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Chapter 1. Necromancin’ Dancin’

It never failed. I was all set up and ready to watch the game, and some jackass decided to try and raise the dead.

Again!

But I suppose I shouldn’t have been surprised. Ever since the Slayer Society sent a message down the wire to the various branches that the Skull of Desmoa had been stolen from that museum up in Chicago, I had a feeling it would be coming to my neck of the woods. And of course, it was going to be used for some necromancy. Not much else you could do with the ossified head of a notorious Salem witch, aside from having an interesting paperweight. I guess I’d just hoped that it was a fake. Or that maybe it would be used up in Colorado or somewhere. But as my teacher once said, hope for the best, but come heavily armed for the worst.

And boy howdy was it looking pretty bad.

Opening the door of my old Chevy truck I got out, then looked at the ill green glow washing over the graveyard. It pulsed deeper beyond the skeletal trees and tombstones, humming in the air like a swarm of angry bees. Dammit. Figured they’d try this up here. This kind of crap always happened in Lovecraft country. Times like this I wished my family had sworn an oath to protect somewhere less mystically active. Like Milwaukee. Shit never happened in Milwaukee.

But bitching about the job never got it done faster. I leaned back into my truck and buckled on my enchanted sword. Though it had been given to me by a spirit of the water, it had sadly not made me king of England, but instead conferred the legacy of the Cain family’s holy mission of protecting humanity from supernatural foes.

And, yeah, humanity definitely needed a hand or two. There was never a lack of eldritch things, demons, and squid-like entities crawling out of the cracks in the world to prey on people. Humanity was both stupid enough and tasty enough to draw that kind of attention. Sure, the Masquerade may have fallen, but just because ghouls and goblins were out in the open and working in IT, it didn’t mean there wasn't still a need for people willing to bust monster heads.

Case in point, whatever the hell was going on here.

I slammed the Chevy’s door shut and got my 12 gauge, pump action shotgun out from the bed, behind the spare tire and some jumper cables. An enchanted sword was great and all, but a bit of modern stopping power was always appreciated.

Well, modern-ish.

I tugged some shells out of my pocket and fed five of them into the loading tube. Magic was a tricky thing for sorcerers like me. I normally needed a fair bit of time, gestures, and mumbo jumbo with reagents to make so much as a spark. Not great when you were facing down a wendigo looking to make a necklace from your entrails. My solution? Prep spells in advance, channel them into shotgun shells, and unload them into the face of the nearest monster. Worked surprisingly well, if lacking a bit in elegance. But in my experience, when the bloated demon named Nyarlen the Facefucker is barreling down at you, proboscis flapping, screaming words that made the ears bleed and rocked reality itself, elegance ain’t worth much. Now raw power?

Well, I’d put my money on that.

I finished with the shells and ratcheted my gun, the first round a nice fat fireball. And as every DM knows, you can’t beat a fireball in most cases. Especially with the undead. With my other hand, I drew my Colt revolver. Nothing magic about that one. Just good old-fashioned lead. But that had a magic all its own.

Thusly armed, I heaved open the crooked fence of the graveyard and started across, heading into the glow of the ill green light.

As I drew closer, I started to hear the whispers of the dead seep among the tombstones. Climbing a small hill, l found myself looking down on the crypts far below. Pretty typical of this part of New England, though the altar staked out among the graves was a bit new.

As was the woman tied to it.

Hoo boy. Things just got complicated.

She looked unconscious, and was dressed in the wispy little white dress one would call a ‘slip’ in these circumstances. Ideal for your virgin sacrifices to dark powers. Why that was, I dunno. Tradition, I guess.

As were the dark robes the dickhead looming over the altar was wearing. They were stitched with silver symbols and masked his face in shadows. In one hand he held a jagged ritual knife, and in his other he held the skull. He didn’t, however, have a bunch of cultists around him. Instead, he had a bunch of zombies swaying in a crowd, their rotting bodies animated by the greenish magic that pulsed in them, echoing in empty sockets and coursing through limbs like radioactive veins.

Fortunately, it wasn’t real radiation. Just your bog-standard sorcery zombies. Much better, given the options. They didn’t have that ‘turn you into the undead’ bite thing that was so annoying with plague zombies. I mean, still not a good idea to get bitten by something that’d been rotting in the ground for a few decades, but you know. There were worse things than taking antibiotics for a few weeks.

“Desmoa!” the cultist called, raising the glowing amber skull. “I summon thee! Come forth, and claim your host! The sacrifice has been prepared! The way made clear! Come, my dark mistress, and return to life! Long have we awaited. Now rise. Rise! Blood of your blood, I summon thee!”

Oh, that wasn’t good. Time to crash the party. As he raised the dagger over his head, I stepped forward. “Hey! Willard Thern!” I shouted.

The cultist looked at me. “Who is this?” he snarled. “Who dares intrude upon I, the great sorcerer!”

“You’re not a sorcerer,” I told him. “You’re a part time museum tour guide who stole something he shouldn’t have. Now put down the knife and step away.”

“Step away? Away! Away from greatness? From power? From fulfilling my purpose at last! Fool!” Willard thundered. “I was destined for greatness. I was born for power! I-”

The bang of my revolver cut him off, the front of his robe ripped open as he took three rounds to the chest and flew backwards, slamming into the ground with a thud.

“Moron,” I grunted.

Except then he sat back up.

Oh hell, was I dealing with a lich or something? Then I noticed the ragged kevlar visible through the torn front of his robes. Huh. A smart cultist. Will wonders never cease.

“Get him!” Willard shouted.

So much for the easy way.

The zombies wheeled about and lurched towards me, moaning and pawing with claw-like, rotting fingers. I dropped the handgun and swung up the shotgun. The first pull of the trigger erupted with a blast of a fireball, the flames billowing forth in an explosion and devouring the first half dozen undead, turning them into flailing torches. I whirled, firing again on a second group, but even as I did the others came in too close for another shot. I reversed my grip and cracked the shotgun’s stock into the jaw of the nearest zombie, sending its head twisting around with a sickening crunch of rotting bone.

Fuck it. Enough of this.

My silver-trimmed sword cleared its scabbard and I bulled forward, hewing through the first few zombies to rear up in front of me. Dead flesh parted with gratifying ease, blue flames engulfing them as the dark sorcery was purged and I hacked my way forward, weaving and slicing through the ranks of undead.

But easy as they were to kill, they were still holding me up, and time was very much a factor.

As was the fact Willard had clawed his way back up to his feet and had the knife in hand again.

“Now rise, my dark mistress!” he cried, raising the blade over the woman on the slab. “Arise!” he screamed as he lifted the skull. A howl of wind arose, swirling around the cultist and the skull he held aloft. Its sockets glowed as it seemed to drink the light coming from the girl on the altar.

Alright, that was going to be a problem.

I slashed another zombie in half and kicked a second out of my way, opening a straight shot to the altar. Rotting fingers clawed at my bomber jacket as I rushed through the gap, my steps thudding off the overgrown turf. Planting a foot on the lip of the altar, I jumped onto the stone slab in front of Willard.

“Fooooool!” the bastard bellowed, pointing towards me. Magic snapped, crackled, and popped down his arm from the skull and a blast of eldritch lightning arced from his fingers like some discount Sith lord.

In answer, I brought about my sword. Blackest sorcery crashed into the enchanted steel with a sound like glass scraping against a chalkboard. I felt it trying to force me back, every hair on my body tingling and standing on end, but I held my ground, gritting my teeth as the unholy magic sparked off my body like burning fingers. I suddenly swung my blade, deflecting the lighting to blast into a nearby tree with a crash of old timber and a flare of green fire.

Willard pulled back his hand, another surge of magic roiling in his fingers, but before he could cast I swung up my leg and booted him hard in the face.

Willard went down, tumbling onto his ass once more and dropping the skull, which gave a shriek of ghostly rage before whatever animated it faded.

