nabbed a table.

“Mmm. Yeah,” she said between bites of a pizza slice. “Human food is amazing!”

“Your food back in the veil wasn’t as good?” I asked.

“Mm mm,” she replied, shaking her head. “Nope. Lotsa us wilderkin ate what we could catch. And a lot ate it raw.” She shrugged. “Just how it goes. But this stuff is soooo good!”

I chuckled. “You really do like it over here, huh?”

“Mmhmm,” she agreed, happily finishing off a burger in three bites. “Yeah! It’s way better! More fun. More places. Get motorbikes and leather and jangling metal stuff. Not to mention things like TV and the internet! I’m loving that. And booze! Oh my gods,” she moaned. “The booze is soooo good. Like, did you know they make alcohol out of stuff other than barley?”

“I think I’ve heard of that, yeah.”

“And they’re amazing! There’s one that tastes like peaches. Peaches, Cain! Plus there’s you!” she added as her tail thwapped happily behind her.

“Wow! I’m all the way up there with booze and the internet, huh?” I chuckled, leaning my cheek into my palm as I watched her.

“Mhmm. Totally!” Lorra chirped as she beamed at me like a lovestruck puppy. “Even better too! I could totally go without beer, but I don’t think I could live if I couldn’t suck your cock.”

A guy eating a burger the next table over choked on his food and started coughing, and even I was a bit taken aback at how blatantly she said it. I guess I shouldn’t be. Lorra didn’t just wear her emotions on her sleeves, but took out an ad in Time’s Square for them. “Well,” I said, doing my best to ignore the coughing coming from a table over. “I definitely love you too, Lorra. You’ve made my life much more interesting. That’s for sure.”

“Likewise! I always wanted to kill zombies, and I get to with you! And hang out in malls. And having hot threesomes with demons and foursomes with other girls. Life is awesome around you, Cain!”

We were getting more than a few stares from other tables now. Probably wondering if we were filming a movie or something.

Fortunately, before I could decide whether I needed to amskray, Lorra’s phone went off. The wolf-girl rolled her eyes and fished it out, squinting as she poked at the screen.

“Still getting the hang of this thing,” she informed me sheepishly before putting it to her ear. “Hello?” she demanded loudly. “Can you hear me?”

I think I heard the person on the other line confirm it, then ask Lorra to stop shouting.

“Okay! What’s up?” she asked.

Lorra listened intently, and her grin slowly grew. She glanced up at me evilly. “I got good news, Cain,” she purred.

“Yeah?” I asked.

“Yeah. My girls found that black car you were looking for.”

I sat up sharply. Now that was good news! “Where?” I asked eagerly.

“At some place called the Bait’s Motel. You know it?”

“Unfortunately,” I said, rising. “Tell your girls to stay out of sight. Call if anything changes. We’ll be right over after a quick stop.”

“Yeah?” Lorra asked, bounding out of her seat, so excited she actually forgot about lunch still on the table. “What stop?”

“These assholes know how to play with dangerous magic,” I said. “But so do we. So let’s go pick up a fox.”


Chapter 18. Mother Knows Best

Picking up Luna was simple enough, and when I explained what was happening the fox-girl was downright ecstatic to help.

“Finally, some action!” she cheered, settling into the backseat of the Pinto with a swirling of pink tails.

“You don’t get enough of it?” I asked as I pulled out.

“I mean, not like the physical stuff,” she said.

“A feature, not a bug,” I reminded her. “You’re not exactly a combat spell caster.”

“I could be.”

“Luna, you once called me to squish a spider in your shower.”

From the rearview mirror I saw her face flame with a blush. “It was big and hairy!” she whined, her tails smacking me petulantly. “And you promised not to talk about that.”

Lorra snickered and I just smiled.

But when the Bait’s Motel sign came into view I wasn’t smiling anymore.

The Bait’s was one of those rundown motels that pretty much existed for people to do all the things they didn’t want to do in the politeness of their own home. It didn’t really exist for people to stay at so much as hide out in. And it showed in the worn paint, weed choked lot, and cracked pavement. The whole place just screamed roach motel. Hell, the sign out front still advertised Free Cable, and the walls had that frayed, peeling stucco look of a building barely kept up enough to operate. Last time I’d looked for someone here, they’d turned their TV into an interdimensional trap that tried to swallow me whole, and I had no intention of letting that kind of thing happen again.

As I cruised along near the motel, I peered at the cars parked in front of it. Yep, there it was. That fucking sedan.

Gotcha.

“There’s my girls!” Lorra said, pointing across the street at an alley where, sure enough, I made out a pair of Lorra’s Hellhounds idling. One of the wolf-girls perked up when I made an illegal U turn and pulled up by the sidewalk. She sauntered out, grinning widely and leaned over the window, giving me a wonderful view down her shirt as she grinned at me. From the corner of my eye, I saw Lorra give the wolf-girl a thumbs up of encouragement.

“Hey, Cain,” the hellhound said, her tail lazily wagging and hips rocking side to side.

“Hey,” I said, jerking my head at the motel. “He’s in there?”

“They are, yep,” she said. “Room nine. Seen two of them so far.”

“What were they wearing?”

She shrugged. “Suits,” she said, then frowned. “And they smelled funny.”

“Funny how?”

“Not sure. But not human.”

Promising. “Thanks,” I said as I got out of the car. “We’ll take it from here.”

“Want some backup?”

“We’ll be okay,” I assured her, reaching in and fetching out my shotgun.

Lorra grinned as she came out with me, slipping on the gauntlets I’d given her. The enchanted gloves glowed a harsh red as she cracked her knuckles, and Luna followed, looking ready and able, but a bit nervous. I looked at the pair, nodded, and then started off towards the motel.

“Remember,” I said as we crossed the street. “Try and take them alive.”

“No fun,” Lorra huffed.

“I need someone to question,” I reminded her.

“Broken bones okay?”

“But not advised,” I replied.

She just rolled her eyes, but shrugged and grinned, looking happy all the same.

I stopped near room nine and glanced at Luna, giving her a nod.

Returning it, the kitsune edged near the door and raised her hand, palm out. Her tails fanned out, giving a faint ring of their bells as a spell tag unfurled from her palm. This was the reason I brought her along. Anyone who could transport and stick a greater poltergeist onto my car would be guaranteed to have some decent protection magic loaded onto wherever they hid out. Too bad for them Luna was a safecracker for that kind of stuff.

Her brow knit, looking troubled. “Something wrong?” I asked.

“No. It’s just… familiar magic,” she said.

“Can you break it?”

“Yeah,” she said, opening her eyes, narrowing them. “Ready?”

I ratcheted my gun with one hand, and with the other pulled out a spell grenade. “Ready.”

Luna nodded, then swept her arms wide, her pink tails flaring out with a flash of power.

Something red crackled around the door and then shattered with a snapping sound.

“Lorra!” I called.

The wolf-girl swung her arm forward, smashing the door off its hinges with a single blow. The second it was open I flung the grenade in.

A burst of magic flared a blinding ray of what was basically bottled sunlight. If any of the residents were vampires they were ash now. Judging by the shouts of shock and pain it sounded like they weren’t. 

But they weren’t seeing anything for a hot minute.

I swung around the doorway, taking it in. Two slender Asian men in sharply cut black suits were inside, both of them trying to shield their eyes. I felt a bit relieved when I saw them, realizing in an instant it wasn’t Moulder or his friends. At least I wasn’t about to assault federal officers.

My criminal record assured, I blasted one of them with a webbing spell and a deafening boom. He was in the midst of reaching for something in his jacket when the spell hit him, unfurling a mass of sticky whiteness that slammed him into the wall, basically cocooning him there. 

The other guy actually managed to pull a gun before Lorra bounded past me and crashed into him, slamming him into the wall hard. He reacted by trying to knock her arm away in a complicated move that suggested some form of martial arts, which probably would have worked on someone who wasn’t sturdier than some tanks. Instead his hand banged uselessly off her wrist and Lorra growled, grabbed his arm and twisted it with a cracking sound, drawing out a choked scream from the poor bastard.

“You got him?” I asked Lorra, heading for the bathroom and quickly checking it for anyone else.

“Got him,” the wolf-girl replied, leering at the guy in her grasp, baring her fangs at him. The guy glared back, teeth clenched and showing his own elongated canines.

“Good,” I said, turning back around as Luna poked her head in and shuffled inside. “Because I got some questions,” I said, marching up to Lorra and her captive. The suited guy’s eyes flicked to me and he glared. “First off, why are you trying to kill me?” I demanded. “You work for the Green Man?”

“I will say nothing,” the guy bit out through gritted teeth, but he had a very sharp accent. Something I didn’t hear often around these parts…

“Hold on,” Luna said, peering at him. “Something’s wrong here.”

I glanced her way. “Oh?”

Luna’s lips pursed, and our captive squirmed under her hard stare. Which was odd. He looked a lot more nervous being confronted by a pink kitsune wearing a UFO shirt than by a wolf-girl who just broke his arm. Luna’s tails suddenly floofed up, the bells on them ringing as she pointed at him. The guy’s eyes shot wide open and he howled as he was suddenly engulfed in flames.

It happened so fast I didn’t even have enough time to respond. Lorra belatedly yelped and dropped him, the flaming man tumbling down to the floor. “Luna!” I said. “What the fuck!”

“Relax,” she said grimly, her lips pushing out in a furious pout. “He’s fine. Aren’t you?”

I turned back to the man, and sure enough, he was fine.

He also now had fox ears.

And about five swishing tails.

“What the hell?” I said, staring at the newly revealed kitsune.

“Dammit,” Luna said irritably. “You’re not a reptoid at all.”

“Your spellcraft is still second to none, honoured daughter,” the guy grunted, clutching his broken arm. “As always.”

“Um. Sorry, I’m a bit lost here,” Lorra interrupted, looking between the two foxes blankly. “What’s happening?”

“This guy isn’t a fed, or a dealer, or even a member of the Postal Union out to stop us before we reveal their fiendish plan to brainwash people using drugged stamp glue,” Luna said, folding her arms and scowling down at him. “Is mama here?”

“Your honoured mother is indeed in the area,” the other kitsune said reluctantly.

“Your mom?” I asked incredulously.

Luna growled something in what sounded like Japanese, then held her hand out to Lorra. “Gimme his phone.”

Lorra glanced at me and I nodded. Bemused, the wolf-girl grabbed the guy by the shirt and ripped open his pockets until she found his phone. Luna took it from the wolf-girl and flicked it on. She turned it so the guy’s face cam could unlock it, then switched it around and tapped at the screen a bit. She put it on speaker and held it as it rang.

Clicked.

“Moshi moshi?” an elderly woman’s voice said.

“Mama!” Luna snapped out. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

There was a long pause. “Ah,” sighed the voice on the other end in heavily accented English. “Daughter. You have called your dear mother at last.”

“Don’t ‘dear mother’ me, mama!” she barked, waving a hand furiously. “I’m standing in a motel room with a bunch of your goons who’ve been trying to kill my boyfriend! What the hell are you doing?”

“Oh my. I do hope you didn’t kill poor Kato.”

“He’s alive. You,” she said, nodding at the tied up kitsune. “Talk.”

“Hello, madame,” Kato said.

“Hello, Kato. I see things went poorly.”

“I can offer no excuse, madame.”

“Hm. Is this Cain there with you?”

“I am,” I said, doing my best to keep my tone respectful, even though I really wanted to strangle her for what she’d been up to.

“Good. I believe it would be more conducive for us to meet in person. Would you like to come by and speak to us?”

I looked at Luna and mouthed the words ‘can we trust her?’

Luna considered that a bit longer than I liked before almost begrudgingly nodding.

“I suppose,” I said aloud.

“Wonderful. You may meet us at Amaterasu Sushi. Do you know it?”

“Yeah.”

“Splendid. See you there.”

The phone went dead and Luna pocketed it. 

“We leaving?” Lorra asked, still dangling Kato from her grip.

“We are,” I told her.

“What about them?” she asked, nodding at the other kitsune still trapped in my spell.

“Leave ‘em,” I said, beckoning for us to go. “Let the cops deal with him.”

“Alright,” Lorra said, easily heaving around a very disgruntled looking Kato before dragging him out of the room.

I followed, and we headed across the street again. As we did, I snuck a quick look at the scowling Luna walking beside me, lost in her own thoughts. “So,” I said, drawing her attention. “What do you think this play is?”

“Who knows,” Luna snorted, crossing her arms as her face pinched with anger. “My mom is a controlling witch. Why do you think I left?”

“Gambling debts?” I suggested.

One of Luna’s tails thwapped me. “Very funny,” she said, but I could see the hint of a smile there. She shook her head. “No,” she continued, watching as Lorra waved her two Hellhounds over to their bikes and opened the backdoor of the Pinto. “My mom had a very specific career path set out for me. Tutored from birth in magic and sorcery, graduate from an Ivy League, get a job in the company, marry the fox she chose to cement a corporate alliance, and help lead the family to wealth and success in this brave new world now that we’re outed as kitsunes.”

“And I take it that didn’t work for you,” I said as I opened the door to my car.

“No,” Luna said.

“A great shame,” Kato said. “Luna-sama had great potential, and instead she wastes it on-”

Lorra ‘accidentally’ banged Kato’s head on the door frame, shutting him up before she crammed him into the back and slammed the door on him. I gave her an approving look and took my seat. “Guess that explains how you’re so skilled in magic,” I said to Luna as she climbed in the passenger’s side. “I always just figured you were smart.”

“I am smart!” Luna huffed, thwapping me with another tail as she got comfortable. “I mean, how else do you think I was able to piece together the moon landing being a hoax even before I heard about Stanley Kubrick? Anyway, once I started really looking into things, I realized my whole family was just another part of the one percent conspiracy to control the world, with their puppet strings tugged by big dairy.”

“Dairy controls the world?” Lorra asked as she got in the back, shoving Kato out of the way and causing him to hiss in pain and clutch his broken arm.

“Duh,” Luna said as I started the engine. “It’s the cow-girls, really. They run everything! And no surprise. You think Big Brother controls the world? Uh uh. It’s those big-titted cow-girls working for Bill Gates. No man can resist an eight foot tall, H cup busty horned girl.”

She had a point. “So, cow-girls control the world?” I said as I pulled out.

“They’re working on it. But they’re in tough competition with the reptoids and those fat cat-folk in Hollywood hoarding the cancer curing drugs with the vampires.”

“Uh huh,” I said. “Right. And how does this all fit together with your mom?”

“I was getting to that,” Luna said. “Anyway, my mom had my whole life planned out for me. But I wasn’t going to be her perfect piece in the puzzle of corporate dominance. I decided I had my own dreams. Dreams to discover the truth behind the world. I wasn’t content to be another puppet thinking they were puppet masters. I wasn’t going to marry the man the family picked out to expand our corporate power. I wasn’t going to be just another cog in the family tree.”

“Bit of a mixed metaphor there but go on.”

“So I told her I was out!” Luna huffed.

“Hell yeah!” Lorra cheered from the back, pumping a fist. “You go girl!”

“Right?” Luna said, sitting up more confidently. “Mama threatened me of course. Said she’d cut me off, but I was through! I took the first flight as far away from her as I could and ended up here. I set up shop, used my old contacts in the industry to get my store running, and here I am. Free and clear and working to rip back the curtains of conspiracy and tell the world the truth!”

“Were you hiding from her?” I asked.

Luna scowled, brought back down to earth. “Not really,” she admitted. “Mama totally could have found me if she really wanted to. I’m sure she’s been watching me. Probably pulled some strings at the NSA.”

“So why is she here now? Why is this joker stalking us?” I asked, jerking a thumb at Kato.

Luna bit her lower lip, her tails waving around her. “Um…It’s probably because of… well, you.”

“Me?”

“Yeah. Because we’re… ya know. In a relationship. And mama might have, um, feelings about that.”

Oh hell. “You’re mother’s not going to try and kill me at this thing, is she?” I asked.

“No! No no no. No.” She paused. “I mean, probably not.”

“Probably?”

“I dunno!” Luna whined, pouting with frustration. “I haven’t talked to her in ages! But I doubt it. Not now anyway. Since she’s been testing you.”

“All this was testing me?”

“Oh yeah,” Luna said with dead seriousness. “Trust me, Cain. If mama wanted you dead, then they wouldn’t even find your body.”

Lovely. Not a great thing to hear right before I met the lady. And few people knew my capabilities as well as Luna. If she thought mommy dearest could whack me without issue, then I better take that pretty damn seriously.

And if I wasn’t before, I definitely was when we got near Amaterasu Sushi and saw a literal line of men in black suits standing on either side of the doors, all of whom had at least five fox tails.

“Shit,” I grunted, stopping the Pinto and getting out with Luna. Lorra followed, and her biker girls parked not far behind us, eying the suits with hostility. “Stay out here,” I told Lorra.

“Huh?” the wolf-girl yelped, her tail drooping. “But…”

“If this is a trap, having you on the outside will be better than the inside,” I assured her.

She considered that for a moment, then nodded. “Alright,” she growled. “But at the first sign of trouble, I’m coming in there!”

I patted Lorra on the shoulder. “I wouldn’t trust anyone else with that.”

The wolf-girl brightened, tail wagging. And I was telling the truth, mostly. Mainly though, I just didn’t want her in there to meet with an extremely powerful kitsune. I loved Lorra to pieces, but the girl had a tendency to pick fights, and that was far from what I needed right now.

Instead, I opened the back and dragged out Kato. “Here, hold this,” I said, shoving him into the startled arms of one of the suited kitsunes. Another of them opened the doors and beckoned me and Luna inside.

It was gloomy inside the restaurant. The windows were all half-covered in wavy ivy patterns, and the whole place felt like a smoke lounge out of a mob movie. Aside from the sound of a Japanese harp being twanged from some speakers. Also like a mob movie, there was literally no one inside aside from the three people at the far table, two of whom were like clones of the suited kitsunes outside.

The third, however, just radiated evil corporate overlord dragon lady. She was older, though hardly wrinkly. Instead, she had that severe mature beauty which was probably helped along by magic, though knowing mystics she might have just aged that well. A fur trimmed coat hung off her, the expansive neckline revealing the tops of her breasts, while dragon pattern stitching covered the rest like a cocktail gown. Her eyes were lidded, her hair full, lush, and probably done by a stylist who charged as much per visit as an average family made in a year. Eight tales wove behind her, fanning out like a peacock and framing her with their fluttering strokes.

Not exactly a guessing game who was Luna’s mom.

I felt Luna loop her arm in mine, caught her eyes and her nod, and then we marched across the restaurant.

As we got near the elder kitsune looked up at us, a cool smile on her rouge lips.

“Ah, Mister Cain. And Luna, dear daughter,” she said, making an inviting gesture. “Please, have a seat.”

“Thanks,” I grunted, doing so, and not missing the way her eyes flicked to my and Luna’s locked arms. Her face betrayed none of her inner thoughts. Man, I hated power games like this. Much easier when I could just shoot my problems in the gut and then cut their heads off. Neither of which would probably go down well here, so I guess talking it was.

“Forgive my less formal introduction. My name is Mayara Kasaki. Would you like to order something?” she asked us pleasantly. “I was most fortunate to find this place on my arrival. If not, I fear I might have starved.”

“You probably flew in your personal chef, mama. Don’t try and be cute,” Luna huffed.

Mayara gave the other kitsune a tired look. “Dear daughter. Is that the way I taught you to speak to your elders?”

Luna glared. “I think I made my opinion on what I thought of your teachings when I left the family.”

Mayara sighed, reaching up and brushing the white fur trim of her coat. “True. I had hoped you’d come to your senses in good time, dear daughter. But you have always been a stubborn one. Your brothers and sisters were far more agreeable. Where did I go wrong with you?” she mused.

Luna growled, her tails swishing angrily as she glared at the older kitsune. Which told me it was probably time to cut in.

“Miss Kasaki,” I said. “It’s lovely to meet you. Less lovely that some of your employees have been spying on me and trying to kill me. I’d really like some clarity on what the hell was going on.”

Mayara’s eyes flicked to me, roaming up and down my body. “Hmm,” she said, lazily tapping her fingernails on the table. “Well, Mister Cain, it’s naturally connected to you dating my daughter. I wished to learn all I could about the man she finally chose to share her bed with.”

Luna’s face flushed at that. “That’s none of your business, mama,” she said huffily.

Mayara’s gaze sharpened and she gave her daughter a hard look. “But it is my business, dear daughter. You may have left our family and been banished from our holdings, but that doesn’t make me any less your mother. And it also means I have grave misgivings about your choices. I have no intention of letting you be deceived by some gaijin.”

Luna’s face was still red, but now it was from anger. She banged her hands on the table, half-rising. “You have no right!”

“I have every right,” Mayara said with the same cold firmness. “I am your mother.”

“This? See? This is why I left!” Luna shouted, her tails thrashing and bristling with fury. “You’re always interfering! You can never let me make my own choices. Always nitpicking and micromanaging me like… like I was one of your employees!”

Mayara’s lips thinned. “That’s not fair, dear daughter. I only want what’s best for you.”

“No! You want what’s best for the clan!”

“That’s also what’s best for you.”

“You just don’t want me to be happy!”

“Oh?” Mayara snapped back, her eyes narrowing, lip curling and showing off some very fox-like canines. “Is that so? I didn’t need to let you leave, Luna. I could have made you stay in the clan. I could have locked you up until you stopped with this absurd alien nonsense. We would have back in Japan. We should have!”

“I cannot believe you! You’re so… just… ugh!” Luna cried, throwing her hands in the air. “You’re so controlling! You’ve been so paranoid ever since you found dad in bed with your old assistant and you killed him! And you’re still wearing his pelt I notice. That’s cool! Very healthy, mom.”

“Don’t you bring him into this!” Mayara snarled, shrugging the fur trim of her coat further onto her shoulders as she surged up from her chair, her eight tails thrashing, the very building we sat in trembling like it was trapped in a storm. “He broke our vow! He paid the price according to our traditions! And so did that bitch!”

“You wear that fur as a power move and everyone knows it!”

“I never should have let you go on the internet unsupervised!”

“Well I should never have stuck around as long as I did!”

Mayara snarled something in Japanese, and Luna yipped back something in the same language, both their tails poofing up.

Holy hell, this was getting a bit much. Even Mayara’s bodyguards were starting to get nervous, looking uneasily at the ceiling and walls as they trembled. Mental note, don’t invite Mayara over for Christmas dinner. And though I really didn’t want to put myself between these two, it wasn’t looking like this conversation was being particularly constructive.

“So,” I cut in and standing before the roof could collapse on all of us. “You did this to test me?”

Mayara looked at me as if remembering I was there for the first time. “Ah,” she said, closing her eyes and brushing her hair back with a shaking hand as she forced herself to calm down. “Yes,” she said, slowly sitting down, the trembling in the walls easing up. Though I noticed her tails were still puffed up and twitching with anger. “Yes. I was.”

I nodded, taking Luna’s hand and gently tugging her back down into her chair. My foxy lover sat back down, but she was still growling, and her tails continued to flick and weave.

“I see,” I said. “And I suppose just talking to me was out of the question?”

Mayara gave a derisive sniff. “I find people are more honest when they don’t think they’re being observed.”

“Maybe. But I could have killed your man over there. And that little car trick of his could have hurt somebody. Like me. I’m doing some pretty goddam dangerous work over here, and I can’t say I appreciate having some fox stalking me and taking pot shots at me.”

“Yeah!” Luna said.

Mayara smiled thinly. “Mister Cain,” she said smoothly. “If Kato were able to kill you, then you surely wouldn’t be worthy of my daughter.”

“Mom!”

I put my hand on Luna’s shoulder to keep her from getting up again, and the kitsune angrily subsided, still glaring at Mayara and growling.

“Then I take it you’re satisfied?” I demanded. “Or do I have to take on everyone in this room as well just to prove I’ve got what it takes to fuck your daughter?”

It felt like the air was totally sucked out of the building at those words. Every one of the bodyguards froze like someone just opened up the t-rex’s cage. Even Luna’s tails had stopped swishing as she gave me a look of jaw-dropped shock. I didn’t look away from Mayara though, meeting the kitsune’s green eyes with my own.

“...I have killed men for much less than that,” she said softly.

“Yeah?” I asked. “But would a man not willing to say it be worthy of your daughter?”

Mayara’s eyes narrowed, her jaw working slowly. I had to resist the urge to reach for my sword as every instinct of self-preservation I had screamed danger.

Finally, Mayara leaned back in her seat, nestling her head comfortably in the fur of her collar. “Yes,” she mused, reaching up and idly stroking the pelt of her dead husband. “I suppose they wouldn’t.”

The message wasn’t lost on me. Or Luna, to judge by her scowl.

“Then do you have any other objections?” I asked, rising again from my seat, Luna doing the same.

Mayara sighed. “I suppose not at this time,” she said begrudgingly, also getting to her feet. “I suppose I must wish you all the best, for now. Though naturally,” she added with a cold smile, “if you harm my daughter in any way, I’m afraid I will have to object quite stringently.”

I glanced at the pelt again. “Got it,” I said.

“Good. And Luna?”

“What?” the fox-girl said, glaring at her mother with a suspicion she usually reserved for television news.

“I do hope you come back to the clan once you have your first child.”

Luna’s eyes widened. “Wh-what!” she yelped. “I don’t… that’s…” She gave me a quick look and blushed even hotter. “We… we’re leaving, Cain. Right now!”

Grabbing my arm, Luna all but dragged me back towards the doors of the restaurant. I cast a last look at Mayara, but she just watched us through lidded eyes, her hand still idly stroking that pelt.

Yeesh.

I had to admit, I breathed a bit easier once I didn’t have a roof over my head that was in real danger of falling down and crushing me. The goons at the doors watched us, but didn’t interfere as we moved away.

“Well, that could have gone worse,” I said as we headed towards my car.

“You think so?” Luna asked.

“Well, I’m not a scarf, and you’re not being dragged back to California in a cage. So, yeah. I’ll take the win, to be honest.”

“True,” Luna hummed. She plucked nervously at her sleeve and stole a side look my way. “Um… Sorry, by the way. You know. For my mom doing all this.”

“It’s fine, Luna,” I assured her. “Really. You make it sound like I don’t regularly have people gunning for my head.”

“I know. But it’s not… Well,” she continued, still failing to meet my eyes, “I don’t wanna be high maintenance. Right? I know some of my truth seeking isn’t, well, popular. And can be a bit of a drag. And I don’t want you to ever regret being with me, or for me to cause you more problems and stuff. I just…”

Ah, so that was it. “Hey,” I said, wrapping an arm around her and tugging her close as I kissed the top of her head. “Listen, Luna. I love you for you. For everything about you. I don’t care if you think aliens are out there, the moon landing is fake, or even if birds aren’t real.”

“Birds are totally real,” Luna said, instantly perking up and looking up at me with the shining eyes of the true believer. “But I have some theories about pigeons that are really-”

“And I’d love to hear them later,” I told her, shushing her with a finger on her lips. “But first, I want you to understand that I love you. That any amount of trouble is worth having you close and loving me too. And I would do anything to keep us together. Though I will draw the line if you start wanting to assassinate the president.”

“Pfft. Yeah, not likely,” Luna said, her tails swishing with happiness. “Be pointless anyway. The president isn’t really in charge. Now, as for the secret president who actually lives in a bunker in New Zealand and controls every major world leader through secret mind control drugs served in the UN cafeteria... Well, that’s a totally different story.”

“I bet it is,” I said, and before she could suggest a quick drive down to New York, I leaned down and kissed her.

Luna stiffened in surprise, then quickly melted against me, her hands resting on my chest, fisting the fabric as I deepened the kiss. I chuckled at the needy moan coming from her, my tongue working past her lips, making her yip and tails swirl as I plundered her mouth. When we parted, I took in her panting, flushed, absolutely dazed look with more than a little pride.

“C’mon,” I said, tugging her back towards the car. “I’ll give you a ride back to your shop.”

“Y-yeah,” she panted. “Um, okay!”

Attagirl. Chuckling, I kissed her again, walking her towards the Pinto and the smirking wolf-girls hanging around it.

Well, things could have gone worse, that was for damn sure.


Chapter 19. Biodegradable

I got the call around seven that night.

I was lounging on the couch, watching some bad TV with even worse reception, but in excellent company as I had Becca curled up against me when my phone started to vibrate in my pocket. I dug it out and put it to my ear. “Yeah?” I said.

“Ith thith, Cain?”

I didn’t need three guesses to figure out who this was. Though the tightness in his voice was very different from when I’d last seen him.

“Hello, Orlott,” I said, easing up attentively “How are things?”

“Oh good. Good. I ah… do you remember our converthation not too long ago?”

“Vividly,” I replied.

“Yeth. Good. Good. Well, I wath… wath conthidering what you thaid, and I happened to remember a thertain… thomething that might be of uthe to you.”

I rose to my feet. “Oh?”

“Yeth. I wath hoping to talk to you about it. If you didn’t mind. But I would like thome guarenteeth before we do more.”

“What kind of guarantees?” I probed.

“They ah… Maybe we thould talk in perthon?”

“I’m game for that. Where would you like to meet?”

“Do you know the gentlemen’th club? The one up the highway?”

“The Hell House?” I asked.

“Yeth, that one.”

I certainly wouldn't call it a gentleman’s club, but fuck it. Whatever floated his boat. “Yeah, I know it.”

“Thplendid. We could meet there for a converthation.”

“When?”

“In two hourth. I’ll clothe the pharmathy.”

“Wonderful. See you there.”

I hung up and glanced over at Becca, who was propping herself up on the arm of the couch, watching me attentively. “Big news?” she asked.

“Possibly,” I said, putting away my phone. “How do you feel about heading to the strip club?”

She smirked. “You sure know how to show a girl a good time,” she laughed.

“It’s what I do,” I said with a faint bow.

Despite my teasing tone I was feeling tense. This could be just the break I needed in this whole thing. I wasn’t sure yet how Orlott was involved, but I had a feeling from the start he was. And I bet deeply too. A guy with his skills wasn’t just sitting on the sidelines. With Becca in tow we headed out to the Pinto and took off down the highway, the red neon glare of the Hell House’s sign falling over us in short order.

We got out and headed inside, ducking through the door and were met with Roland, the big demon momentarily blocking the way.

“Desiree expecting you?” he asked over the thump of the bass.

“Not tonight,” I assured him. “I’m meeting someone else. Don’t suppose an emaciated vampire has shown up yet, has he?”

He shook his horned head. “None yet. You want one? We do have a vampire on staff, and she’s pretty good at sucking-”

“No, thanks. I’m good,” I quickly told him. “But if one does show up tonight, direct him our way.”

Roland shrugged his massive shoulders indifferently. “Sure thing. Whatever floats your boat.”

He gestured us inside and we found ourselves some seats, getting comfortable in a booth away from the stage. As she joined me, Becca gave me a knowing look.