I grabbed the woman on the altar, hauling her off. She staggered to her feet and fell against me, and I tried to ignore how the wispy cloth clung to her and how very sheer it was.

“Fool!” Willard snarled, climbing back to his feet. “You’ve ruined everything!”

“Not yet,” I said, and swung my sword once more.

An expression of shock still on his face, Willard’s head tumbled to the ground and rolled to a halt near the altar. His corpse swayed, arms dropping along with the rest of him as his body collapsed onto its knees and flopped over.

“There,” I grunted. “Now I have.”

As I spoke the unearthly edge in the air dulled. The greenish glow faded and the remaining zombies shuddered, then collapsed, rattling to pieces as the animating magic gave up the ghost. Literally.

I lowered my blade, breathing hard. The woman leaning against me moaned and I looked down as her eyes fluttered open.

“What…” she managed. “What was…”

“It’s okay,” I told her. “You’re safe now.”

She looked up at me, clarity returning to her eyes. She opened her mouth to say something else, but then her cheeks bulged and she bent over, puking all over my shoes.

Dammit.

I really liked those shoes too…


Chapter 2. Company Calling

This wasn’t my first rodeo, of course, so I had a spare pair of boots in my truck. Along with pants, shirt, and additional firepower. Because when you were a slayer and your job was to prevent people getting eaten by boggarts, it paid to be prepared. It was a tough job, but someone had to do it.

Sure kept me busy though.

Things were simpler in Great Grandpa Cain’s day, I’d say that much. Back then the veil was still largely intact, so the things that crossed over into reality were pretty reliably malicious and uncommon. So you just killed them.

Wasn’t so simple now.

The veil was already getting a bit haggard around the Industrial Revolution, but things really picked up when World War 2 Nazi Boogaloo rolled in. Sure, there were always some mystics living around the place. Werewolves. Vampires. Witches. Charlie Chaplin (allegedly). But they tended to keep up the masquerade.

Not so much anymore.

Turns out the human world became pretty appealing with TV and processed foods, and nowadays you got creatures once resigned to myth crossing over the veil and integrating with society as best they could. No government is quite sure what to do with them even now. Negotiating with elves, dragons, and demons is tricky because there isn’t really a governing body for them all, and the things still living behind the veil don’t play nice with others.

See, there were two types of what we called mystics: the wilds and the commons. Commons were the sorts of mystics that had made an effort to integrate with society in the eighty years since the last of Hitler’s vampires got staked. They agreed to abide by the Mystic Civilian Act of 1987, which allowed mystics to live among humans so long as they abided by local laws, didn’t eat people, and laid off the glamours. They do that, they got to work and live in the open, so if you saw a goblin wearing a tie and wandering around Wall Street, you were looking at a common.

The wilds, on the other hand, were the sorts of creatures that still lived in the cracks between human reality and the more primeval world of the veil. Fairies that kidnapped people who took the wrong turn at the fork, elemental spirits that were real dicks around tornado alley, trolls that charged a toll at the Golden Gate Bridge. That sort of thing.

They were also, unsurprisingly, not exactly easy to deal with.

Fortunately, wilds didn’t tend to mess with human society too often. But every now and then you had some… unfortunate intersections. And the Feds weren’t that good at dealing with it. Mystical creatures are a lot like libertarians, in that they’re instantly hostile to the government, and generally want to be left alone. Also like libertarians, they were often creepy, had an obsession with gold, and did questionable things with the underage.

So the Slayer Society dealt with them. A loose confederation of people like me who got called on to deal with mystic encounters that went wrong. We’d been doing it a loooong time under the table with the government, and though there’d been some efforts at legislating the whole business, the Feds so far just kept the current arrangement.

As for me?

Well, I was born into the job, you might say.

Yep. Ever since my ancestors helped found the town of Springville, then discovered around here the veil was basically paper thin and drew all the nastiest critters around, the Cains took on the job of fighting off supernatural threats that looked to prey on humans and cause trouble in the area. Some bloodlines inherited diabetes. I got the call to battle supernatural evil. Given the options, I’d have probably taken the sugar-free lifestyle, even if I would lose out on cake.

But them’s the breaks. And someone has to make sure the weird guy in the hood who smells fishy doesn’t summon Cthulhu, and it sure as hell wasn’t going to be the FBI or the Knights Templar. The former because, in addition to being glacial in doing things, they were just stuffed with Illuminati weirdos, and the latter because they had an annoying tendency to shoot first, ask questions later with a hot poker.

Which wasn’t always a bad policy, exactly, but when vampires started working insurance adjustment and dragons took over the big banks, you had to be a bit more careful about whose ass you shoved a spike up. Besides, the Templars were welcome to stop the cryostasis Nazis from cloning Hitler again. I had my own things to deal with.

And tonight wasn’t even the worst thing to happen to me this month. That dubious honour had to go with that farm that found something in the well that mutated their alpacas into a horde of long-necked yet plush monsters. It had been the most cuddly nightmare I’d ever witnessed.

Still, after dropping the girl I’d saved off at the sheriff’s office and explaining to them the situation, it was very late, and fuck was I glad to be getting back on the road heading home.

“And I missed the game, too,” I groaned as I glanced at the clock on my dash. Dammit. I mean, yeah, I could just watch it taped, but that took half the fun out of it. Not to mention I needed to prep a report to the Society, lock up the skull, and all the rest. Christ. What a night.

Unfortunately, as I pulled in towards my place and my headlights washed over the woman out in front of my driveway, I realized it wasn’t over yet.

She was sitting on a stump I split wood on, and looked up as the light hit her, her eyes squinting against the glare. I pulled up slowly to a halt, then cracked open the door and got out, sword in hand. “Hey,” I called. “You lost?”

“Are you Marcus Cain?”

My grip tightened on my sword. “That’s right.”

“Then I’m not lost,” she said, getting up.

I got a good look at her then. She was pretty, that was for sure, though the baggy jacket wasn’t doing her any favours. It also couldn’t hide the curve of her chest. Her jeans, though ragged, hugged a pair of fetching legs that implied regular jogging. She had a tattered backpack slung over her shoulder, and her hair was a rich blonde tucked haphazardly under her ballcap. But I could see by the way her shoulders dragged that she was tired, though she squared them up as she looked at me. There was steel behind that pretty face, even if she looked about ready to fall over.

“What do you want with me?” I asked.

“You know Richard Hann?”

Now there was a name I didn’t expect to hear. “Yeah,” I said warily.

“I’m his daughter. He told me to come see you if anything went wrong.”

“Wrong with what?”

She hesitated, a flash of pain crossing her tired face. I sighed. Looked like I had one more thing to deal with after all.

“C’mon,” I said, turning off the truck and tugging the keys out. I grabbed the sack with Desmoa’s skull in it, tossing it over my shoulder as I moved up towards her. “We can talk inside.”

Her eyes trailed to the sword, somewhat understandably. But she followed me all the same, which spoke more to her situation than I liked. Anyone willing to follow a stranger dressed in plaid, wielding a rune-inscribed sword into a house in the middle of the woods was in real dire straits.

And my house was pretty imposing, I’d say that much.

That was the thing about colonial buildings. The people who came over from Europe in those early days did so with the idea of bringing home with them, but ended up working it with a distinctly American flair. This left the Cain House with a very particular personality. With a minaret tower, bay windows, and eaves tipped with gargoyles, it was like someone tried to make a castle out of a cabin.

But it was home.

I opened the screen door and turned the knob to the house proper. As I did, I passed my hand over the ward at the door, dulling the barrier spell around the place. Generations of Cains had pumped their enchantments into the family home, and it was probably better defended than the White House against supernatural menaces.