“So, this is where you’re always off to late?” she asked coyly.

“For business reasons only,” I assured her.

“Yeah,” she said, eying a cow-girl server who wandered by in nothing but a g-string, the ample amounts of everything else hanging out. “Big business I see.”

“I assure you,” I said with dignity. “I only come here for the most virtuous reasons.”

“Well hello, Cain.”

Shit.

Turning my head, I found myself looking at Desiree. The demoness leaned against the back of the booth, practically shoving the crimson orbs of her breasts into my face. “Long time no see. I hear that the information I gave you was useful.”

“How so?”

She smirked with a knowing look. “An old mill burns down? Hazers are off the street, and Salick turns up dead? All of this right after I tell you about the Green Man? Really, Cain. I have a better thumb on the pulse than that.”

Fair enough. “Don’t suppose you’ve heard anything else?” I asked.

“Only that a number of dealers have been turning up dead lately too, their hearts ripped out and getting awful fungal. I’d keep an eye out if I were you. Someone’s clearing house, and somehow, I doubt you’ll get away scot free.”

Damn, that was not good. “Thanks for the tip.”

“Don’t suppose that warrants a tip back?” she asked shamelessly.

“Gonna have to decline,” I said.

“Hmm. Pity. And who’s this delightful thing?” she asked, her attention swinging over to Becca, who was looking a bit unsure but straightened under the demoness’s attention. Desiree’s smirk grew and her eyes grew lidded, glittering with amusement. “She must be your new assistant. What a shame we’re just meeting for the first time. Cain? Have you been hiding her from me?”

“I doubt anyone could hide anything from you,” I grunted, but sighed and gestured. “Desiree? This is Rebecca Hann. She’s my… apprentice.”

“Lovely to finally meet you,” Desiree said, holding out her hand.

“Likewise,” Becca said, giving a leery shake. “You’ve known Cain a long time?”

“Very long. And very… intimately,” she added with a smirk my way.

“Really?” Becca said, smiling. “I’ve gotten to know him very well too. One of the benefits of living with him, I guess.”

Uh oh. Not sure I liked where this was going. I glanced between the two women, who were giving each other measuring looks like two fencers drawing up. Finally, Desiree smiled again.

“Well,” she said. “I do hope you enjoy your stay tonight. I’ll have some chicken wings brought over. On the house.”

“Thanks,” I said.

“Any time, Cain. Any time.”

She swept away, wiggling her fingers in farewell as she sauntered across the club, drawing the eye of every man, even the ones in the middle of getting a lap dance. And though I was loath to admit it, that included me. But when a literal sex demon walks away, it’s a hard thing to take your eyes off such a glorious ass.

That is, until the woman across from you clears her throat. I quickly turned back to Becca, who was giving me a narrow look, lips pursed.

“Sorry,” I said sheepishly.

“For what?” Becca said sweetly, a thin smile on her face that didn’t reach her eyes. “She’s an important source of info, right?”

“She really is,” I assured her.

“Hm. I bet,” she said, getting up. I eyed her uneasily as she rounded the booth to my side, then firmly planted herself in my lap.

I grunted at the sudden weight. “Becca?”

“Yes?” she asked innocently, glancing at me over her shoulder.

I opened my mouth, then thought better of it. “Never mind.”

“Good,” she said, settling herself firmly in place. Even slinging an arm around my neck as she snuggled in close while the music boomed on and on.

The chicken wings came soon after, and were delicious. But one thing that didn’t arrive was Orlott. As the hours passed I started to get uneasy, and even Becca eventually got bored of my lap and took a seat beside me. My worry was contagious, and two hours after he should have arrived, I shook my head and stood.

“Let’s go,” I said.

“Think we got stood up?” Becca asked as she joined me.

“Maybe,” I replied. “Either way, I think we’d better pay him a visit.”

Catching my grim tone, Becca gave a quick nod and joined me. We headed out the doors, and the cool night air was brisk, banishing the lingering haze of sensuality and warmth from the demonic club. I climbed into the Pinto, Becca joining me and we pulled out, heading back into town.

I tried not to let the tension show, but when we drew nearer Abergreen’s Dispensary I felt that unease twist in my stomach. The open sign was off, which made sense, but the fact that Orlott hadn’t come to the club made me feel I was definitely missing something. I parked and got out, Becca joining me. When she saw me draw my shotgun out of the back, she wordlessly drew her .38.

I approached the front door and tried the handle, finding it unlocked. Not good.

“Let’s go,” I said softly.

Wordlessly, Becca nodded, gripping her pistol tight and sticking close to me. For my part, I opened the door the rest of the way and entered the shop slowly, panning my shotgun across the room. Maybe a bit excessive, but I hadn’t lived this long by not being ready to unload heavy ordinance at the first sign of danger, proportional force be damned.

And true, this was a pharmacy, but you could never be too careful. I’d go in just as cautiously if this was a candy shop. Especially if it was a candy shop, actually. When tooth fairies snapped, they got real scary real fast. Not only were they sneaky and bitey, but if they got their hands on a pair of pliers you better hope they used anesthesia, or you were in for a very bad time.

Nothing showed itself though, and reaching over I flicked on the lights. Yowza. Someone had not had a good time in here. The place was a wreck, with the formerly meticulously organized product strewn everywhere. Racks were overturned. Condoms were scattered across the floor along with cough syrup, enema kits, and aspirin.

And what was that smell? It smelled like…

Compost?

I took a step inside and my foot squished in something. Ugh. I looked down, and sure enough there was a mass of mulch under my foot. A lot of it, like someone had spilled a garbage bag’s worth of it all over the floor. Wonderful. And very out of place given how clean it had been before. Somehow, I doubted that Orlott had brought the stuff in himself. Squatting down, I grabbed a discarded chocolate bar and scooped up a bit of the stuff, giving it a sniff.

Hoof! That was a zing that only magic could give. Whatever this was had been full of it. Nature magic was very potent, and this was literally reeking of it. What the hell had made this?

One thing was for sure, there’d been a hell of a struggle here, but who came out on top wasn’t clear. There were no bodies. Just scattered aspirin, antacids, and a bunch of rotting vegetation, which either meant decomposition had set in crazy fast or I wasn’t getting the whole picture yet. My money was on the latter.

“Goody,” I muttered, rising back to my feet and venturing deeper into the shop. The door to the back was ajar and I pushed it open with my foot, revealing a pitch-black office beyond. Groping along the wall, I found the light switch and flicked it on.

With a hum the fluorescent glow came to life. Welp, I’d found Orlott.

But judging by the sunflower blooming out of his mouth he wasn’t going to be talking.

“Holy hell,” Becca breathed from behind me.

That about summed it up. “Cover me,” I told her as I moved into the office, Becca sticking close, keeping her pistol up and ready. Keeping my shotgun trained on Orlott I slunk in closer. Given what had happened with the last few flowery corpses I’d run across, I wasn’t taking any chances. Actually, come to think of it, the flowers were new. I expected more mushrooms.

Hm…

I checked the desk and the area around him. Looked like he’d been tied to the chair by some vines. And the plants were growing right out of his skin. Needless to say, not exactly your standard murder method. But from what I’d been seeing lately it felt about right.

“Is he dead?” Becca asked nervously.

“Well, he was a vampire, so… yeah. But now he’s definitely extra dead,” I said, nudging the body with the barrel of my gun. I straightened up and looked towards a second open door at the back of the room. I headed towards it, nudging it open with the barrel of my shotgun.

Ah, well, now I knew why our vampire friend was dead.

It was a prep room for the pharmacy, but it looked like more than aspirin and anxiety meds were being worked on here. A long stainless steel table was loaded with equipment, and though the lights were off, I had no trouble seeing. Mainly due to the glow of dozens of jars illuminated with an ill green light from masses of mushrooms stashed inside.

“Uh oh,” Becca said as she peeked over my shoulder. “That’s um… bad, isn’t it?”

“Yeah. It’s not great,” I confirmed as I took it all in. It looked like an assembly line for processing the mushrooms. Presumably in a way that didn’t turn you into a ravening green horror or a magic zombie. Looked to me like Orlott had more to hide than he let on. I picked up one of the mushrooms, grimacing at the sense of ill magic coming off it as I turned it this way and that. It felt… corrupt. Like touching something tainted, and I gladly put it back down.

Between this, the info Desiree had dropped, and what happened to Salick, it looked to me like the Green Man was starting to panic. Clean up loose ends. But there was something else bothering me. The two deaths were similar, but also different. The stuff here felt more foliage, whereas Salick had been more fungal. The heart ripped out of the elf, and left intact with the vampire. Might be nothing. Might be something. Couldn’t say for sure yet. But hopefully Ophelia’s help would get me something out of it.

The creak of the office door had me whip back around, shotgun immediately swinging and taking aim, but when I saw the uniform I held back on pulling the trigger. Standing in the doorway, Ember froze as she found the barrel of my gun aimed on her.

“You better have a damn good reason for pointing that at me,” the witch said tightly.

“Well,” I said, lowering my gun and letting it hang by my side as I nodded at Orlott’s corpse, “I was worried you might be whatever got this job started, and was coming by to finish it.”

Her eyes skimmed to the corpse and she sucked in a breath. Then her eyes narrowed angrily, focusing back on me as her lip curled. “And just what, exactly, are you doing here?” she asked.

“Slayer business,” I replied.

“Yeah? Got gnomes tearing up the linoleum.”

“Not this time.” I nudged my shotgun at the vampire. “But this is clearly some magic work.”

Her lips twisted with anger and she prowled inside and towards me. I held my ground as she stopped an inch from me.

“You shouldn’t be here,” she said sharply, jabbing a finger into my chest.

“That’s what I said. Yet here I am.”

“No,” she snapped irritably. “I mean you shouldn’t be working this case at all. No slayer should. This is a job for the police. Not some trigger happy psycho who gets off killing mystics.”

“Hey,” I said, shrugging, “you want to fling your boys and girls in blue up against eldritch horrors, be my guest. But I’m not going to let Kargath Facefucker get the nine pieces of the Buttplug of Eternity just because you don’t like it.”

“You’re such a crude asshole,” Ember spat.

“Yeah, well, complain to my manager.”

“You don’t have a manager. More’s the pity. Someone should take responsibility for your actions. You certainly don’t.”

“Yeah, yeah. Now, if you don’t mind…”

“Actually, I do,” Ember said, hands on her hips as she stared me down. “This is a police matter. By all rights I should be arresting you right now and dragging you off to a cell for the night.”

“That sounds like an abuse of authority,” I said drily. “But considering you work for Rotwood, I guess I shouldn’t really be surprised.”

Fury flashed in her eyes, and I could see that she was just itching to slap me in cuffs.

“Hey! Hey,” Becca said, quickly stepping between us and holding out her hands placatingly. “Let’s not step on each other’s toes. Look,” she said to Ember. “We got a call from Orlott. He was going to tell us something, but we were at Hot House until just a few minutes ago. Ask Desiree, she can vouch for us. We came here when Orlott didn’t meet with us.”

Ember kept glaring at me, but settled back on her heels, less confrontational. “Is that right?”

“It is,” Becca said quickly. “Just look in the room back there. It looks like Orlott was involved with whatever this hazer stuff is. Right? Well, we were hoping he could give us some info. That’s all. When we got here, he was dead.”

Ember grimaced and crossed her arms. “Fine,” she growled, glancing between us. “But this is a police matter. Which means the two of you need to leave here. Now.”

“Alright. Just one question,” I said.

She gave me a frigid look. “I don’t have to answer you at all.”

“Sure, but what are you doing here? How’d you find out about the break-in?”

Her lips pinched, but then she rolled her eyes. “A concerned citizen called mentioning your car parked outside this place. They claimed they heard fighting. Satisfied?”

“Who was it?” I asked.

“Why? So you can track them down and interrogate them like mafioso thug? No way. Now get out of here before I decide arresting you is worth the headache.”

I considered needling her some more, but realistically, there wasn’t much good in it. So instead I just shrugged and headed for the exit. The cops in the next room who’d come with Ember watched me go, looking a little relieved and unsure. I’m sure they had their own opinions about me and the work I did, which likely boiled down to ‘better him than me.’ But I wasn’t going to push it. Ember was very capable of making my life a hell of a lot more difficult if she wanted to.

Besides, I had everything I was likely to find around here. Just what it was I still wasn’t sure of.

As we headed outside, Becca gave me an uncertain look. “So, what now?” she asked.

“Now?” I said as we moved past some cruisers and towards my car. “Now we head home and get some sleep. And hope the info I can squeeze out of Ophelia tomorrow offers a better lead…”


Chapter 20. Green Mile

I took the Pinto alone to visit Ophelia for my trip into the deeper veil. Although Becca might be coming up in power and potential, the simple fact remained that she was still a novice with this whole ‘veil’ business. I’d dealt with greater mystics before. Not often, and rarely willingly, but I have done it now and then. And they are not to be trifled with. We were all just lucky they’re so powerful they can’t pass over into the material realm.

Well, so I thought. But recent events had shown that there were absolutely work arounds to that little problem. Admittedly they’d rend reality asunder and bring a hell upon earth to do it, but for some that was more a feature than a bug.

Either way, you better believe I stocked up on fireball shells before heading out. As well as a few grenades that would make Agent Orange look downright tame. I’d really rather not have to fight a greater spirit, but in the spirit (not literally) of Teddy Roosevelt, I wasn’t going to go chat without the biggest goddam stick I had.

I also, of course, paid another visit to Burger Boy and picked up two Mega Boys. Just the sight of them made my mouth water and my stomach tighten with horror at the thought of trying to digest something so soaked in grease. I had no idea how Ophelia could survive the amount of fast food she stuffed her face with. Probably magic. In my experience, the most likely answer to the unknown was magic.

Parking outside the forest, I made my way back down the path and through the shimmer of the veil. Ophelia must have really wanted those burgers, because I’d barely made it through the tree line before I stumbled into her glade. And I didn’t even need to announce myself before she practically sprang out of the spring waters and onto a mossy rock, crouching there like a hungry wolf.

“Well?” she demanded, lifting her face attentively. “Have thee my prize?”

I hefted the bag. “See for-”

Before I could even finish Ophelia had bounded across the clearing and snatched it from my hand. I let her have it, the paper shredding under her fingers and the burgers torn from them like the heart from a paper tiger. Ophelia ripped off their wax paper wrappings, then held those heart-attacks-on-a-bun in her hands, staring at them in utter awe, eyes glittering like sapphires in the sun.

“Glorious,” she breathed in the sort of voice most people reserved for religious rapture.

Then she sank her teeth into the burger with aplomb.

“Mmmmmm,” Ophelia moaned as she chewed, her eyes lidding and head tilting back as she savoured it. “Oh. Oh, by the Ancients yes. Yes! Rapture. Ecstasy! A delight in every bite. An orgy of flavour upon the tongue! For such a thing were we born to experience. For such a feast was millennia of existence worth suffering!”

Damn, maybe I should try one of those after I was done with all this. “So, it meets your satisfaction?” I asked.

As if realizing what her reaction implied, Ophelia scowled, though she kept chewing, struggling to keep her orgasmic expression hidden. “It…” she said between bites. “It will… do… for now,” she managed.

“Wonderful to hear,” I said. “Then, since you’re about finished…”

She blinked in incomprehension, then looked down and discovered that only crumbs remained of her Mega Boys. Her jaw dropped and then her lips tightened in a pout.

“Fah!” she hissed. “Blast and damnation! But fine,” she grumbled, rising from her crouch. “My word be my bond, and I swore to thee I would show you to the realm of the Forest Laird. And so I shall.”