It also meant that anyone who meant the family harm couldn’t cross the threshold without getting fried. So when the girl ducked after me and into the living room, I figured she probably wouldn’t try and knife me. She took in the living room skeptically, and I couldn’t blame her. The whole place was like a museum crossed with a hunting lodge. Handmade furniture and old wood paneling, a pelt rug, copious amounts of stuffed animal heads, and plenty of weird looking relics and arcane looking objects scattered around, it made most people uneasy. The generous amount of beer cans and takeout boxes added a touch of modernity, though it was maybe a bit embarrassing on my end.

“Sorry about the mess,” I said as I led the way inside, tossing the sack with the skull in it onto a side table. I’d deal with it later. “I don’t exactly get a lot of company. Here. Take a seat. You want coffee?”

“Wine would be better,” she said as she slumped onto the couch, dropping her pack beside her.

“Uh, don’t have that,” I admitted. “Beer work?”

“God, anything,” she groaned, pulling off her ball cap. Rich gold tumbled over her shoulders as she leaned forward, burying her face in her hands.

“Sure,” I said, pulling a few cans out of the fridge. I set one in front of her and took a seat opposite. “So,” I said, clasping my hands. “You know I’m Marcus Cain. Now, who are you?”

She shook her head, lifting her face from her hands and giving me a tired look across the table. “Rebecca,” she said. “Rebecca Hann. Richard was my father.”

“Was?” I said.

She bit her lip, twisting the can in front of her this way and that. “He… he told me that if anything were to happen to him, I should come find you. He gave me your address and… and I don’t know. It’s all so crazy.”

I frowned, and cracked open my beer with a hiss. I had a feeling I was going to need it. “Alright,” I said slowly. “So he said. Now, I’m willing to listen. I knew your dad, yeah. He was a professor back at Miskatonic, and we talked a fair bit about my… work. Good guy. Bit fussy, but knew his stuff, so if he sent you to me, it’s probably because things went bad. And in a weird way, am I getting warm?”

She nodded, sitting up a little more.

“Good,” I said, trying to be gentle, but knowing the best thing for her right now was laying out my credentials. From my experience, feeling you were talking to someone who knew what the hell he was doing was always the most important thing. Sure, the weird might not be just the realm of fairy tales anymore. But the stuff I dealt with tended to be a bit beyond gnomes fixing Air Jordans. “Now, your dad and I did work together, but he was always more bookish than me. Great guy, but we moved apart. Still, if he told you to find me, it’s because he couldn’t help you with whatever happened. I like and respect your dad, and depending on what’s going on, this might be in my wheelhouse. So tell me what’s the story, and we’ll try and figure this out.”

Rebecca took a deep breath and let it out. “Alright,” she said, her voice steadying. “Alright.

“My father… he was a professor at Miskatonic, which I guess you know. He took a particular interest in the study of folklore and mysticism of eastern Europe and ancient cultures. And a few months ago, he got a visit from one of his fellow researchers. A man named Laurence Glott. Glott found a relic or something. This weird black box. Apparently it came out of some church in Eastern Europe and was bought at an auction. Glott wanted my dad’s help figuring out what it was.”

I nodded along, already feeling my stomach tighten. It was a pretty common story. Sadly, it was also the kind of story that rarely had a happy ending. “I see,” I said, gesturing for her to continue.

Rebecca fidgeted. “When he started working on it, my dad became… different. Downright obsessed. Every day he’d lock himself up in his study with the thing and his books. Him and Glott started meeting with some strange people. I didn’t get a good look at them usually, but they were very sketchy. Had a creepy intensity about them…”

I took a long drink. “Go on,” I said.

“He started staying up late. Working even while Glott was gone. And every time I saw dad he seemed… worse.”

“Worse how?”

She waved a hand in helpless expression. “More haggard. More exhausted. I dunno. And some nights, I’d hear sounds coming from his office. He hadn’t acted like that since… since…”

“Since?” I prompted.

She hesitated, then stood. She grabbed her jacket and pulled it off.

…Woah.

First thing I noticed was that she did, in fact, have a killer figure. Full breasts pushing out a loose t-shirt with a faded Metallica lettering on it. Second thing I noticed was the markings inked all over her arms. At first blush they looked like tattoos, but you didn’t party crash enough cults and wizards like I did and not get a feel for arcane signs, and these were sure as hell that.

“He did that?” I asked.

Rebecca shyly folded her arms, glancing away. “I don’t know how,” she said softly. “It was years and years ago. He just wrote them with ink from a brush, but they won’t come off. He said it was for my own good. We got… distant after that. I still love him, but… yeah. But after he got that relic, it was a hundred times worse. He started muttering to himself. He stopped taking care of himself. He’d only shower if I told him to. He barely ate, and only when I literally put the food beside his hand. I honestly thought he was getting dementia or something. But he could still be… there, you know? But less and less so. It was like he was going crazy! That stupid box was the only thing that held his attention. I was scared.

“Then,” she continued, voice dropping, “three days ago, he burst into my room and told me to leave. To go find you. He gave me the box he’d been studying and your address and told me not to trust anyone. Not even the police. He said they were captured. That they had eyes everywhere.”

“They?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know. He wouldn’t answer me. It was like he’d gone insane! His eyes were bloodshot and staring. He looked twenty years older. I barely had time to grab my jacket before he shoved money for a bus ticket into my hand and kicked me out the door.”

“So you left?” I said.

She nodded miserably. “I did. And as I was going, I… I saw some cars pull up in front of the house. One of them had Glott in it. And then… then…”

“Then?” I prompted.

She gave a strangled sob. “Then I heard gunshots and… and I don’t know. I ran. I caught a bus, but then I thought… if they had the police, then they had to be watching the buses. So I stopped with them and hitchhiked the rest of the way here. I was scared out of my mind but didn’t know what else to do. I did what he said, but I… I just…”

She trailed off as she slumped back into her seat, grinding the heels of her palms into her eyes, sobs shuddering through her.

I took a slow drink from my beer and realized I’d polished it off. Right. I set aside the empty can and rose, walking towards her.

Instantly she shot up like a frightened rabbit, staring at me with wide eyes. I made a quick calming gesture. “It’s alright. Do you have the relic with you?”

She nodded shakily and reached down, pulling up her tattered backpack. She hesitated a moment, then unzipped it and drew something out.

…Woah.

I took it from her, examining it. It was a cube, made of some kind of black stone. Could be onyx, but it felt odd. Almost oily. The shape kind of made me think of a rubik’s cube, as it even had some strange symbols carved on the sides. The black stone shimmered weirdly in the light. As if it was moving. No jewels or anything like that, but as I touched it I heard a faint sound. Something like a whispering…

I shook my head forcefully and the whispers were suddenly gone, the cube once more just a thing carved from rock. Or, so it appeared. But I wasn’t buying it. No way. This creepy little fuck was probably going to be even worse than that time all those Cabbage Patch dolls got possessed with the soul of a serial killer. Now that had been a hell of a Christmas.

I set the cube aside on the table, my eyes moving back to Rebecca.

“Do you know what it is?” she asked.

“No. But it did try to whisper unholy secrets in my ear, so that’s something,” I admitted. “Can I get a better look at those tattoos?”

Her arms rose defensively. “My tattoos?”

“It could help,” I said.

She swallowed, then nodded. “They mostly seem to be on my back,” she admitted.

“That’ll work,” I said, moving around her. She hunched up and grabbed the bottom of her shirt, pulling it up and exposing the curve of her back, and more importantly, the canvas of ink that covered it. Goddam, it was like a circuit board written on her skin. Or maybe hieroglyphs would be more accurate. Some of those symbols were crazy complicated, but all seemed to radiate from a central design which looked like some kind of rune. Not the same script as the ones on the cube, which was a bit of a relief. Fortunately I was more familiar with general arcane sigilism. And these designs had all the hallmarks of a seal. A powerful one too.

“Interesting,” I muttered. “Do you know why your father did this?”

“No,” she admitted. “He said it was to protect me.”

“From?”

“He didn’t say that either. Things were… tense with us.”

I nodded. “Would you mind if I touched it?”

She squirmed a bit. “I guess not.”

Gently, I reached out and rested my hand on her back.

Then snatched back my fingers at the crackle of eldritch magic. “Mother fucking mmmph!” I cursed, shaking my hand as the burning numbness tingled, but already beginning to fade. A kind of ‘touch the stove’ warning.

Rebecca looked back at me quickly. “Holy shit! You okay?”

“Fine. Fine. Ah,” I hissed, squeezing my stinging fingers with my other hand. “Well, that’s magic alright.”

“Do… do you know what kind?”

“A good question,” I grunted, peering at the markings and taking care not to touch them again. “...Not too sure, but I have a few ideas. Would you mind if I took a photo?”

“I… I guess not.”

I nodded and pulled out my phone, centering the image on her back and taking a quick picture. I scrutinized the image. Damn. Didn’t come out great, but arcane signs never did on digital. Magic fucked with film of every kind. Still, it’d do. For good measure I took some pics of the cube’s facets. Those were much clearer, although now that I had them, I realized I’d taken photos of eight sides, and none were the same. Which was not great for a six sided box.

Oh yeah. There was something real eldritch about this.

“Right,” I said, tucking my phone away. “So here’s what we’re gonna do. I have a contact in town that has a lot of knowledge about this kind of magic. We’ll go and see her tomorrow and maybe she can offer up any clues about this.”

“Is that a good idea?” she asked worriedly.

“It is,” I assured her. “We can trust her. She’s a bit… odd, but she knows her stuff.”

“Odd for you?” Rebecca said.

“Surprisingly, yes. Either way, I guess you’re staying here for now. Especially with those tattoos.”

“Why?” she asked. “Are they dangerous?”

“Not sure,” I admitted. “Another thing I’ll need to check.”

“Can’t you just… magic them away?” she said hopefully.

I shook my head. “Magic doesn’t work like that,” I told her. “Sorcery can be tricky if you don’t know what you’re doing, and I sure as hell am not going to mess around with something like this. That stuff’s old magic, and doesn’t take kindly to being played around with. I screw it up, and getting myself turned into a chicken would be a fantastic outcome. For all I know, it could turn your body into a portal to hell.”

“What!” she yelped.

“That’s only if I play around with it ignorantly,” I assured her. “As is, it looks like a seal or a ward of some kind. Can’t really say anything more specific. Other than that it’s also powerful enough to resist tampering. That little shock was a warning, and I’m taking it very seriously.”

“But you can help?” she asked.

“I can,” I assured her. Which wasn’t a lie. I probably could. But again, fumbling around with it blind wasn’t going to do either of us any favours. If anything, it was a surefire way to make things a hundred times worse. Nothing good ever came from playing with forces you didn’t understand. Believe me, I know. And this kind of magic was complex, so the timetable for figuring it out wasn’t too clear even to me. I needed more info.

But that wasn’t a conversation for three in the morning. And by the way Rebecca’s body slumped with relief, I knew she needed the assurance more than anything. “Thanks,” she said. “I just… it’s been insane.”

A pang of sympathy went through me and I patted her on the shoulder, careful lest I activate the ward spell again. “I know,” I told her. “But we’ll figure this out. For now, I’ll show you to the guest room. You look like you could use some sleep.”

She gave a broken laugh. “You have no idea.”

I definitely did, but I wasn’t going to say it. For now, I got her up and took her upstairs, showing her to the spare bedroom. Because after the night I had, she wasn’t the only one who needed a rest.

Especially since I had a sneaking suspicion it would be the last one I’d be getting for a good long while…


Chapter 3. Ponder the Orb

After I’d shown Rebecca to her room I went through the house to make damn sure anything dangerous was locked down securely. There were a lot of trinkets, books, and bric a brac in my house that shouldn’t be touched by unskilled hands, like the witch’s skull I finally got around to sealing in the vault in the back of my basement workshop. I’d give it to a messenger from the Society in good time, and they’d deal with it properly. Probably lock it up in a big ass warehouse to be looked at by top men. I didn’t like holding on to it, but couldn’t exactly trust it to Fedex.

The relic that Rebecca had given me went in there too. Deep in the vault. That thing was real bad news, no two ways about it. Even I wasn’t keen on having it around, but it was also the best clue as to whatever happened to Professor Hann. Only once I’d slammed shut the heavy lock and secured it tight did I finally get to my bedroom and crash.

I was always a light sleeper. Came with the territory of usually having something or someone looking to slit my throat. Given what she’d gone through, I wasn’t surprised to wake up before Rebecca. 7 am. Well, I’d done more with less sleep.

Once I was up, I unlocked my office and went in, booted up my laptop, and started googling.

Not about Rebecca’s marks or the cube. I doubted even the internet in all its wisdom would have much help with those. That was the kind of thing you needed musty tomes and scrolls to learn about. Instead, I went looking as to what I could about her dad. It didn’t take me long to find the headlines. And it sure as hell wasn’t encouraging.

Professor of Miskatonic Goes Missing.

Office and Home in Disarray. Arkham Police Offer No Leads.

Shit.

I leaned back in my chair, scowling with thought. The attached photos were not encouraging. One was of Professor Hann, a mousy man in glasses who looked almost painfully stereotypical university professor. More pertinent were the pictures of the trashed office and raided apartment. Not a good sign by any measure.

Also concerning was the missing person report for Rebecca herself. That would make things trickier. I wasn’t exactly keen on hiding her, but given the circumstances and the professor’s warnings, letting the cops know where she was seemed like the last thing I wanted to do.

Next up was Laurence Glott, and that had a bit more success. Apparently he was a scholar of ancient history with a specialization in Babylon. At least, according to Wikipedia and his university’s page. A quick call at his university informed me he was on leave, but I managed to find a picture of him after a bit of effort. Guy had deep set eyes and a weird, intense look, like he resented even being forced to sit for his photo. Short hair, very square boned face. And those eyes… There was something about them I didn’t like. I’d seen that sort of look a lot in people who thought they’d cracked the code of reality, usually by way of some arcane trinket. Never ended well for anyone.

I eyed the good professor’s photo. Alright, let’s break it down. Richard Hann was missing, possibly dead. He’d been playing around with some mystical artifact from the ass end of old Europe, brought to him by a guy who looked like an extra in a Hammer Horror film. Richard freaked out about whatever he found, and had his daughter take the cube and get the hell out of Dodge. Someone raided his office and maybe killed him. His daughter showed up on my doorstep with some strange magic inscribed on her body.

Well, things were getting interesting, weren’t they?

I shut down the computer and stretched, wincing as my back popped. Well, more questions than answers, but at least I had confirmation of some of Rebecca’s story. First thing’s first, though. I needed to contact the Slayer Society and give an update.

Reluctantly, I turned towards the crystal ball perched on a silver stand on top of an old printer. I know, I know, a bit cliche, but I didn't decide how the Society kept in contact. Clearing my throat, I moved my hand above the crystal, channeling magic into it.

“I summon thee,” I murmured as mists swirled within the orb. “I call to thee! Awaken, spirit, and connect me to the Society!”

Light flared in the depths of the crystal. The mist stormed, and from its depths a pair of crimson eyes cracked open, burning like embers. “Who calls?” the spirit in the ball whispered. “Who seeks counsel with the Masters of the Society of Slayers!”

I rolled my eyes. “It’s me, Kendrin,” I said.

“Oh is it?” The eyes in the orb turned my way, the spirit dropping the mystical whisper for its more grating voice. “Well la-de-da! And what can I do for you?”

“I need to report that Desmoa’s Skull has been recovered,” I told him. “And there’s been a… complication.”

“Complication, eh? Sounds saucy! What’s the scoop. C’mon. Tell me! Does it involve a girl? Is she hot?”