She snapped her fingers, and the pool behind her rippled and glowed. I glanced at it and gave a slight start to see the reflection shift, motes of silvery blue rising off it in a shimmer.

“Well, move thyself,” Ophelia ordered as she stepped onto the pool and sank into it.

Man, I hated getting wet.

Taking a deep breath, holstering my shotgun over my shoulder, I stepped onto the water. The second I did I plunged into it, belying the seeming shallowness. Yet oddly, I didn’t get wet. My stomach flip flopped as the world seemed to tilt and reverse itself, and then I was surfacing, sputtering and gasping as I staggered out of what appeared to be a small pool. And before me was a tree.

A big one.

Honestly, it would put a redwood to shame. Hell, it’d put the Empire State Building to shame. It swelled out of the forest in a mass of greenery, devouring the horizon with its mountainous bulk. Limbs spread out, supporting what looked like platforms on which grew literal forests. Colossal roots bulged from its base, forming arches and what looked like a great entrance at the end of it. Sprawling greenery erupted everywhere, and the very air felt heavy with magic, with golden motes dancing in it like little fairies.

The whole thing shimmered, swimming in a haze of unreality like a constant mixing of paint, and even I struggled to keep it all in focus. I was used to magic, but not this level and purity. It put my dinky shotgun and trinkets to absolute shame. This was primeval magic. Magic on which worlds were built. In fact, some of the branches seemed to support just that among its branches. 

I was looking at a forest right out of a painting, if the painter was Salvador Dali. Fronds and flowers like you’ve never seen sprouted everywhere in a riot of green, purples, pinks and more. Ivy draped down in a massive overgrowth and ferns sprouted from every angle. The calls of birds and animals echoed everywhere and the plants shifted and stirred with rustlings.

Ophelia looked back at me, looking mostly annoyed. “Well?” she demanded.

I nodded, swallowing as I focused and started walking towards the tree, Ophelia coming up beside me.

It was strange walking through there. Motes of light lit up the trees that arched over the path, their branches knitting together like a lush canopy made of ivory wood and leaves. The path ended at an immense break in the roots, allowing access into and under the trunk. We passed through, entering what looked like a great glade held within the tree itself.

The whole place was… strange. Both awe inspiring and yet subtly disturbing. Greenery exploded in every direction. Flowers you could only imagine in dreams bloomed everywhere in a kaleidoscope of colours that hurt the eyes. Vines twisted from overhead and roots split the earth. It was the sort of wild jungle that hadn’t been seen since man figured out how to rub two sticks together to make fire.

And like that era, it was dangerous.

Not in an obvious way. If anything, it was downright pastoral. The sort of paradise a withered hippy imagined when they said we needed to ‘get back to the land.’ Plump fruit dangled from branches, easily in reach and so juicy they were probably bursting with flavour. Springs fountained crystal clear water, while mushrooms and flowers grew so large you could use them as chairs, and they were surely comfortable as a cloud. Wine dribbled from cuts in trees, pooling in great bowls formed from living wood, scooped into cups by prancing satyrs and nymphs, all of whom were utterly naked. Pipes played music as song rang out in an eternal festival that had no beginning and no end.

But I could feel the hairs on my arms and neck stand up. I could sense the magic that filled the air. And I saw the victims of its influence.

Sure, they probably didn’t think of themselves as such. Nymphs with green skin, hair woven with flowers and figures plush as if made for physical delight danced and frolicked and loved among the greenery. Lips locked and bodies moved together, uncaring of any watching eyes, which weren’t many. Everyone was lost in their own little world. It was like a party of blissful eternity.

But that was the problem. Because many of the nymphs, satyrs, and fauns here had once been human. And they were the lucky ones. They were souls who’d crossed into the veil by accident and been entranced by the magic of that realm. Changed into beings as rooted to it as the trees that rose here and there. Probably more rooted, actually. I suspected some of the trees around us could get up and tear down the towers of wizards who’d fucked around and were about to find out.

I didn’t need to look far for more unlucky mortals, though. They were here and there, their bodies visibly fusing into the bark of trees, their expressions rapturous. Some had been men, and nymphs were busy kissing them and grinding against their… ahem, morning wood.

So, yeah. I wasn’t exactly fooled by the beauty of the scene. This place was beyond dangerous, and I’d have never come within a hundred miles of it if I didn’t have to.

“I hate this place,” Ophelia grumbled, glaring about herself.

A passing nymph paused at the sight of us, her jaw dropping in amazement. “Ophelia!” she cried happily. “Girls! It’s Ophelia!”

With a look of utter loathing the water spirit stepped back as a gaggle of green girls swarmed her, giggling and hugging her.

“Get off! Fie! Thy presence is an odious abomination!” Ophelia snarled, trying to wriggle away from the nymphs.

Merry laughter met this as girls hugged her like a long-lost sister, which maybe she was. I couldn’t hide a grin at the sight, which Ophelia didn’t seem too pleased about judging by the glare she shot my way.

“And who’s this?” one nymph said, finally realizing I was there.

“Hi,” I said with a small wave. “Marcus Cain. I’m here to talk to someone about wild magic and mushrooms.”

“Oooh, he’s got a nice chest,” one nymph giggled.

“Yeah! And look at his crotch. I bet he’s really big down there.”

“Hi!” another nymph chirped, planting her hands on another’s head to prop herself up, breasts wobbling with the movement. “Want to fuck?”

Hoo boy. Looked like these were not the people to talk to.

“Anyone know where the Forest Lord is?” I asked them. “I kind of have some questions…”

“Oooh! Questions,” several of the fauns giggled.

“He loves questions!”

“And mortals!”

“He’s over there!” the girls chimed, pointing past me.

I glanced in that direction, which led deeper into a dark part of the forest within the tree. Well, I didn’t come here not to delve into horrors of nature and magic. “Thanks,” I said. “You girls have fun with Ophelia.”

“What!” the water spirit yelped. “Bastard! I should leave thee here!”

“Then no more burgers,” I reminded her as I started off.

I heard Ophelia grumble, then start cursing out the nymphs clustering around her. I just chuckled, shaking my head. I knew she’d hang around. The allure of all beef patties soaked in lard and cheese would see her walk barefoot through hell. Dealing with her airheaded cousins wouldn’t be so bad.

For my part, I focused on the path ahead. I’d entered the forest now, and the branches grew so thick overhead it was like I’d stepped into a sudden midnight. The only light came from strange plants, which glowed with a phosphorus illumination that didn’t reach far, and seemed more designed to kill my night vision than actually reveal anything. Not helping was the scenery kept changing. Plants dissolved and flowed into each other like my surroundings were in constant churn. I fingered the barrel of my shotgun, eyes roaming about the darkness. Unfortunately, I didn’t have huge confidence in the weapon. I was deep in the veil now, and in the domain of some truly powerful spirits. Things around here were basically gods, and I was on their home turf.

“Hello?” I called. “I’m looking for the Forest Lord!”

My voice echoed into the darkness. Shit. What was I supposed to do now?

Then I heard the creak of timber, like rotting wood shifting in the wind.

Something moved in the darkness.

Two yellow lights suddenly snapped open, glowing like spotlights in the dark.

No. Eyes.

Glowing yellow eyes.

“Yessss?” groaned an ancient voice. “Who coooomes into my presence?”

I swallowed hard.

“Ah… hello,” I said. “Are you the Forest Lord?”

“I ammm,” the voice said, and more of the luminous flowers began to open around us, slowly revealing the lord.

He was something like a centaur, but that wasn’t right. Lounging on a seat of plants, he had an equine-ish body and somewhat human top, but that wasn’t quite right either. His legs looked like they were made of tree trunks, and his fur was a carpet of mossy greenery like a cloak encompassing him. His face was humanoid, resembling an ancient man, with moss spilling from his chin in a long and fruitful beard. Huge antlers like branches arched from his wispy brow, the wood littered with flowers. His humanoid arms were like layers of bark forming ancient branches, and his fingers tapered like twigs.

But his power…

Sweet heavens, the power in him.

It radiated in a heaviness, pressing down on me like I was being crushed by a sudden shift in gravity. I had to brace myself just to keep from falling to my knees before that presence. A regular human would probably already be sprouting tulips, and I could feel my skin itch as it resisted his power. I swallowed, adjusting my footing. “Ah, hi,” I said. “I’m-”

“Ahhhh,” he said, his voice growing a bit more energetic as he leaned in, scrutinizing me. “A moooortal yet untouched by the wiiiilds. How fortuitous.”

I tensed. A lot of wild mystics had a less than generous view of mortals, and I was standing in front of one that could probably squash me like a fly. “Uh…”

“Have thee brought mooooore offeriiiiings?”

“Sorry. Offerings?”

“Yes. Yes. You can briiiing them in heeeeere… Hmmm…”

“I’m not…” I began, but the Forest Lord had already turned away, his wooden limbs creaking as he gestured. Trunks bent aside, leaving an oval opening. “Uh…” I began, before wisely shutting the fuck up and just following. This guy was a major nature entity. Pissing him off was the last thing I should be doing.

We delved deeper into the tree, where the greenery grew more evident and much stronger. The Forest Lord stopped and gestured, causing a knot of vines before us to slither aside, revealing a grotto lit by a golden glow. “Heeeere we aaaaare,” he said, stooping as he stepped into the hollow, leaving me to follow. “Behold. My priiiiize from the reaaaaalm of mortals. It is known as… pop muuuuusic.”

I stared at the room he’d just unveiled. It was a comfortable space, lit with more flowers whose glow shimmered with their strange gold light. A wide couch was made out of a sprawling mass of vines, and beside it was large stump like a table. And on that stump was an old-fashioned hand cranked record player. 

I stared at it, stunned. My eyes wandered to the side where, piled with reverence, was a bunch of vinyls stacked up against the stump.

“Ah,” the Forest Lord declared happily as he moved into the room, plucking one of the records up. “Thiiiiis is among my faaaaavourites. Thou seeeeee?” he said, pushing it towards me. “It is called Aaaaaqua. And with their dulcet toooones, they sing of the travaaaaails of one known aaaas the Barbie Girl.”

“Uh… huh,” I said slowly, eying the item in question.

The Forest Lord nodded his ancient head. “She resiiiiides in a Barbie wooooorld, thou understand. I hath been informed ‘tis a fantaaaaastic place! Heeeeere,” he said, pulling the vinyl out of its case. “You must liiiiisten to iiiiit.”

With great and delicate care for such massive fingers, he set the pin onto the record. A faint crackle of static came from it, and then the sort of music every teenager from 2002 went nuts for started to play.

“Aaaaah!” the Forest Lord exclaimed leaning back, his wizened eyes closing as he put a hand over his heart. “Iiiiis it nooooot the loooovelieeeest thing thou hath ever heaaaaard?”

“It’s sure… something,” I said. “But, if I may ask, where did you get that from?”

The great golden spotlights of his eyes opened again. “Thou aaaaart curious?”

“A bit.”

“Ah! Well, ‘tis naught too compleeeeex,” he said contentedly. “My sooooon hath delivered it unto me. Such a kiiiiiind boy. He haaaaath made many frieeeeends among the mortal realm, and has delivered maaaany delights of its sooooort unto meeee. He speeeeaks most highly of sooooomething known as K-pop. Have thou heaaaard of it?”

“I have, yeah,” I said.

“And doooo you briiiiing it?”

“I’m more of a jazz guy, personally,” I admitted.

Another great creaking of wood came from the ancient as he settled back once more. “Aaaaaah, well. Good taaaaaste is but a rarity amooooong mortals, ‘tis true.”

I shrugged. “Sorry.”

The ancient figure shook his head. “T’is noooot thy faaaault. But,” the Forest Lord continued with a troubled expression, “my soooon hath ventured into thinnnne realm some time agooooo noooow. With the promise to retuuuuurn with maaaany mooooore soooongs.”

Immediately my ears were at attention. “Your son?” I said.

The Forest Lord nodded with a heavy creaking sound. “Quite soooo. Quite soooo,” he said as he settled atop his floral throne. “It haaaas been soooome time since he ventured foooorth, and I grow concerrrrrned with the laaaaack of news. I had hoped thou would be the one who came with word of his return. Orrrrr at least gifts ooooof that nature. It has been looooong since another mortal ventured so deeeeeep beyond the veeeeil and into our reaaaaalms, and my festivals grow…” He sighed lazily. “…laaaaanguid. Do you wish to partake?”

“Uh-”

“For I have no concerrrrrns with it, of courrrrrse,” the Forest Lord said, gesturing vaguely as he settled into his seat of power. “‘Tis my childreeeeen which relish and enjoooooy the delights of mine reaaaaalm. And my son in particular has looooong been glad to feed the nymphs his seeeeed.”

Ew.

“I imagine they appreciate it,” I said diplomatically.

“Oh yes,” the Forest Lord said. “He is quiiiiite the lover of the feeeemale fooooorm. They hungerrrr for the fruit of his seed. Cannooooot get enough of it. Cannooooot live without it! For the essence of his seed… sustaaaaains them.”

“Sounds like some powerful seed,” I told him politely.

The Forest Lord brightened contentedly. “Oh yes. But it is nooooothing compared to the potency of miiiine, of course.”

“I… don’t imagine so.”

The Forest Lord lifted his head. “Would you like to see it?”

I blinked. “Your seed?”

“Yes.”

“Oh, that’s not…”

But the spirit of nature was already moving, shifting atop his seat. I leaned back in alarm, but then he raised his hand to his chest, grasped the thick carpet of his beard and parted it.

A brilliant emerald glow spilled from his chest, all of it focused around where the heart would be in a human. But instead of that, he had what looked like a great, green orb pulsing in his chest, and from it sprawled veins that sank into his body to glow with unearthly power.

I could only gape, absolutely dumbstruck. And not just at the sight. The sheer amount of power radiating from that thing filled the air like I was looking into a nuclear reactor, only without so much cancer. Though if I stuck around in front of it for too long, I was willing to bet I’d end up with a few fun mutations. I doubted all those satyrs out there started out with a goat’s ass and horns.

“Wow. Quite… potent,” I agreed.

“My thaaaaanks,” the Forest Lord said, letting his beard cover it back up, much to my relief. “From this, our magic flooooows. Rich, thick, and powerrrrrful. Where it doth faaaaall, life springs up.”

“Amazing,” I said. “But I haven’t seen your son. I could keep an eye out for him. What’s his name?”

The Forest Lord gave me a wry grin, his wooden features creaking as they formed it. “T’would be a foolish thiiiiing indeed to surrender a true naaaaame so easily.”

Ah, that was a good point. Names had power. Especially to beings in the veil. “Gotcha. So, what should I look for?”

The Forest Lord made an irreverent gesture with his twiggy limb. “He will glooooow with the verdant life of our nature. You can scaaaarce miss him.”

Showed what he knew. The Green Man was a surprisingly slippery son of a bitch. “Got it. Well, your lordship, I’ll see what I can do. And I’ll be sure to send you some more records once I return to the material realm. Have you ever heard of funk?”

Eyebrows like mossy logs rose with curiosity. “Fuuuuunk? Nay. I cannot say I haaaave. Haaas it soooome relaaation to… Fuuunky Toooown?”

“Same zip code. You’ll love it. I’ll send it through Ophelia.”

“Ah,” the Forest Lord breathed, his face sagging fondly, eyes growing dim as he relaxed on his throne, soaking in a tune about lollipops. “Ooooopheeeelia. Sweeeeet girl.”