I sighed before those waggling, flaming eyebrows. Friggin’ spirits. You didn’t get this kind of backtalk from emails. But the Crystal Network was also the only way most slayers communicated. Magic didn’t play nice with machines. The more moving parts it had, the less likely it would work when you shot magic into it. Plus a lot of the more powerful sorcerers didn’t go in for phones. You thought explaining apps to grandma was bad? Try someone who’d lived for centuries and wielded phenomenal cosmic powers. Most sorcerers felt that any message not important enough to enslave a spirit for probably wasn’t worth reading.

“There’s been a potential incident,” I told Kendrin. “I need to get in contact with Slayer Asmodei. I have the daughter of professor Richard Hann of Miskatonic over here. It seems like something might have happened to her dad. Can you connect me?”

“Oooh, is she hot? Please tell me she’s hot!”

“What does it matter?” I asked. “You’re an intangible spirit trapped in a realm of magic. You don’t even have a body, Kendrin.”

“Hey! I’ve still got an eye for the female form. Vavoom!”

Closing my eyes, I prayed for patience. “Just… get the message through. I’ve got a lot to take care of today.”

“Spoilsport. Fine, I’ll try. Would you like some musical accompaniment while you wait?”

“No, that’s not-”

“On top of old smoooookey! All covered in cheeeeese! I lost my poor meeeeeatball! When somebody sneeeeezed!”

I buried my face in my hand as the spirit’s shrill, offkey voice assaulted my years. “God, I hate you so much,” I muttered.

“I know,” Kendrin said smugly before resuming his caterwauling.

It took him two more songs before the glowing lights of his eyes blinked and the crystal swirled, revealing a massive bloodshot eye.

“WHO?” bellowed a voice that reverberated through the air. “WHO SEEKS COUNCIL WITH ASMODEI? WHO WISHES TO SPEAK WITH ME ACROSS THE VOID OF THE ETHER? REVEAL YOURSELF, SUPPLICANT! FOR YOU CONFRONT A MASTER OF THE SORCEROUS ARTS!”

Friggin’. wizards. Worse than theater kids, but if anyone had a right to the dramatics, it would be the guy whose territory covered Lovecraftian central. “Hello, Asmodei,” I said. “It’s Cain.”

“AH!” the eye said, pulling back to reveal a narrow, leathery face sporting a thin goatee. But despite looking more at home whispering corruption in the ear of your local absolute monarch, he was surprisingly solid. A sharply detailed cloak hung off him and a pilgrim’s hat rested on his head, completing the picture of puritanical wizard. “AH! IF IT’S NOT MY BROTHER IN ARMS! WELL MET, MY DEAR FRIEND. WELL MET INDEED! WHAT AVAILS YOU, MY COMPANION IN THE ENDLESS BATTLE AGAINST EVIL?”

“A lot, actually,” I said, and gave him a rundown of events. “I’ve got the cube here and am investigating, but I was hoping you could check in on the professor’s office and see what he was working on.”

“GADZOOKS! A FINE PREDICAMENT INDEED!” Asmodei bellowed. “BE AT EASE, MY FRIEND.I WILL DO SO AT ONCE!”

“And don’t tell the cops or authorities,” I added. “It seems like this thing might have some infiltration elements.”

“AGREED! I SHALL ALLOW NOT A WHISPER BEYOND US TWO. THERE ARE MANY THINGS MAN WAS NOT MEANT TO KNOW, BUT IN HIS FOOLISHNESS SEEKS TO LEARN REGARDLESS!”

“Thanks, Asmodei,” I said, rubbing my now aching ears. “I appreciate it. I’ll call you in a few days for an update.”

“THEN FARE THEE WELL UNTIL THEN, MY FRIEND! AND LET LADY LUCK WALK ALWAYS BY YOUR SIDE!”

I tapped the orb, the mists swirling anew and obscuring Asmodei’s face. As it did, the red eyes of the spirit blinked back into being.

“Connection severed,” Kendrin said. “Anything else you want? Maybe a rendition of I Am the Very Model of a Modern Major General?”

“Not just no. But an emphatic hell no,” I said firmly, gesturing over the orb and ending the enchantment.

“Your looooossssss…” the spirit whispered as the mists devoured the burning eyes.

Shaking my head, I shut off my laptop and pushed back my chair. Well, hopefully that would be the most grating part of the day.

I left my office, making sure to lock the door before I headed downstairs. Breakfast seemed like exactly what the doctor ordered.

Plus, I should maybe clean up a bit… I wasn’t too vain about these sorts of things, especially since I rarely had guests, but having a woman around the place seemed to demand a bit of consideration. Especially with everything that had happened to her. I couldn’t exactly shuttle her off to the nearest motel. Not without knowing more about what was going on, who was after her, and if she was safe. But food first. After last night, I was famished. And I bet Rebecca would be too.

By the time Rebecca shuffled down the stairs I had two towers of flapjacks, toast, sunny side up eggs and crispy bacon all set.

“Morning,” I called as I dispersed the food onto a pair of plates.

“Morning,” she replied, looking skittish as a deer, but better rested than last night. No doubt the two things were related. I placed her plate at the opposite end of the table and I took my seat again.

Rebecca sat across from me, her eyes absolutely devouring the hot food. She started on the pancakes slowly at first, but then was soon ravenously working through them. Yowza. Girl could eat, and I had to say, it felt good to see someone enjoying my cooking so much. Been a long time since…

Well, less thought about the better.

“We’ll go into town today,” I told her. “I imagine the fact you didn’t come with a suitcase means you need to buy some things. Can’t be sure how long you’ll be staying here, but it’ll be at least until we figure out what’s up with your marks, and what happened to your dad.”

Rebecca nodded, a faint blush tinging her face. “That’d be good,” she said after swallowing half a flapjack. “I could use some new clothes. I do have my wallet, but…”

“I can cover a few expenses,” I assured her.

“I was going to say what if someone spotted me?”

Ah, right. I’d been thinking about that. “Here,” I said, reaching into my pocket and pulling out a pair of sunglasses. “I put a simple glamour on these. It won’t stop people from recognizing you on sight, but it will confuse cameras.”

“Aren’t glamours illegal?” she said.

“Technically, yeah,” I told her. “But we’re already skirting the law here. Besides, it’s the glasses you should really watch out for. Never trust a person in glasses.”

“Why? Because they’re tacky?”

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “It’s the eyes. Even the best glamour can’t hide the eyes. Those always tell the truth. If in doubt, look into the eyes.”

She nodded seriously. “Got it.”

“Good. Anyway,” I continued, “cameras really don’t like glamour. Confuses the hell out of them. Like vampires and right angles.”

She took the glasses, turning them over in her hands. “Nice.” Then she glanced up at me. “Is that vampire thing real?”

“No. But they’ll say it is. They hate that holy power turns them. They’re like the most annoying internet atheist you ever met. There’s a bunch living up in the trailer park outside of town. Absolute dicks.”

“Trailer park vampires? Really?”

“What? You expected elves?”

She snorted, but I caught the hint of a smile. Then her expression grew troubled again. “Why are you doing all this for me?” she asked, the glasses clicking as she turned them over in her hands. “What do you get out of it?”

Ah, yeah. I suppose she might be wondering that at this point. “I knew your dad pretty well,” I told her. “He was a good guy, and helped me out with a few jobs back in the day. And I’m not going to just kick you out and say ‘fend for yourself’. You’ve got some bad mojo after you, and that never bodes well. So, I’ll help you get out of it. Kind of my job.”

“It is?”

“Yeah,” I said, shrugging. “Fighting evil. Protecting humanity from vile sorceries. Defending the cosmic order. All that jazz. It’s what a Cain does. Runs in the family. It’s literally our motto.”

“I guess that makes sense,” she said, though she didn’t sound entirely convinced. Well, probably smart of her. I mean, I definitely looked a bit sketchy. You don’t exactly expect your wizard and slayer of monsters to be wearing jeans and flannel. “Dad never really talked about you,” she admitted.

“I don’t much like getting talked about,” I told her. “Besides, I spend most of my time here in Bloch County. And that keeps me busy enough. Believe me, if I went to visit someone, it wouldn’t be for a holiday.”

“Sounds kinda lonely,” Rebecca observed.

Ouch, she really didn’t pull her punches.

“At any rate,” I continued, picking up my now empty dishes and more than happy to change the subject. “You’d better finish up and get ready. Then we’ll head out.”

Rebecca didn’t argue, though I could see she had plenty more questions. Hardly surprising. She’d been kind of thrown into this whole mess, but she seemed to have a good head on her shoulders and was adaptable. That’d be good for both of us. Things tended to move fast by the time I got involved.


Chapter 4. Out of This World Sales

Within a half hour Rebecca was showered and ready to go, piling into my old Chevy and we were off for town. Wasn’t a particularly long drive down into Springville, which was about as typical mid-sized town as you’re likely to see in New England

Well, mostly.

Because while your average town and city had maybe a ten percent non-human population, Springville was more like seventy percent. They didn’t advertise that fact, and the deity of your choice knows I wasn’t out there waving a sign about it, but that was the truth of how it was. Werewolves, vampires, fey, we probably had a bit of everything. Mainly? This was because of the magic in the area. A lot of the mystic races were drawn to that stuff like bad scripts to Nicholas Cage. Most people assumed mystics were like the ones in the city, who kept to their hidden communities, aside from the few that kept up a human guise for whatever reason. But out here in the more rural areas, the threads of tradition were long, and you had a ton more wilds bleeding through the veil. Still, there wasn’t too much overlap. Mystics tended to keep to their own, and people were likewise. Even the bougiest of gentrifier thought twice about living beside a guy who turned into a wolf every night and howled at the moon.

Well, for the most part. There were a lot of women who were very into that, but I tried to avoid those clubs. I had enough weird shit in my life without opening that can of worms. Made a furry convention seem downright decent. Either way, it sure made the local elections more interesting.

Needless to say, as an official slayer, I wasn’t everyone’s favourite resident in Springville, but I wasn’t hated too much either. I was in that comfortable zone where people wouldn’t be happy to see me, but no one was spitting in my burger. Most of the residents who lived in Bloch County long enough got used to the idea of needing me, even if they didn’t like it. Especially after that business with the clown living in the sewers. That had been weird. Besides, given the amount of paranormal activity around the area, if I wasn’t around, residents were liable to find a gate to hell cracking open on main street one day. Which the demons would probably be game for, but most everyone else wasn’t. That kind of thing really did a number on property values.

As we got near town, Rebecca peered at a massive construction sight just off the highway. “What’s that?” she asked.

I glanced over. “Oh,” I grunted, glaring at the massive building being heaved into existence by cranes. “Big new department store is being built. Going to be the biggest Carriger’s in the state, they say. They’re planning on opening soon, so we won’t be able to get things there quite yet.”

She nodded, turning ahead as we zipped past the Welcome to Springville sign and headed into town.

Springville was a typical New England town with aspirations of city-ness. Lots of classic colonial architecture around the main street zones, but here and there more modern buildings were popping up like glass and steel pillars. I cruised down onto main street, heading straight for the shop sitting on the corner, right across the post office. Every town in the world had a store like Foxfire Curios. That little out of the way place run by someone who looked like they belonged in a Ray Bradbury story. The stores had names like Needful Things and sold reagents, trinkets, mogwais, and the bad ones did artifacts of ironic magic punishment, like making you irresistible to women but chronically flaccid.

Fortunately, this wasn’t one of them (unless you really pissed the owner off). Foxfire Curios was run by Luna, a kitsune, and was your more typical magic shop. It mainly sold magic components, tools, and other stuff mystics needed for their more esoteric purposes. And good thing they did. If it wasn’t eye of newt and tongue of toad, no one was buying the other stuff Foxfire was selling. But the owner was an odd one, even for me. Which wasn’t too surprising. I knew a lot about various European and New World mystics, but not much about the east, and even less about kitsune.

I pulled up to a stop and helped Rebecca out of the truck.

“This is the place?” she said, eyeing the old store with its sloped roof, upstairs residential and downstairs bay windows swelling outward. A sign saying Foxfire Curios and Items was hung over the door, and the things in the window certainly were curious. Not many shops where you could buy not just kitschy garden pots and ground up man mandrake root, but books like Roswell’s Secrets and On the Tracks of Bigfoot.

“This is it,” I confirmed as I stepped inside, bell ringing above the door as I took a deep breath. Ahh. I loved a good small shop. The musty smell of old paper and ink, the crowded shelves struggling to offer more to the discerning buyer, the charm of a business that didn’t so much cycle stock as cram it in wherever there was space. It was the best.

The one thing it wasn’t was busy. Which was hardly a surprise. Not a lot of demand for UFO keychains, alien tshirts, and small press published books about Bigfoot, Illuminati, and pyramids being built by Atlanteans. As for the other things it sold, mystics tended not to hang around when buying reagents. They tended to know exactly what they needed for what they were doing. Making spells wasn’t like baking where you could toss a bit more wolfsbane in for flavour. Magic was precise work, because imprecise tended to be fatal.

The fox herself slumped behind the counter, intently reading something in the vein of the Weekly World News by the look of the cover, which had a stirring article about Elvis’s hidden rejuvenating tomb buried under Graceland. When we entered Luna looked up and started.

“Cain!” she chirped, tossing aside the magazine. “Hey! What’s up?”

“Hi Luna,” I said, stepping inside. “Good to see you.”

She blushed adorably. She wore a pair of small purple tinted glasses, and her long pink hair tumbled around her shoulders in tangled waves. Both of which matched her vibe of adorable cutie to a tee. She dressed, however, like a renegade from a conspiracy theory convention. A baggy t-shirt with ‘The Truth is Out There’ and an alien’s head stretched across her chest, while a loose brown jacket with overly long sleeves hung off her shoulders. Little UFO earrings dangled from her pointy ears, and four tails of pink fur weaved about her as she hopped off her stool.

“Same! Same. Toootally,” she said warmly. “How you been? Seen any…” She trailed off when her eyes landed on Rebecca. Her smile faltered slightly, and she took a second look. “Who’s this?” she asked, her tone shifting, suspicious now.

Rebecca straightened, jaw tightening and body tensing, the pair standing off like street cats who’d crossed each other’s paths.

Hoo boy.

I stepped forward, putting myself between them. “Luna, this is Rebecca. She’s the daughter of an old friend. She has a... slight problem.”

“Does she?” Luna said, her ears perking forward with immediate interest. She looked again at Rebecca’s sunglasses. “You’re not a Fed, are you?”

“What?” Rebecca said blankly.

“Because you gotta tell me if you are.”

“I… no. I’m a student.”

“Then you’re not hypnotized not to think you’re a Fed in order to gather information as a sleeper agent?” Luna asked intently, almost leaning over the counter with the intensity of her questioning. “Are you in reality a subject of the MKUltra program?”

“And how, exactly, would she be able to tell?” I asked.

Luna paused. “...Okay, fair poi- gah!” she yelped, overbalancing and tumbling over the counter to flop in a tangle of tails and limbs onto the floor.

Not the best first impression, I had to admit.

“You okay?” I said, kneeling down and helping Luna back up.

“Y-yep! Fine. Totally fine,” the kitsune said, bouncing back to her feet with a flap of her overly long sleeves and a flutter of pink tails. Her face, however, was absolutely burning red. “Never better. Fantastic in fact!”

“Great. And no,” I said. “Rebecca isn’t a member of the CIA, or a lizard person, or a spy from a federal agency out to brainwash anyone. Alright?”