Don’t know if I’d go that far. Ophelia was more prickly than a cactus shoved up the ass, but everyone around here seemed to love her. Not that the feeling appeared mutual. Then again, everyone around here seemed to have the attention span of a gnat when it didn’t involve fucking, so whatever. Take what you can get.

“She’s a delight,” I said as I backed out of the room.

“Hmmmm,” the Forest Lord hummed.

As soon as I was out, I quickly swung around and hurried out of the floral domain of the Forest Lord. No sense tempting fate with him or around here. But now I had something to go on. So, turned out the Green Man was literally green. A mystic who’d crossed over more than once, and now was enraptured with human culture. It had happened before. In fact, that was the main source of the influx from the veil. Well, aside from a rise in living standards. But the real question was what the hell was he doing? Seemed like a bit of a downgrade from heir to a nature spirit’s realm and all the fauns you could fuck to being a drug pusher. Unless one of those pieces of human culture he got into was Breaking Bad.

But no. Amazing as that show was, I doubted it would be what drove him. I was missing something. Some piece of the puzzle wasn’t adding up. And I better find that piece soon, because these sorts of problems? They never ended with zombies. Zombies were the equivalent of a cough four days before a doctor writes ‘massive organ failure’ on your chart. And I really didn’t want to see what this would develop into.

Soon enough I emerged from the forest and back into the clearing where I’d left Ophelia. And when I did emerge, I had to stop and cover my mouth to hide my laughter.

Ophelia sat on a stump and sported a scowl that could curdle milk. Easily a dozen fauns were all around her, cooing over her and trying to braid her hair or offer her wine. When the water spirit saw me she absolutely burst from her seat and flounced over to me.

“Well?” she demanded. “Did thy satisfy thine curiosity? Can we leave this accursed realm of fawning fauna?”

“Why?” I asked in mock surprise. “You look like you’re having fun.”

She hissed, and I knew better than to press my luck.

“We’re good,” I assured her. “We can go.”

“Finally!” she snapped, grabbing my arm and yanking me towards the exit.

“Aw! Leaving so soon?” one of the fauns cried.

“No! Stay!”

“Don’t you wanna give us some seed?”

“Sorry girls!” I called back to them. “Things to do.”

“Awwwwww,” they chorused, pouting in coquettish disappointment. Not that it lasted long. Just before we passed through the archway I looked back, and most of them had already fallen in with some satyrs or, in a few cases, each other, and were getting very handsy indeed.

I felt again that strange ache to join them. To indulge in the revelry of mindless pleasure and endless bliss in a realm without consequence or purpose, just pure joy and hedonistic delight. Admittedly, I’d probably have to listen to mid 2000 pop music forever, but a small price to pay for eternal blowjobs.

But no.

No.

Life was worth living as a real thing, not a dream. Even if it was filled with disappointment, stress, and the odd chupacabra trying to chew my leg off. 

Because it was also filled with several gorgeous women who wanted to share that life with me. And I had no intention of abandoning Luna, Becca, and Lorra just for mindless pleasure. Besides, mindful pleasure was much more satisfying, even if I had to sit through bad horror movies to get there.

I was further shocked from my fantasies of endless hedonism by Ophelia diving back into the pool just outside the Forest Lord’s realm. Unlike last time, it really did feel like I’d just been plunged into an icy cold pool of water, and when I emerged, I was practically flung back onto the shore of Ophelia’s grove.

I staggered out of the water, snorting and shaking some of the dampness free, my feet squelching in my socks as I brushed my wet hair out of my eyes. Okay, I probably deserved that.

I glanced back as Ophelia’s head emerged from the water, glaring at me. “And return not without more victuals!” she commanded.

“Will do. Also, some things I need to have delivered to the Forest Lord.”

Ophelia growled, the water around her head bubbling like it was boiling before she slunk back beneath the surface. Ah well. Time to go anyway.

And as my shoes squished, spurting water with every step, I knew it was gonna be a loooong walk…


Chapter 21. Well FED

Luna yawned into her hand, blinking lazily as she checked the clock over the Foxfire’s door. So close to closing time it was almost painful, and not a customer in sight. Maybe she should shut down early? It was tempting. Especially since Cain wanted to see her. Oh, she couldn’t wait to have her night with him! Especially since it sounded like Becca would be attending that witch thing. Luna scoffed.

Witches.

Luna wasn’t a fan. Sure, they were good customers, but everyone knew they were really in the pocket of big Candle to push their stupid ‘relaxation’ scents. But hey, if Becca wanted to learn more about them, then Luna wouldn’t complain. She did like Becca, but she’d be glad to seize any chance to see Cain more.

And she could have, she thought with a scowl. If only those stupid samples Cain had gotten would give her something. But so far all she’d found was that they were basically just chunks of wild magic, leeched from the essence of the mystics they’d been grown on. And though she’d told Cain that, she was sure there was more to it. But all of her tests had been for naught.

And she really did want to help Cain. Because he had wonderful ways of showing his gratitude. Wonderful, passionate ways. Luna shivered, her tails quivering with delight as she licked her lips, daydreaming about her boyfriend. Those chiseled abs. That rugged body. Those firm, knowing hands on her naked curves.

Luna groaned, her tails poofing up in anticipation. Fuck it. Her libido demanded early closure, and who was she to argue? Being able to shut down whenever she wanted was the benefit of owning your own business, after all.

With a grin she skipped around her desk, heading for the back. Her tails flicked, the OPEN sign switching off, and the lock on the door clicked shut.

Except it didn’t.

Luna turned back to the door, a frown on her face, which only deepened as the door was pushed open and Mr. Wide shouldered his bulky girth inside. Luna scowled, crossing her arms under her chest and glaring suspiciously at the suited man in his tinted glasses.

“What the hell do you want?” she demanded.

“Hello, Miss,” Mr. Wide said as Mr. Tall entered from behind him, closing the door. And this time she did hear the click of a lock. “We require something of you.”

A tingle of alarm worked its way belatedly through her. “Yeah?” she demanded, making sure her voice didn’t waver. “What?”

Mr. Wide folded his hands behind his back while Mr. Tall maneuvered around him, the long movements like a discount Slenderman. “We have reason to believe you are holding a piece of contraband,” Mr. Wide said.

“Aha!” Luna cried, taking a quick step back and throwing her arms wide to block their path. “I knew it! You’re after my photos of Robo Elvis partying with Bill Clinton, aren’t you?”

The agents exchanged a look. “No,” Mr. Tall said.

“My documents detailing the Reptoid infiltration of the publishing industry in order to kill men’s scifi and any stories to do with the Hollow Earth!”

“No,” Mr. Wide said flatly.

Luna squinted in befuddlement. She was sure they’d come for the photos. “...My ultra rare Star Wars action figures with the misprinted heads that make Luke look like he’s suffering from bowel obstruction?”

“We are not playing games, Miss,” Mr. Tall said. “We have come for the seed.”

Luna’s expression crinkled. “Seed?” she said. “What seed? I’m not a florist.”

“You know what we mean,” Mr. Wide said as he stepped forward, pushing past a spin rack of Probe Me Daddy t-shirts. “You will give it to us.”

“I don’t even know what you guys are talking about,” Luna said, backing up, trying to keep both agents in her view, though those earlier tingles of panic were beginning to grow more blatant. Her chest was getting tight and her hands were starting to shake. “And you can’t take anything from me without a warrant. I know my rights.”

“You know nothing,” Mr. Tall said with soft menace.

“The hell I don’t,” Luna said, forced to twist her head right and left to keep both men in view, her pulse beginning to race. Alarm surging through her. Her heart thumped in her chest. Oh, this was bad. This was bad bad bad. She didn’t like this. Not at all. She should have run. She should have run or forced the door closed but it was too late for that now. “You guys need to leave. Right now. Right now!”

A heavy hand landed on her shoulder. Her head twisted around to see Mr. Tall looming over her.

“Your compliance is demanded,” he said tonelessly.

“Lemme go!” she snapped, pulling away from him, but his grip was like iron. “Don’t you touch me!”

“Secure her, Mr. Wide.”

“She will be secured, Mr. Tall.”

Luna’s head snapped back around as Mr. Wide stepped forward, his large hands reaching for her.

“Get back. Get the hell away from me!” Luna shrieked, her tails flaring outwards. A blast of telekinetic power slammed into Mr. Wide, throwing the man off his feet and across the floor. He hit her counter hard, and there was an audible snapped sound.

Luna jerked back, hands flying to her mouth in horror at the sight of Mr. Wide’s head sitting at a very unhealthy angle. Oh no. Oh no no no! That wasn’t good. Not good at all! Now she was going to vanish into some government black site never to be seen again.

“I… I didn’t mean it!” she yelped,  looking frantically between a nonplussed Mr. Tall and Mr. Wide’s body. “I just… I… I…”

Luna trailed off, her mouth sagging open as Mr. Wide sat back up, his neck still at that horrible angle. His shades had come off in the scuffle, revealing his eyes.

And they burned with an ill green light.

“Holy shit,” Luna breathed.

A second hand suddenly grabbed her wrist, forcing her arms behind her back. Luna twisted her head around to see Mr. Tall pinning her hands behind her. “That was quite sloppy, Mr. Wide,” Mr. Tall said tonelessly.

“My apologies, Mr. Tall,” Mr. Wide said as he got to his feet.

“Who the hell are you people?” Luna said. “You’re not feds!”

“You will take us to the seed, Miss,” Mr. Tall said.

“Fuck you!” Luna snarled, her tails swirling, their bells chiming.

Mr. Tall turned his head quickly as a number of pens decorated with flying saucer erasers rose from a jar and swivelled his way. Like a barrage of arrows they shot across the room, embedding into his face with a wooden thunking sound.

Mr. Tall staggered back under the assault, his shades shattering and revealing his own glowing green eyes. They swung towards Luna, but she was already scrambling away from him and across the shop.

“Do not let her escape, Mr. Tall.” 

“I will not, Mr. Wide!” Mr. Tall replied, his footsteps thudding behind her.

Luna whipped around, her hands flaring out. Stock from all over the store rose to her telekinetic command and hurtled at the two agents. They made an ideal target, and masses of spin racks, books, and more slammed into him, staggering the pair of them. Luna swung her hand towards her counter, sweat beading her brow as she compelled her magic to lift it. Panic gave her the power she needed, and she heaved the counter into the air. Then, she flung her arm at Mr. Wide, the counter following suit.

The agent never saw it coming, or anything ever again. The heavy mass of the counter slammed into his upper body, carrying him across the room and crushing him against the wall. Something green splattered against a poster of Scully’s face, and Mr. Wide’s arms fell limply to the floor, already beginning to dissolve into mulch.

Luna smiled in momentary relief, and then Mr. Tall lurched out of the store’s stock, charging for her on his eerily long legs.

Luna yelped, spinning around and running for the backdoor again. She felt his long fingers brush the fur of her tail but she was already at the door. She positively burst through it, bounding into the backroom with its tapes and computers before she slammed the door behind her, locking it securely.

There. That should hold him.

With a crashing sound an arm burst through the wood.

“Eeeeeek!” Luna shrieked, lurching back as the arm grabbed for her. It managed to get her sleeve and she ripped it off in her haste to escape. Scrambling back, she watched as the arm reached around, groping for the handle. She looked around frantically. What should she do? What the hell should she do?!

Her eyes landed on the heavy metal door in the back. Of course! The panic room. The one lined with lead to keep Al Gore from psychically reading her thoughts when she wanted to think about climate change! She scrambled towards it and stabbed the numbers on the keypad, glancing back as the lock clicked.

The arm coming through the door found the knob.

Turned it.

Mr. Tall shoved the door open and pushed his way inside like a human spider. Luna screamed and grabbed the door of the panic room as it hissed, unlocking. She’d just managed to open it when Mr. Tall’s narrow fingers grabbed her tail.

“Let go!” she screamed, throwing her hands against the tall man’s body. Magic flared from her palms, and a blast of foxfire engulfed the agent.

This the man couldn’t ignore. He let her go, reeling back, a shrieking sound coming from him like air escaping a balloon. Luna staggered back, her eyes widening in horror as Mr. Tall’s body swelled. Bulging as huge as Mr. Wide.

And then he exploded.

White puffs pelted the room, bouncing off Luna’s head and body, burning and stinging where they struck her. She didn’t wait a second more and flung herself into the panic room, dragging shut the door, the locks slamming home with a series of pressurizing clicks.


Chapter 22. Unmasked

The TV was on, but I wasn’t watching it. I couldn’t take my thoughts away from Becca going off to that witch meeting. I’d said goodbye maybe an hour ago, and she’d laughed.

“I’ll be fine. If there’s any trouble, I’ll call you,” she assured me.

But I wasn’t assured.

Not to say I was worried about her. No. Becca could handle herself, as she’d proven several times now. And Rotwood wouldn’t dare try and really hurt her. Though she might treat me like shit, part of that was fear. The simple fact was, she knew I could kill her, and probably get away with it. And even if I couldn’t, she’d have to be an idiot to think I wouldn’t make her pay if she tried anything.

Still…

Grunting, I tried to get comfortable on the couch. Really, odds were half the reason Rotwood wanted Becca in her coven was as a check on me. So, she’d try and woo the lovely blonde. Flatter and try and win her over, and once Becca was in her clutches… well...

I grimaced, propping my hands in behind my head as I scowled at the flickering screen. Man, I was really out of it if I couldn’t even focus on the Panthers beating the hell out of the Lions.

“Dammit,” I sighed.

I was so lost in my thoughts that when my phone rang, I actually jumped. Come on, Cain. Get it together. Pulling out my phone, I saw it was Luna calling. Probably to ask if she could come by and have some fun. Honestly, I could use the distraction.

“Hey,” I said, answering. “Luna. How’s it-”

“Cain! I am so fucked!”

Okay, not a great start. But the panicked, almost hysterical note in her voice told me this was definitely not a booty call.

“Luna?” I demanded, already on my feet. “What’s wrong? What happened?”

“I… I didn’t mean to do it! But they came at me and tried to grab me and… and I just kinda f-flipped out and… ohhhh! Now he’s all over the floor and I don’t know what to do! I can’t get arrested, Cain! They’ll send me to a black site and steal my brain for secret experiments!”

“Who did? Luna, what happened?”

“It was the feds! The tall and big one. They came into my shop and tried to grab me. And their eyes were glowing green!”

A freezing cold washed over me. My jaw tightened.

“Luna? Listen to me,” I said. “Are you in your safe room?”

She sniffled. “Y-yeah.”

“Good. Stay there. Don’t open the door for anyone until I get there. Don’t even open it unless I say Banana first. You understand?”

“Uh… uh huh,” Luna managed through the phone. “C-Cain?”

“Yeah?”

“Am… Am I going to be okay?”

My heart clenched at the sound of her terror. “You are, Luna,” I said, grabbing my keys as I went out the door. “I promise.”

She sniffled again, but her voice was stronger now. “Th… thanks, Cain.”

“No problem. You stay safe, Luna,” I said gently, and hung up. No sooner had I done so than I was dialing again as I climbed into my car, and in seconds it was picked up.

“Hey, Cain!” Lorra chimed, the banging sound of American Woman thudding in the background. “What’s up?”

“Lorra. I need you to meet me at Foxfire. Luna was attacked.”

“What!” the wolf-girl snarled, a cracking sound and the resulting static informing me Lorra had nearly crushed her phone with fury. “Bastards! Who’d fuck with my pack?”

“Sounds like the feds,” I admitted. “I don’t want you to get involved, but you should know-”

“I’m on my way, Cain. I’ll tear their throats out!”

She hung up almost immediately, but I was both pleased and a bit surprised at the vehemence of her reply. I didn’t think Lorra considered Luna part of her pack. It might have been a mistake to call her, but hell, this move by Moulder might be to get at me. If so, I doubted Luna would be the only target. That in mind, I dialed up Becca too.

It didn’t even ring once before going straight to message. Shit. She must be at the meeting, and they were probably blocking out cellphones somehow. Deal with that later. For now, Luna was my priority.

Many a speeding law was broken that night as I ripped my way to Foxfire. Half the time I was driving with my knees, my hands busy loading rounds into my shotgun and checking the rest of my armaments. If anyone was still in there making trouble when I arrived, I was going to make them fucking regret it, no matter who it was. And if Moulder and his boys wanted to arrest me, fine. Let them try. If I had to go on the run because I torched a few federal agents, well, so be it. I wouldn’t be the first slayer who had to go international. But no matter what, I was going to keep Luna safe.

I ripped up to the Foxfire, my Pinto squealing to a halt with a smoking burn of rubber. I got out, shotgun in hand as I scanned the night time street. Empty. Good.

The door to the Foxfire gaped open and the windows were smashed. Gritting my teeth, I charged up to the door and slammed it wide, bursting inside with my gun leveled.

Holy hell.

I surveyed the damage to the shop in a quick glance. Fuck, that was pretty bad. I spotted Mr. Wide pretty easily, given that he was half-decomposing into mulch among the ruins of a shirt rack and the shop's counter. “Luna?” I called, edging towards the back of the shop, every step led by my shotgun. The door was half open, and sported a massive hole in it to boot. I pressed the barrel of my gun to it and shoved it the rest of the way.

The place was absolutely trashed. Tapes were strewn across the floor. Books ripped open and stock scattered everywhere. “Luna?” I called again.

“Cain?”

I turned towards a huge metal door in the back of the shop and hurried over to it. “Luna? You in there?”

“Uh… m-maybe. Is it really you?”

“It is,” I assured her, proud of her for keeping the door closed. “Banana.”

A moment passed, then I heard the depressurizing hiss of heavy locks. With a creak the door slowly swung open and Luna peeked around the corner. The second she saw me she flung it open the rest of the way and flew into my arms.

“Cain!” she sobbed, burying her face in my jacket, her tails swirling with agitation. “Thank Rodenberry! I was so scared. They just forced their way in and started asking for seed and I just didn’t know…”

“Where’s Mr. Tall?” I asked, holding Luna in one arm, my other panning the shotgun around the rest of the back room.

“I… I hit him with foxfire and he exploded into white stuff! It was crazy!”

“White stuff?”

She nodded at the floor and I glanced down at a bunch of small, white puffs scattered all over the place. I’d missed it due to the rest of the shit strewn about, but now that I was looking there was a ton of it. Releasing Luna, I picked my way over to a pile of it and crouched down, picking some of the puffballs up. I stared at it in amazement.

“Is this… popcorn?”

“Popcorn?” Luna said. “What… what does that mean?”

“Well,” I said, letting the kernels spill from my fingers, “either Orville Redenbacher got recruited by the FBI, or I think we just found out what happened to the corn at the farm.”

“W-wait,” Luna said, her ears folding and tails lowering. “Are you saying… it wasn’t aliens that made those crop circles?”

“No,” I said. “I’m saying it looks like someone has been making magic golems out of plant matter, and probably needed to make them fast.” I looked at her dead on. “Was Agent Moulder here?” I asked.

“No,” Luna said, her tails shooting up in alarm.

A gun clicked. “Yes.”

I froze and turned slowly.

One hand still propping the door open, Agent Moulder glared at us, his other hand holding a gun on me and Luna. Fucker must have been hiding in the shop somewhere, waiting for Luna to show herself again. Or for me to arrive.

Dammit.

“Please avoid doing anything rash,” Moulder said tonelessly. “Or I will shoot. But not you, Mister Cain. Your barrier spell is most inconvenient,” he said, his gun’s barrel slipping from me to aim at a stunned Luna. “But I doubt your fox carries the same kind of enchantment.”

“I knew it,” Luna breathed, staring at the gun aimed at her. “I knew the feds were all pod people!”

“He’s not,” I said, glaring at Moulder. “And I highly doubt he’s a fed either. He’s a mystic. Aren’t you?”

His head tilted back to me in acknowledgement. “Indeed.”

“Dryad?” I prompted. “The prince of the Forest Lord that went off into the real world?”

“I see you’ve met my father,” he said. “I am indeed. And you both have something I want back.”

“Your seed, I assume?” I asked.

“Wait, his what?” Luna said blankly and with a look of growing disgust.

Moulder fixed me with a stare. “Yes. My seed. My heart. Now, hand it over.”

“We don’t have it,” I admitted.

“Do not lie!” he snapped, for the first time showing an emotion stronger than mild irritation. “I have sensed its power in this place, just as I did at the lake! Just as I did in that vampire’s pharmacy! I know you have it! Now give it to me, or I’ll shoot the fox. Don’t think I won’t! I’ve practiced with this human tool enough that I know how it works! Now give me my seed!”

“We don’t have it,” I repeated, slowly getting back to my feet. “What you’ve been sensing is its after effects. Your power was used to create mushrooms I found in a grow op outside town. It was being grown on the corpses of dead mystics. I collected some samples of it and gave it over to Luna to investigate. That’s what you sensed.”

“You’re a liar!” Moulder snarled, his grip tightening on his gun. “You’re both friends with that whore!”

“What whore?” I pressed.

“No more talking! Give me back my seed!” he snarled, shoving the barrel of his gun at Luna. “Give it! Or I’ll blow your fox’s brains all over the wall!”

“No you won’t,” I said.

Her gaze flicked back to me. “Why not?”

“Because your safety is on.”

Moulder reflexively turned his gun to check.

I didn’t waste a second marvelling that actually worked. I just hurled myself at him.

Moulder looked back up sharply at the movement and reflexively swung the gun towards me, firing. The bullet slammed into my chest, my barrier crackling as it took the impact, driving the wind out of me but not much worse. And then I slammed into him, tackling the bastard to the ground.

We hit the floor hard, and Moulder immediately started to struggle under me. Normally, a mystic’s physical strength couldn’t be judged just by their build. Moulder’s, however, seemed to match his stringy body.

“Get off me!” he snarled. “Get off me right now!”

“Hold still!” I snapped, wrenching him onto his belly and forcing his arms behind his back. “Stop fighting! I’m not going to hurt you, damn it. I’m trying to help you!”

Moulder continued struggling for a minute more before he finally and reluctantly subsided, panting with impotent fury.

“Good,” I said. “Now listen, Moulder. I don’t have your damn seed. None of us do! But I have a pretty good idea who does. The Green Man. Only I don’t think it’s you. Or a man. I think it’s someone else. And I think you know who it is, don’t you? Now, I’m going to let you up. And when I do, you’re not going to be stupid. I want you to have the seed back. I want you to be able to fuck back beyond the veil with this bullshit. And I definitely never want to see you again. We got it?”

Moulder was quiet for a moment, then nodded. “Yes,” he hissed.

“Good.”

I slowly got up and stepped back. Moulder followed suit, sitting up and turning back around. His glasses had fallen off during the scuffle, and now I saw a green glow radiating from his eyes like the undead I’d seen before. But different. A purer green. He brushed off his suit with a look of profound annoyance. But fuck it. I didn’t care. Today had been shit and his little display had not made it better.

“Good,” I said. “Now spill it.”

Moulder gave a heave of a sigh. “Fine,” he bit out, running his hand through his hair. “Fine.”

My eyebrows flicked up as skeletal branches slowly sprouted from the sides of his head. They stretched out like antlers, though were as barren as winter. Well, that was a good indicator he was who he said he was.

“Three years ago,” he began gruffly, “a woman began to visit my father and our home within the veil. I don’t know how she found her way in, but she was welcome in our realm.”

“Go on,” I prompted.

“This girl was affectionate and kind, and we hit it off well. I’d long been fascinated by the material realm, and often enjoyed the newcomer’s company. Not to mention the gifts they brought from that world. I even began temporarily crossing over with her. Enjoying the sights, sounds, and experiences of this place.

“However,” Moulder continued darkly, a hand moving up and touching his chest, “this newcomer had another agenda. They sought something from me. The source of my magic.” His hand fisted the fabric over his heart. “My Wild Seed.

“She deceived me,” he snarled. “Stole it from me in a moment of my weakness! And then absconded before she could be caught. Escaped back into the material realm, where my influence was weak, and my father could not go. But I knew the human realm. I had seen their movies. I had seen the Men in Black and the X-Files. I knew what needed to be done.”

Jesus Christ, he was a fucking cosplayer! No wonder he didn’t want to pull rank back at the farm. He literally didn’t have rank to pull. And his goons were made of goddam corn!

“And you made some plant golems to act as your muscle, then named them Mister Tall and Mister Wide?” I asked. “Seriously?”

“So what?” he replied defensively. “Human names are hard.”

With effort I resisted the urge to massage my brow. “So let me get this straight,” I said slowly. “You watched reruns of movies and shows from the nineties, and then, when someone absconded with the source of your magic power, you passed through the veil pretending to be an FBI agent to get it back?”

“That is the gist of it, yes,” he admitted.

“And you saw no problems with this plan?”

“What problems have arisen?" he asked.

I looked at what remained of Mr. Tall, also known as the popcorn littering the floor.

“...So there may have been some hiccups,” Moulder admitted. “But my reasoning was sound.”

“Your reasoning was fucking stupid, but that’s beside the point,” I said. “You should have come straight to me and told me about it. It would have made these things go so much goddam faster, because it sure as hell looks like whoever has your seed has been using it to grow mushrooms that suck the magic out of mystics, turning them into fungal horrors.”

“My seed did that?” Moulder asked in amazement.

“Please stop calling it your seed,” Luna said.

“But it is mine. And I need it back!” Moulder snarled. “I have felt my power wane for too long now. Already I fade. Creating those golems took nearly all the rest I had! And when that stupid vampire killed one I had to summon another. And that bloodsucker was useless! He had no information when I confronted and interrogated him.”

“You killed him,” I noted.

“He didn’t prove as… durable to my interrogation as I’d hoped,” Moulder admitted. “He hid his work well. He deflected me the first time I spoke to him. But when I realized he’d deceived me, I forced the matter.”

“Okay, shut up,” I said. “I know who has your seed. It’s the Green Man.”

“Absurd,” Moulder scoffed. “It was not a man who took my seed. It was a woman! I would not entrust my seed to a man.”

“Yeah, I know. She’s probably been using a spell to disguise herself. But you know who it is. So who did you entrust it to?” I pressed.

Moulder shifted where he sat. “Well, that is… she didn’t give me her real name…”

“Wow. For real?” Luna asked.

I just buried my face in my hand. God dammit. I looked up, glaring at him. “Alright,” I said slowly. “Who did you give it to? Describe her.”

“She was strikingly beautiful,” Moulder said, his eyes growing distant. “Lovely beyond compare. With skin the pink luster of begonias. A body perfectly formed and appealing as any nymph could be. And her voice was as clear and playful as a babbling brook. Like rain upon a rose petal…”

Great. Guy was a poet too. “Anything else about her? Her face? A driver’s license?” I pressed.

“Well, there was her pointy hat…”

I froze.

“Hat?” I said.

Moulder nodded. “Yes. Whenever she visited, she wore the loveliest hat you ever did see.” His eyes refocused on me. “Why?” he asked. “Is that important?”

“Yeah,” I said tightly. “It kinda is.”

Luna looked between us. “Is… is he talking about a witch?”

“He sure as hell is,” I said, my mind flicking between events. “A witch who’s out at a ritual involving most of the covens in the state and major ones from all over the country!”

“You think they’re up to something?” Luna asked in alarm.

“I’ll bet good money on it,” I said, jumping to my feet. “Come on. You too, Moulder.”

“You think she will absorb the power of witches with my seed?” he demanded.

Ugh, yeah, he really needed a different line. “Probably. But enough about that!” I said. “We gotta get to the Great Forest Inn now!”

“Then what are we waiting for?” Luna demanded.

Nothing, really. I turned for the door, but before I could open it Lorra burst through it, crashing into a startled Moulder and bearing him to the floor. Moulder gagged, but didn’t manage much else because Lorra’s hands were around his neck, the feral wolf-girl biker grinning savagely down at him.

“I have him!” she cried triumphantly. “I have the Green Man!”

I sighed and Luna just shook her head. Lorra looked between us blankly.

“What?” she asked.


Chapter 23. Mean Green Mother

Explaining things to Lorra didn’t take long, once we managed to get her off of Moulder. Now her bike roared behind my Pinto as I tore up the night-shrouded road, dead leaves swirling in our wake.

We made good time up the highway, and within ten minutes my car squealed to a halt in front of the Great Forest Inn, spraying gravel and what sounded like my muffler and bumper across the parking lot. I paid them no attention, throwing open the door and bursting out, shotgun in hand. Moulder was right on my tail, Luna following after and Lorra taking up the rear.

I started towards the massive log building when I felt the very air throb with power. I stopped short and looked sharply up towards the hills just outside the hotel. A green glow was rising in the forest, feeding into the air with wisps of magic.

Fuck me.

“C’mon!” I shouted at the others, hoisting my shotgun and charging around the building and past the Paul Bunyan statue standing silent sentinel out front. Lamps showed a trail winding into the dark ranks of the pine trees. A sign marked it out as the Bunyan Mountain Trail, and probably ended at a fire pit, conveniently just far enough into the woods that people could have a nice, pleasant pow wow, breathe in some woodsmoke to feel like they’d really connected with their natural self, and still be able to skip down to the hotel to sleep in a feather bed.

Unfortunately, if I was right, I doubted anyone would be sleeping easy tonight.

We tore up the path and skidded to a halt at the end, coming up in front of a shimmering field that swirled with unearthly magic.

“Fuck,” I grunted. “They put up a barrier!”

“Are you surprised?” Luna asked me.

“No. But I hoped they’d do something more normal like have some overweight security guy standing watch over their spiritual retreat,” I said. “Can you break it?” I asked her.

The kitsune frowned, squinting as she leaned in, her tails brushing forward and stroking the shimmering wall. “I think so… Gimme a minute.”

It was an agonizing one as I stepped back, letting Luna do her stuff. Her tails flicked and caressed the bubble of the barrier before her eyes brightened. “Ah!” she said. “Got it. Found the door in.”

“They left a door?”

“Yeah. Probably for anyone who stopped by late. Hold on a sec…”

Luna stepped back and reached into her jacket, pulling out some spell tags. She quickly sketched something on them, then stretched her arms forward, fanning her fingers out towards barrier. The spell tags glowed, hovering before her palms as she hummed, fingers twitching. Every bell on her tails gave a soft chime and she cried out in what sounded like Romanian.

The shimmer of the dome faded, part of it becoming so transparent we could actually see through it. “Come on!” I declared, surging forward with Moulder, Luna and Lorra close behind.

I burst through the shield with a ripple, startling a witch standing nearby with a drink. She yelped, almost spilling it, and I recognized Ember the same second she recognized me. “You!” she spat, fire flaring in her palm. “How the hell did-”

“No time!” I said. “Someone’s going to try and hijack this thing and turn every witch here into a zombie.”

“What?”

“Just come on,” I snapped, grabbing her arm and dragging her after us.

The whole ritual space had been confined to what looked like a campground. We passed a number of idling witches who watched us go with surprise, and then we reached the clearing at the end.