“You sure, Cain?” Luna asked. “You gotta be careful out there. Major League Baseball is spying on our every move!”

“I’m sure,” I said. “Promise.”

“Well… okay. I’ll trust you on this one. So!” Luna said, clapping her hands and beaming at us. “What’s going on? Has the Illuminati made a move? Did she see bigfoot? I bet that’s it. I knew it! I told the planning committee that the stupid construction project was destroying his potential habitat!”

“There’s no such thing as bigfoot,” I said tiredly. “Every time someone thought it was, it just turned out to be a werewolf.”

“That’s what they want you to believe!”

I rolled my eyes. Rebecca was looking less and less sure about all this, and to be fair, I couldn’t exactly blame her.

“Can we head to the back?” I asked. “We have a more… mystical problem.”

Luna visibly deflated, her tails lowering. “Oh. So… she’s not being stalked by Mothman?”

“No.”

“You’re sure? Not even a little bit?”

“Pretty positive.”

Luna blew a huff of air out. “Fine. Alright. I suppose we may as well...” One of her tails flicked, the bell at the end of it jangling with a spark of magic. In response the OPEN sign in the window switched off and the door locked with a click, making Rebecca jump. A slight smug smile warmed Luna’s face as she turned and trudged into the back of the store, tails weaving in her wake.

I followed, shaking my head. Luna was something else. In terms of raw magic power, I probably had her beat, but her level of control and knowhow was incredible. She was more a research type sorcerer than fighter though, but we all had our part to play. And I was counting on her expertise with this.

The back room was a sight to behold. Just past a wall of stock was Luna’s office. Ancient tomes filled shelves along one wall, and the air was thick with the weight of magic and possibly potpourri. If you took an alchemist’s shop, blended it with modern hoarders, and maybe added a dash of 1980 era filing system, you’d probably get about the same thing. The only modern devices were a couple of bulky old monitors, some hard drives, and literally racks of VHS tapes. I know, dead media, but believe me, if you wanted to blend sorcery and tech, the internet wasn’t going to help you. Magic, as a rule, hated anything digital. It scrambled it like hell. Even radio waves had issues. Some progress had been made in the last decade, but not much. The more physical your media, the better it worked. Which was great news for the VHS industry, I guess.

Centerpiece of the room though was, unsurprisingly, Luna’s conspiracy theory wall. It was huge, and was covered in photos, documents, pins, and threads that interconnected points of interest. It spanned everything from local elections, clipped newspaper stories, and unflattering blown-up photos of celebrities with ‘REPTOID?’ written on them with red marker, all cobbled together in some vast conspiracy it’d take a team of psychologists to work out.

Luna turned around, leaning her ass against a worktable and crossing her arms, causing the alien’s head on her shirt to get goggle eyed as it stretched across her bust. “So, what’s the problem?”

I brought out my phone and turned it around. “First off, what do you make of this?”

Squinting, Luna took my phone and examined the pictures of the cube. “Ooooh,” she hummed, flicking through them. “Interesting. What is it?”

“A relic dug out of Eastern Europe. But it’s definitely more. I don’t recognize the markings. Do you?”

“Hmm… Not really. They’re not any language I know, mystic or mortal.” Her eyes flashed up at me. “Do you think they could be alien?”

“I frankly don’t know what they are,” I admitted.

“Oooh, I love a good mystery,” she hummed happily as she practically pressed her nose into the screen. “They kinda remind me of some of those ones they found in that black city up in the arctic circle.”

Fuck. I was afraid of that. “You think so?”

She shrugged. “Maybe. But I’m not too sure. I’ll need a closer look,” she said, handing the phone back. “Can you send me those photos?”

“Gladly,” I agreed. “And there’s one other thing.” I looked over at Rebecca. “Please, show her.”

Rebecca hesitated but then slowly peeled off her jacket. As soon as the tattoos on her arms came into view, Luna’s eyes widened, and her tails flicked in surprise.

“Oh wow,” she said, gaze running over the marks. “Look at that!”

“Pretty much,” I agreed. “Can you make anything of them?”

Luna pushed off the table, moving toward Rebecca with careful precision. Gone was the fidgety kitsune. Now she was all focus. Magic was her bread and butter, and she was looking hungry.

“Wowzers,” she murmured, taking Rebecca’s arm and stretching it out. “Amazing! I think I’ve seen these before.”

“Me too,” I put in. “I think it’s a seal of some kind. Maybe Atlantean or Lemurian.”

“Oh, Lemurian for sure.”

“Can you figure out what it seals?” I asked.

Luna thought for a moment before responding. “I think so. For sure I can definitely tell you it’s not all seal. Especially these ones.”

“What are they?” Rebecca asked nervously.

Luna glanced back up at her. “Magic channels.”

“Magic channels?” I repeated, my voice full of disbelief.

Rebecca looked confused. “What the hell are magic channels?”

“Magic channels are a type of sorcery focus,” I told her. “They’re used to direct power. Major power. Most sorcerers have to use reagents or complicated spells to tell magic what to do. The more intricate they are, the more complex and powerful their spells can get.”

Luna nodded in agreement. “Exactly. But some mages are born with power in their veins, And with this level of complexity? We’re looking at some potent stuff.”

“I couldn’t even touch them,” I told her. “Got a spark for trying.”

“Hmm. May I?” Luna asked, looking at Rebecca.

Rebecca didn’t seem convinced, but she reluctantly nodded. Luna reached out, her fingers brushing against the markings, only to yelp, jerking her hand back as sparks snapped at her.

“You okay?” I asked.

“Ouch! Dangit, that smarts. Yeah. I’m fine,” Luna said, sucking on her shocked finger. “Mmm.”

“What do you make of the seal?” I asked. “Is it just to lock down her magic? Or something else?”

Luna eyed the runes again, more closely but making sure she didn’t touch anything. “Looks like it. I’ll want to do a deeper dive, but this is definitely a seal to tap down on her powers. I could go for a bit more research though.”

Nice. Progress! “Thanks, Luna. Any clues you can dig up would be much appreciated.”

The kitsune blushed, her four tails swirling. “No problem, Cain. I’d be happy to. Anyway, in my expert opinion, it looks like a lot of these are Lemurian spell focus runes, and the channels can be used safely.”

“So she can cast?” I asked.

“Looks like it was designed to allow it. At least, a bit.”

Interesting.

“As for the seal…” The Kitsune leaned back, face pinching with thought. “Mmmm… Give me a bit, and I think I can figure it out.” She looked back up at Rebecca. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to make some sketches of the whole pattern. Would that be okay with you?”

I looked to Rebecca. “Well?”

Rebecca hesitated. “Will this help figure out what they are?” she asked.

“Absolutely,” I told her. “Luna is one of the foremost experts in ancient languages and arcane signs in the country.”

“She is?”

“Sure,” I told her. “Atlantean, Egyptian hieroglyphs, elven script, she’s a regular polyglot.”

“Well duh!” Luna said, her tails fluttering with smug happiness. “Of course I am. How else do you think ancient aliens contacted us? The signs are in their ancient people’s scripts! I mean, do you really think that Egyptians were smart enough to build their civilization? Or how about how pyramids are dispersed all across the world in every culture, often continents away? That’s right!” she declared, sleeves flapping dramatically as she swung her arms. “Aliens!”

“Or piling blocks on each other to make a triangle didn’t take a genius,” I told her. “Besides, they weren’t used as alien signaling devices.”

“Yeah yeah,” Luna said, waving me off. “They say pyramids were used to focus and enhance magic powers and contact the realms beyond the veil, but come on, Cain! That’s what everyone believes. But big archaeology is repressing the truth! You’d know if you watched those documentaries I suggested.”

“Ah, yes,” I said wryly. “Those youtube video essays featuring guys who look like they use electroshock therapy recreationally. Truly beacons of sanity.”