Here, in a large cleared space, had been set up a number of cauldrons, snack tables, and booze bars. A bonfire was burning bright dead center, and in front of it was Mayor Rotwood. She was in full witchy regalia now, and stood behind a podium on a stage along with her coven. She had foregone the usual skirt and suit, instead opting for something more traditional, which gave her a shawl of dark fabric, a black gown slitted at the sides, and fishnets that hugged her hips. She honestly looked a lot like Elvira, complete with a chest that was less obvious in her normal attire, and with her hair done up under her pointy hat, she brought her peak sorceress game tonight.

All around the place were dozens of other witches, a good number of them with drinks in hand and some also naked save some body paint. Looks like we missed the dancing. Shame.

“Which witch was it?” I asked Moulder.

He scanned the clearing, then zeroed in on the main stage as Rotwood spoke animatedly about something involving tax policy. Fury twisted his face and he pointed. “There!” he declared. “That’s the one with my seed!”

“Who? Rotwood?” I said.

“No! Her!” he barked, stabbing his finger again.

I followed it, and my eyes locked on Jillian.

The peppy pink witch was smiling happily, but when she saw us her expression soured. And when she spotted Moulder it turned terrified.

Unfortunately, that was when Rotwood saw us too.

“What the hell is this!” the head witch screamed into her mic, dropping her arms and glaring at us furiously. “How dare you intrude on this? How dare you!”

“Rotwood, you’ve got a problem,” I told her, stepping forward.

“Yes! You!” she snarled, stabbing a finger my way. “I knew you’d do this one day. You’re probably here to kill us!”

“I’m not! I’m here to save you.”

“From what?”

I pointed at Jillian. “Her!”

Rotwood scowled. “Are you insane?” the elder witch demanded. “No, wait. Scratch that. I know you are. But you are not going to interrupt this ceremony!”

“It already is! Jillian is the Green Man. She stole the seed of power from an heir of the Forest Lord and has been growing the magic mushrooms! She’s the one selling it, and she’s probably already spread it to all of your witches here in order to turn them into zombies and drain their magic into her!”

“That’s ridiculous,” Rotwood snorted. “A simple fabrication from someone who hates our kind and what we represent!”

“Yeah! Exactly!” Jillian said, looking smug.

I tensed, feeling the crowd getting nasty. Lorra and Luna moved in closer to me, eying the increasingly hostile mass of witches. Shit. I looked around quickly. I knew I was right. But how would she do it? How would Jillian infect everyone here with hazer magic in order to infect them?

My eyes landed on the punchbowl.

Fucking bingo.

“Then test the drinks and the food” I demanded, pointing at a snack table. “Test it for taint by unknown magic! In fact, I just bet that Jillian there was in charge of catering tonight. Wasn’t she?”

From the corner of my eye, I saw a number of witches around the place pause and look at their drinks and finger food, suddenly unsure. Even Rotwood seemed momentarily on the back foot.

“I… I won’t do that just to satisfy you!” the grand witch snapped.

“Then what about me?” Becca asked, stepping out of the crowd with a frown on her face. “I trust Cain, and if what he’s saying is true, then I would want to know. And if you’re not willing to even check to see if we’re eating literal poison, then I definitely can’t join your coven.”

Rotwood scowled, and I could see her desire to have Becca in her group war against her hatred of me.

But there was another element at play here, of course.

Pure political calculation

Rotwood’s eyes flicked across the convention of witches and her scowl deepened. The whispers coming from every side were not helping her case at all, and she knew it. Kick me out, sure, but enough people recognized the antlers on Moulder’s head, not to mention had surely been told about Becca’s power. And now that the seed of doubt was planted, it would look beyond bad if Rotwood just dismissed my accusation. Her leadership was being questioned, and there was only one thing a politician could do when dissembling, scapegoating, bribery, and outright lying didn’t work.

Bite the bullet.

Drawing herself up, the Grand Witch glared down at me. “Fine,” she said and gestured imperiously. “Ember? Bring me a glass.”

“Mayor,” Jillian said, quickly stepping in close. “Are we really going to… ya know, entertain this? I mean, it’s a slayer!”

“And when he’s proven wrong,” Rotwood said with a contemptuous look my way, “we’ll throw him out of here on his ass, and everyone can see just what a slayer’s word is worth.”

Jillian bit her lip and shuffled back as Ember climbed the stage with a cup of punch and handed it to Rotwood. The mayor of Springville gave her a grateful nod, lifted the cup before her, and gestured over it with a few sharp words of magic.

For a moment her smug certainty held. Then her eyes widened and her smile slipped as the punch seemed to boil. The water thickened with a scummy surface that almost at once glowed an ill, poisonous green that seeped into the air like steam. Gasps of horror and a few retching sounds came from around us, but my eyes were totally on the stage.

Rotwood spun about towards Jillian, whose lips were tight and she looked on the verge of crying. “Jillian!” Rotwood demanded, thrusting the cup her way. “What the hell is this? Explain yourself right now!”

“Oh… shit!” the sparkly witch swore, stamping a foot petulantly. “It wasn’t supposed to be like this! Everyone was just supposed to drink the potion, join the coven, and then when we did the election, I’d get chosen as head witch! But now it’s all ruined!” she whined.

“But… but why, Jillian?” Rotwood asked, for the first time looking genuinely confused.

Jillian rounded on her. “Because of you!” she shrieked, jabbing a finger at the mayor.

Rotwood recoiled in genuine confusion. “Me?”

“Yes! You! Because it’s always about you! Everything. All the politics and money and all the other stuff is always about you and making you more important and powerful. You never asked me what I wanted. You never asked if I wanted to be in charge of anything. You never wondered if I wanted to be more than your assistant! You never listened to my opinions! My ideas! It was all about you! Do you have any idea how annoying you are?”

Rotwood leaned back as if physically repelled by Jillian’s words. Even I was a bit shocked. I hadn’t seen a crash out like this in a long time, and it looked pretty clear that most of the other witches around weren’t too sure what to make of what was happening.

But Rotwood rallied, straightening with a glare. “I-”

“I am so sick of you!” Jillian continued furiously. “Sick of listening to you bitching all the time. Talking about how pretty you are. How smart you are. How everyone else is so dumb and you’re sooooo clever. Do you have any idea how annoying you are? How painfully boring you are? And I just had to nod along and take it!”

“Ugh. That sounds horrible,” Luna said from beside me.

“Shh,” I hissed, not that I was disagreeing. If anything would make me go crazy, it would be listening to someone like Rotwood acting like hot shit for years on end.

“Why didn’t you just tell me?” Rotwood demanded.

“And get fired? You never think about anyone else, Abby!” Jillian screamed, quivering with anger. “So I had to be my own boss! And look what I accomplished!” she declared with a sneer, throwing her arms wide. “I seduced that stupid prince of the forest with some records and old movies and being a flirty foreign hot chick! I found that stupid vampire to refine the mushrooms grown from mystic corpses into a form that someone could take without turning into a tree! I was the one who got those stupid pushers to sell it as a drug so I could pay the vampire to make the stuff! I did all that. Me!” She jabbed a finger at Rotwood. “You never gave me the respect I deserved! I’m way smarter than you, but you never praised me, Abby. I want to be praised too! I want to talk about how pretty and smart I am! I want to get credit for my ideas instead of just letting you take them! I want to talk about how cute my dress is! How great my magic is! How good my makeup is! I should be leading this fucking coven! I’m the smart one! I’m the pretty one! And I’m much better than you, you fucking bitch!”

“Bitch!” Rotwood snarled, rearing up, magic crackling off her like crimson lightning as she finally got over her shock and into more familiar territory of blind rage. “How dare you talk about me like that! I gave you everything you ever had, you miserable little skank!”

“Fuck you! You didn’t give me this!” she screamed, reaching into her pocket and yanking something out.

Green light spilled across the clearing, radiating from a green stone embedded in an iron metal frame encrusted with sealing runes. It pulsed with power, ivy crawling about it, twisting with untamed magic.

“My seed!” Moulder shouted. “I knew you had it!”

“I do have it!” Jillian declared as magic seeped down her arm, her eyes turning an ill green. Veins pulsing from her sockets. “I took it! Because that’s the one thing you did teach me, Abby. If you want power, you gotta take it. And I’m taking it right! Fucking! Now!”

Before anyone could do anything, Jillian slammed the stone into her chest. Instantly it melted her shirt and sank halfway into the flesh, roots growing from it, burrowing into Jillian’s breast like an anchor. The stone shifted in colour, going from a rich green to a poisonous hue. A pulse of pure magic power throbbed through the air in a wave, nearly knocking me down. As it passed, most of the witches around me buckled over, groaning and shuddering. I stepped back in alarm as little mushrooms started to sprout on them. Wisps of magic steamed from their bodies and swirled through the air, coiling and feeding into Jillian’s amulet.

“And I’m the head bitch in this coven now!” Jillian declared as something like bark began to claw over her face. Her hands growing green and fingers warping into vines. Her body swelled, becoming larger as she fed on the magic of the witches she’d infested with the seed’s magic. “I’m the one in charge! And I say fuck-”

I fired a fireball right into her, flames blasting her off her feet and back across the stage. Rotwood, Ember, and Becca turned in shock to me.

“Cain!” Ember barked.

“Oh, like you all were doing anything,” I said as I ratcheted another round. “Besides,” I added as more vines started to sprawl outwards from Jillian’s body, “we’re far from done.”

Jillian reared back up, the scorch mark from the fireball already fading as more of her body shifted into greenery, vines, and bark. Her face was strikingly lovely despite the fact that it looked like a mask of plants, and antlers like branches of ancient oak sprouted from her head.

“And you!” Jillian snarled, rising to her feet, even though said feet appeared to be coming together in a mass of greenery like a tree trunk. “You just had to come along and ruin it! And to think I thought you were cute!”

“Sorry,” I said, taking aim. “I’ve met my relationship quota of women who wanted to kill me.”

“Yeah!” Lorra growled as she came up beside me. “Not that I’m trying anymore.”

“Oh shut up!” Jillian snarled, swinging an arm that suddenly extended like a gigantic vine. I ducked it but Lorra didn’t even try, tanking it even as it flung her across the clearing. Her feet dug in, grinding through the ground before she managed to stop, holding the arm in her gauntlet-clad hands.

Lorra grinned, but seemed to forget she lacked leverage, as Jillian just swung her arm up, lifting the startled wolf-girl off her feet to swing about in the air until she lost her grip. With a yelp Lorra was sent flying into a table of food, smashing into it and sending canapes flying everywhere.

“Lorra! You okay?” I shouted.

A thumbs up emerged from the wreckage.

Unfortunately, that was all the time I had before Jillian swung her arm at me again. I fired another fireball, which blasted through her arm and sent it crashing to the stage. A crackle of lightning heralded Becca opening up with her .38, cluster firing into the plant woman’s center mass and sending her reeling, joined a moment later by Ember hurling fireballs at her fellow witch.

All of which wasn’t going to be enough, as I could already see. Despite the damage we were dealing, it wasn’t close to stopping her. Jillian just kept growing. More foliage spilling from her, her entire lower body becoming a mass of vines like a seething gown made of writhing tentacles. Thorny spikes bloomed across her, her eyes blazing with poisonous green as she swelled, feeding on the essence of those she’d infected, growing taller than even the bonfire.

“Get the witches out of here!” I shouted at Rotwood as I fired another fireball, reducing another swinging mass of vines to ashes.

“Don’t order me around!” Rotwood snarled, but all the same turned and started shouting at those witches not doubled over or flopped on the ground. Bitch that she was, I’d give Rotwood her due, she knew how to motivate people, and soon witches were dragging their mushroom sprouted sisters towards the exit.

Which was nice, but Jillian had already gorged herself like a midwestern dad at a buffet, and she was still growing! I saw one of her limbs suddenly sprout a mass of spikes and I lunged aside just before they fired, thudding into the ground where I’d been a second ago.

Hands grabbed me, dragging me to my feet, and I found myself looking into the sunken, crazed eyes of Moulder. “The seed!” he shouted. “You have to take it from her!”

“Don’t know if you noticed, but it’s about three stories up there now,” I snapped back, pointing at the pulsing mass in Jillian’s chest, already mostly covered in a layer of bark.

“Then figure it out, slayer!”

Story of my goddam life. Everyone expected me to have a fucking way to kill the monster when it started bulking up and ripping apart the town. Which was definitely where this crap was going. But what the hell was I supposed to do about it? Hell, I didn’t even have anything in my armoury that could put a dent in Jillian at this point, let alone something I brought with me. And the only thing in ten miles was that stupid hotel…

Oh.

That might work.

“Keep it distracted!” I shouted, turning and running past Becca.

“Where are you going?” she demanded as she fired blasts of lightning at the mass of writhing greenery.

“To get some help!”

Becca said something, but I was already pelting out of earshot and into the woods, racing past fleeing witches. My lungs were soon burning, but I kept going, frantically running downhill. There was only one way to take this thing down.

And there it was.

I burst from the treeline and ran around to the front of the Great Forest Inn. The massive Paul Bunyan statue stood out there, grinning that mindless smile, axe slung over his shoulder.

Perfect.

Even as I ran for it, I was digging through my pocket until I found my knife. Grabbing the statue’s leg, I plunged my blade into the cement and got to carving. This was a tricky one, but a plan was needed, and I had it.

In less than a minute I stepped back and checked the enchanting circle I’d carved. Not my best work, but it’d have to do. Not that I’d tried this trick on something this big before. But hey, if I failed, then Jillian would probably suck every witch here dry and become a wild god. No biggie.

“Alright, you bastard,” I said, rubbing my hands together, magic sparking between my palms. “Function follows form. So let’s get moving!”

I slammed my hands into the sigil, pumping magic into it. You could only enchant an object to be what it already knew it was. And this one was a thirty-foot-tall steel and cement logger in a toque and painted on flannel.

A great groan came from the statue as its grinning, bearded head slowly turned. Flakes of paint rained down as its arms, with a creak of metal and popping of stone, came about, swinging its metal axe into an open palm. Its legs jerked and I stumbled back as it ripped its feet free of its moorings, stepping down from its small stage with a shudder of the earth.

“Hey!” I shouted, moving into its path and frantically waving my arms. “Here! Down here!”

The statue looked down at me, eyes crackling and glowing a bright blue with my magic. With a creaking it moved down to one knee and held out its palm. I scrambled aboard, and Paul rose again, setting me on its shoulder.

The sound of a slamming door had me look back down to see the goblin from the front desk burst out of the hotel’s entrance and scramble into the open. “Hey!” the little green man shrieked, hopping about. “Hey! What the hell are you doing!”

“Just need to borrow him for a minute,” I called back. “Hope you don’t mind!”

“Yes I mind!”

“Well… too bad. Alright, big guy,” I said, patting the side of Paul’s head, pumping another burst of magic into him. “Let’s go! About face. Left right. Left right. March!”

Paul started walking, every step making the earth tremble. Cars in the parking lot bounced in place and alarms started blaring, prompting a number of faces to peek out the windows. And when they saw a giant in plaid and carrying a massive axe walk by like some Americana kaiju, they promptly ducked back and shut the shades.

“Fee fi fo fucking fum!” I growled as Paul tramped through the tree line, felling pines with every step.

We made good time, given Paul’s stride could be measured in miles. Soon enough I spotted the writhing mass of the plant creature rising out of the forest. She was easily as tall as Paul, and I saw the flash of blue and red magic that marked the battle line. I grinned savagely.

Time for some gardening.

Paul burst through the trees blocking us off from the grounds, and for a moment the fighting stopped. Rotwood, Ember, Becca, Lorra, Luna, and even Jillian all stared in baffled shock at the giant who’d just stepped into the fight.

Sadly, that shock didn’t last too long, and with a howl Jillian swung her flailing vines against Paul, grabbing at his legs and waist and trying to pull him down.

Paul widened his stance, cement and steel groaning as he fought against the grasp of the vines.

“Alright, Paul,” I said, clapping my hand against his head. “Get chopping!”

With a heaving groan Paul swung back his axe, and then brought it down. The mass of metal was duller than a butter knife, but the sheer force and weight saw it through. The axe slammed through the mass of writhing vines, cleaving through them in a wide slash.

A shriek went up from the Jillian plant creature and she reeled back, severed tentacles flailing before they regrew and whipped at him again, but Paul didn’t even seem to notice. Instead, he waded into the lashing foliage, his axe slashing, ripping through the vines in a steady assault like he’d been doing it all his life. Which, considering said life started about two minutes ago, wasn’t entirely wrong.

For my part, I braced myself on his shoulder and scanned the mass of roiling mutated vegetation. Jillian faced off with us, her bark face aglow with hate. The high ground gave me an excellent view, and I easily picked out the seed. It throbbed in her chest, protected by a mass of greenery and bark, but its power shone through nonetheless.

“There!” I shouted to Paul, pointing at it. “Cut through there!”

Paul nodded his head with the grinding of stone on stone. Then he wrenched up his axe again for another chop.

But mighty as my dragooned giant lumberjack was, the plant horror that Jillian had become was not messing around either. Vine tendrils lashed for Paul’s limbs, wrapping around them like some verdant octopus, and though Paul was tearing them free, a lot were starting to stick.

Down came the axe. Again. Again! Paul hacking away at the green horror with a single-minded focus of centuries of stories can bring. The man was made to chop, and he was doing it with the enthusiasm usually reserved for infomercial salesmen.

Jillian howled, struggling to bind him. More and more vines clung to Paul’s arms and legs. Paul was starting to struggle from the sheer number of them holding him, but he kept at it. A lucky break saw him hit her chest a glancing blow, slicing open the bark in a rain of bark and ooze of green. The emerald glow spilled from the cut and Jillian shrieked in wordless fury. The Seed!

“There!” I shouted at Paul, pointing down at it. “Hit her there!”

Paul moved to swing his axe up again, but clearly Jillian didn’t appreciate getting her weak spot exposed. The plant horror hurled all itself against Paul, her body slamming into him. Surprised, Paul staggered back, and I nearly went flying before I got my grip on his shoulder. By the time I’d gotten back on my feet vines had wrapped around Paul’s arms, holding them against his body. Paul thrashed, cement and steel groaning with the effort, but the vines had no give, and with a sudden heave Paul was wrenched off his feet.

Jillian fell down, dragging Paul with her. He crashed atop her, on his hands and knees. I was nearly thrown free, and only managed to stay on his shoulder through a hasty grab of his giant ear. Even so I was nearly shaken off, left clinging to his lobe as my feet kicked above the mossy hide of the monster. I looked up at the pulsing core not far.

Crap.

A crackle of magic spat through the air and blasted some of the tentacle-like vines. A shriek went up from Jillian as her groping limbs fell away, smoking and charred. I looked down to see Becca standing just off among the trees, her tattoos blazing with power, her eyes sighting down her .38. The barrel buzzed and she let off another thunderous blast of lightning, scorching another of the tentacles into char.

I gave a nod of thanks, then swung my attention back to the pulsing green heart. “Now, Paul!” I shouted. “Chop now!”

Ripping his arm free of some smaller vines, Paul grabbed his axe in one hand and reared up, swinging it high above his head. With a groan of metal and cement he brought it down, slamming it into the pulsing green core.

The thing split, green ichor spewing out of it in a flood. Paul swung again, slicing deeper into the mass. A horrific shrieking sound rose from Jillian and the vines lashed and spasmed.

Jillian wailed in agony and rage. She tried to rise, but before she could I compelled Paul to reach out. The massive statue dropped his axe, and his thick fingers plunged into the plant monster’s core, grabbed the seed filling her chest, and pulled.

Foliage fought it with everything it had. Vines and roots like tumorous veins clung to the seed, but it was badly weakened, damaged, and with a snapping sound the roots and vines that once connected the core to the main body gave way. With a final heave Paul wrenched the core out of her and held it aloft in triumph.

The plant creature writhed, withering before our eyes with a desponded scream of impotent fury. I watched as Jillian shrivelled up like a tree in a desert, returning to a more normal human size. Sorta. She just kept shrinking, and in a matter of moments, all that remained of Jillian was a mummified husk like she’d reduced so many of those she’d used to grow her mushrooms.

I grimaced, and patted Paul on the side of the head. With a creak the giant knelt, holding up his hand for me. I stepped into his palm, and he lowered me to the ground.

Stepping from his palm, I looked at the pulsing green mass nestled in his other hand. It wasn’t hard to spot what lay within, and I drew my sword. I sliced into the gooey green and reached into it.

Ugh. Like groping through lime Jello, but in short order I got my hand on something hard and yanked it out. I opened my hand and looked at the seed. It was about the size of my fist and engraved with strange swirls all over its surface, all of which glowed softly in the low light. Still infused with more power than it had any right to be. I actually felt a shiver as I held it. The very essence of primordial life in the palm of my hand.

Incredible.

I heard movement and looked up, finding Moulder approaching me. His eyes glowed with the same greenish light of the seed, and he held out his hand.

For a moment I was tempted to hold onto it. The sheer power of it radiated up my arm and through me. I felt vital. Incredible! Like I could take on the world!

But in the end, I shook it off, and gave it to him.

Moulder’s fingers closed on the seed and he gave a shuddering sigh of relief, the hollowness of his face filling out a bit. He reached up and pulled open his suit, and I grimaced at the sight of the space over his heart. It was literally just a blackened pit, like someone had burned part of his chest out.

Without a word Moulder put the seed back into it. He shivered, eyes lidding as it settled into his chest. Almost at once his bark-like skin closed around the seed, the withered swirling patterns swelling like roots given new life. His thin body did the same, filling out, his branch-like antlers flowering as he straightened with a sigh of relief.

“Thank you, Cain,” he said in a voice strong and resonant, and in that moment I saw the similarity with his father.

“No problem,” I told him. “Happy to lend a hand. But next time, maybe come if something like this happens again, just tell me instead of playing Men in Black. Okay?”

Moulder nodded. “I will,” he said. Then he turned, walking towards the treeline. As he drew near the air wavered and the foliage seemed to grow… greener. A shimmer like a mirage formed there, and I saw him step into it, passing through and beyond. Goddam, guy had just opened up the veil itself like it was nothing. I shivered. Reaaaally glad he hadn’t felt like making a further issue of the whole ‘witch stole my seed’ thing.

Hearing a click of heels, I turned around to see Rotwood standing not far, staring at Jillian’s corpse in tense silence. Her expression was unreadable, but as if sensing my gaze she turned to me sharply. Her lip curled and she tossed her dishevelled hair back over her shoulder, then turned on her heel and started barking orders at the witches all over the grounds.

With a sigh I sat down on Paul’s hand, the statue inert now that I wasn’t pumping magic into it. I slumped back against those painted cement fingers, my arms flopping against my sides, exhaustion hitting me like a pallet of bricks

What a fucking night.

“Cain!”

My eyes snapped open, but I hadn’t time to call off Lorra before she’d bounded into my lap and threw her arms around my neck.

“That was amazing!” she cried, tail wagging and eyes glowing. “Incredible! That big statue was all like, whack! And the green girl was all ‘ahhhhh!’ and then you ripped her heart right out her chest! It was like a kaiju movie. Can you do it again?”

“Not for a while,” I admitted with a grunt. “That… took a lot out of me.”

“Yeah,” Becca said sadly as she drew near. “And she took a lot out of the witches.”

I glanced around the place, and had to agree. Dozens of women were laid out, moaning or looked like they’d aged a decade in ten minutes, and I had a feeling some wouldn’t be getting back up again. Even as I thought this, I heard sirens and saw police lights blazing from down the path.

Well, this was gonna be fun to explain…


Epilogue

I stood awkwardly outside the mayor’s office, really not looking forward to this meeting, but knowing too well there was no avoiding it. Well, there was a way, but all things considered it was probably smarter not to leave this to fester. Mayor Rotwood already didn’t like me. Ditching a meeting she’d called probably wouldn’t help.

Whispers had me glance over at some aides hanging around at the other end of the hall. Witches, of course, but when they saw me looking at them, they blushed and bustled around the corner, though I caught them peeking now and then. The blushing was weird, but the whispers weren’t. It had been about a week since we killed Jillian, and rumours were exploding all over the place. Even Kendrin was going on about them when I called to make my report.

I sighed, leaning back against the wall. What a mess…

The door to the mayor’s office finally opened and Ember poked her point hat out. “Cain?” she said. “Mayor’s ready to see you.”

“Alright,” I grunted, rising to my feet and heading inside.

The mayor’s office was everything I expected of it. The state and city’s flags bordering the big desk before the window. Books that looked very scholarly in cases along the walls, and everywhere in nice, hardwood frames was Rotwood’s smiling face in newspaper clippings, photos of events, or with important people.

The mayor before me looked considerably less chipper than in those pictures. Her face was severe, and not even makeup could hide the bags under her lidded eyes. Hard lines defined her expression, and she was once more dressed in her starched suit and tie, her hair done up and a pin with the US flag on her lapel. She looked haggard, and even the almost plastic-sheen of her hair seemed drabber than usual.

“Rotwood,” I said, keeping my tone carefully neutral.

“Cain,” she replied, equally neutral as she gestured at the chair across from her. “Take a seat.”

I did so, settling in. Can’t say I was enjoying the tension in the room. Rotwood just stared at me, her face as unreadable as the IRS tax code. Finally she eased back in her chair, letting out a slow breath and crossing her arms.

“I suppose,” she said coldly, “you expect me to thank you for what you did.”

“Not really,” I admitted.

Her lip curled. “I’m not such a bitch that I won’t say thanks where it’s due.”

“Kinda sounds like you are,” I noted.

She made a growling sound in her throat, then closed her eyes tight and rubbed her forehead. “Jillian may have… a few points in what she said. Though obviously not in what she did.”

“Obviously,” I agreed.

“Hrm.” She stopped rubbing her head and gave me a level look. “At any rate, the city and the county are very thankful for your assistance in this matter,” she said.

“You called me in for that?” I asked.

Ember cleared her throat from the corner.

Rotwood glanced with annoyance at the police chief, then sighed again. “And I… suppose I should give my personal thanks for helping us in that… unfortunate incident. Not that it’s doing me much good,” she grumbled, looking sideways with a scowl. “Now the entire concept of a National Coven is up in the air, people are doubting my leadership, and the entire coalition I spent my life building is dangerously close to unraveling.”

“My heart bleeds for you,” I said drily.

She shot me a venomous glare. “I’m trying to change the world, Cain,” she growled. “Make it better for all mystics. Not that you would know what that’s like. You’re just concerned with killing them.”

“Yes. Clearly that’s my end game,” I said, standing. “If that’s it, then I guess we’re done here.”

“I suppose we are,” Rotwood said stiffly. “Goodbye.”

I gave a half-hearted wave and headed for the door, Ember walking with me. But to my surprise she didn’t stop once I was out, but followed me through city hall and towards the front doors. When we got outside she stopped.

“She really does mean well,” Ember said.

“Yeah? For who?” I asked.

Ember flushed. “She’s got a lot of pride,” Ember admitted. “And she has to, to do all the things she has. And thanking you like this was hard for her, you have to understand.”

Annoyed as I was to admit it, Ember was right. Thanking me must have been more painful to Rotwood than pulling teeth, and if given the choice I knew she’d have preferred the latter. All that said, it didn’t mean a hell of a lot to me, considering how she’d been with me. And though I hoped she might change from the whole experience, let’s say I wasn’t holding my breath.

“She’s got ambition, no question,” I told her. “But I meet lots of people with ambition and dreams of changing the world. Let’s just say I’m not as optimistic as you.”

“We have to start somewhere,” she said.

“I know,” I admitted. “And I hope it works out for you all.”

Ember gave me a weak smile, and I gave her one back before turning and heading down the steps and towards my Pinto.

Starting the engine, I pulled out and gratefully drove out of town and up the highway. Awkward as that meeting had been, and though I’m sure there were probably some ramifications for how it all turned out, it was also easy to put aside in my mind. Because back home, I had something much better to look forward to.

The Cain house soon loomed before me in all its gothic glory, and as I pulled in the door swung open. My feet had barely touched the ground before Lorra tackled me, the wolf-girl’s tail wagging furiously as she pressed herself lovingly up against me.

“Cain!” she cried. “I missed you!”

I chuckled, rubbing her head between her ears. “I was gone for two hours.”

“Missed you still!” she said, rubbing her cheek against mine.

Becca emerged from the house next, laughing at the sight. “Lorra, really? At least let him come inside.”

“You can wait. I can’t,” Lorra said, though she did pull back enough I was at least able to walk.

I couldn’t hide my grin though, and I slipped my hand into the back pocket of Lorra’s jeans, copping a feel of her incredible ass as I did. The wolf-girl wriggled in happiness, pressing against me even more as we approached the door.

Becca stepped aside to allow us in, and from the couch I saw a mane of pink hair and two fox ears perk up. Luna turned her head, grinning.

“Hey!” she called, waving us over. “Finally back?”

“I am,” I said.

“She try anything?” the kitsune asked.

Lorra’s ears flattened and she growled. “She better not have.” She gave me an eager look. “Want me to firebomb her house?”

“No, that’s alright.”

“You sure? We could make out in the warmth of its flames. Flames of passion!”

“And federal criminality,” I reminded her. “Besides, she just wanted to say thanks. Admittedly very begrudgingly.”

Luna, Lorra, and Becca all exchanged a knowing look.

“...What?” I asked, looking between them.

“Nothing,” Luna said, smiling innocently.

“Yeah. Nothing at all,” Becca said, smirking as she handed Luna a big bowl of popcorn.

I narrowed my eyes at the trio, but none seemed willing to give up their thoughts. Instead, I just grunted and plopped down on the couch. “Whatever. So, what movie did you three decide on.”

“Oh, you’re gonna love it!” Luna chirped, grinning as her tail flicked, a DVD case rising off a nearby table and opening. “I burned it myself. Roswell Cheerleader 4! Sure, it’s pure schlock, but the director really did his research, and the probe technology is as true to life as it gets! Plus, I’m pretty sure at least one of the aliens totally isn’t prosthetics. Its proboscis looks super real, and I bet it’s a real alien hiding out on the movie set, earning enough cash to afford the plutonium to fuel its ship and escape earth!”

“Earning enough by being the monster in a bad B movie to buy plutonium?” I asked.

“Hey, I didn’t say he was smart,” Luna said, telekinetically feeding the DVD into the machine.

“And Cain?” Becca suggested, plopping down next to me. “If you’re not too tired after the movie, maybe we could… go upstairs?”

“Yeah,” Lorra said, claiming my lap. “You can hold us because we’re scared!”

“And, you know,” Luna giggled, her tails swishing and stroking my face, “see where things go…?”

I looked between the trio, and I remembered this house before them. How I’d get back after work and collapse into the couch, pull out a beer, and watch whatever was on tv. Just me and my solitude and the grim quiet of a big, empty home.

And now?

Now gave a lazy grin and picked up the remote.

“You know what,” I said, looping my arms around Luna and Becca, tugging the pair in against me as I settled into the couch and hit play. “That sounds like a pretty good idea…”

End
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