“Doesn’t mean they’re wrong,” Luna huffed. “Electric shocks focus the mind. Anyway!” she cried, flapping her sleeves grandly. “Picture time!”

“I’ll give you two some privacy,” I said, backing out of the room. Rebecca gave me a pleading look, but I just smiled encouragingly and shut the door behind me. Sorry, girl. Had to be done, and hanging around while she got topless would send entirely the wrong signals.

Not that she wasn’t pretty. She was downright sexy. But she was hardly in a place that I should be flirting with her.

Back in Luna’s shop I idly wandered around, examining the stock. Some alien bobble heads drew my attention and I picked one up, giving it a shake. Doubted these sold too often.

As I set the little grey back on the shelf, I heard something more than unwelcome. The rumbling growl of motorcycle engines.

I tensed as I heard them pass by, only to come back this way. Making my way to the window of the shop I peered out at the street. Glossy black bikes revved loudly as they prowled like sharks down the road, and the riders weren’t your average forty something bearded dude. Oh no. This was far worse.

They were wolf-girl bikers.

I grunted, grimacing when I spotted their triangular canine ears. No safety gear, which wasn’t a surprise. The group’s enhanced physical durability would be better than any helmet not forged by dwarves. They were wolf-folk, not true werewolves, but a breed of mystic race who’d been bleeding through the veil a fair bit in the last thirty years. Seeing them as bikers wasn’t exactly surprising. A lot of them went into that when they came into the material realm. Something about leather, chains, and riding around in packs fucking with people appealed to your still somewhat feral wolf people. Go figure. Didn’t often see them around here though, and I couldn’t say I was happy to now.

There were three of them, all wearing leather jackets with Hellhounds written on them, and as they cruised back down the street they drew up beside my truck. Dismounting, they looked over the old Chevy, their eyes lingering a bit too long on it.

Crap.

I glanced at the rear of the shop. Inside, Luna was still occupied with Rebecca, but not for too long. Probably best to handle this before they were done.

The bell over the shop’s door jingled as I stepped out onto the sidewalk, making my way over. “Can I help you all with something?” I called out, keeping my voice friendly but my body tense.

The trio looked immediately my way. One grinned, sauntering up. A purple mohawk buzzed over the back of her head, her hands hanging loose at her sides.

“You own this thing?” she asked, nodding towards my truck.

“It’s mine,” I replied, my hand sliding casually into my pocket, my fingers working into the brass knuckles I kept in there.

“That’s good,” the wolf said with a smirk. “Mind if we take it for a ride?”

“I think I might.”

Mohawk chortled and looked back at the others. “He thinks he might,” she said.

The other two laughed, and before I could respond Mohawk suddenly whipped around and swung a fist at me.

She was fast, and even expecting it she almost nailed me, but she’d telegraphed it too much and I ducked under the swing. Surprise widened her eyes when I slammed my free fist into her face, making her grunt and stagger back, but it didn’t do much to her beyond that.

Then I yanked my other hand out of my pocket, the runes on the brass knuckle glowing hot as I pumped a burst of magic into it and slammed it into her stomach.

The impact shot through her like a kick from a mule, but the shock that I could do it to her empowered body probably hit just as hard. She wheezed, doubling over and clutching her stomach, which was about what I could expect given how little magic I was able to put into the immediate attack.

Unfortunately, a follow up from me wasn’t happening as one of her friends came up with a chunk of pipe and swung at my head. I stepped back, evading it, and when she tried to cave my skull in again I tapped her arm with my free hand, deflecting the blow. As the pipe went wide I slammed a headbutt into her nose. The wolf yelped, staggering back and grabbing her face as she went down to her knees, moaning in pain. No surprise. They may look human, but a wolf-folk’s nose was as sensitive as any dog’s, even with enhancement magic.

The third wolf rushed me then. She just had her fists, but that’d normally be enough. She grabbed me by the bomber jacket before I could move away and yanked me into her upcoming fist.

The impact probably would have broken a rib, but instead it cracked against the barrier spell woven into my jacket. Puzzlement flashed across the wolf-girl’s face before my brass knuckle smashed into her chin, another flare of magic lifting her off her feet and sending her to crash among the bikes, knocking them down and leaving her lying, groaning in the heap.

I caught a blur of motion and took a quick step back, avoiding a swing from Mohawk, who’d recovered enough, and she was pissed. A knife was in her hand, and she looked like she was ready to use it.

“Mother fucker!” Mohawk snarled as she swiped at me again, “you think we’re playing?”

“No,” I replied, feinted with my left hand, and when she moved to block it, I clocked her with the knuckles. “But neither am I.”

She went down hard, ricocheting off my truck before flopping onto the pavement with a groan and probably a few loose teeth. I shook my fist and glared at the new dent in my Chevy.

Fucking amateurs.

“Cain? What’s… woah!”

I looked back to see that Rebecca and Luna had emerged from the shop and were looking at the trio I’d just downed.

“Hey,” I said, tucking the knuckles back into my pocket. “All done?”

“Sure. What’s with them?” Luna asked.

“Just a bunch of assholes. Would you mind calling the cops? Don’t really want to be around when they get back up.”

“Yeah, no problem. Wait, are you leaving already?” Luna asked, a pout on her face and her tails wilting.

“Afraid so,” I admitted. “Rebecca and I still have a few things to get and do before it gets too late. But let me know if you find anything out.”

Luna’s ears perked back up. “You got it, Cain. And remember! The truth is out there!”

“Sure is,” I said as I ushered Rebecca back into the truck, climbing in after her. “It sure as hell is…”

And I, for one, was keen to find it.


Chapter 5. Lunching

After that little brawl, shopping was pretty relaxing, all things considered. Rebecca managed to get more or less whatever she needed. A few changes of clothes, various toiletries, the sorts of things you didn’t think too much about until you didn’t have them.

“I will pay you back,” she assured me at the checkout counter.

“It’s fine, really,” I told her. “Some jeans aren’t going to break the bank.”

“Still, I will.”

“Whatever you like,” I said, not feeling like fighting over a hundred bucks worth of clothes, toothbrushes, and other things. As the last items were tucked into a bag I hoisted it. “Alright. Shopping is done. Now for some lunch. C’mon. I know a good place. Best wings outside Kentucky.”

“That’s pretty high praise,” she said, a hint of a smile showing.

“Just wait until you try it. Guarantee you’ll change your tune,” I assured her, leading the way out of the store.

We headed off to Erria’s Big Wing and BBQ, whose claim to fame was both the size of its portions and bust of its owner.

It was busy inside. The lunch rush had mostly petered out, but there were still plenty of people. The whole restaurant had a nice established feel, with wood paneled walls and tables layered in varnish from years of use. Very small time place you’d come to as a kid and now brought your own family to. We nabbed a booth near the corner and settled in, not having to wait long for Erria to make an appearance.

Erria was that kind of large, happy woman whose face seemed dimpled from copious smiling. She was also a chickenhawk harpy, with brown feathers fanning their way down her arms and whose cinched apron did a lot to emphasize her bust. “Well hey hey! Look at who’s come on by!” she declared as she stopped by our table. “If it ain’t my favourite slayer. And who’s this lovely young lady?" she asked, swinging towards Rebecca, who reflexively leaned away.

"This is a friend from out of town," I said.

"Well, it’s plum lovely to meet y’all," she said, beaming. "Look at you, darlin’. Y’all look half-starved! Here. Let me get you somethin’ nice and heavy. Y’all gotta try the buffalo wings. Melt in your mouth! Old family recipe, you know. Put some meat on them bones!"

“We’ll just take the menus and some coffee for now,” I said.

“Sure, hon. If’n y’all say so,” she shrugged, tucking the menus in front of us before bouncing off to attend another table.

“She’s… a lot,” Rebecca said, peering after Erria. “Is it… does she feel weird, you know, specializing in chicken?”

“Why would she?”

“I mean… she’s a bird,” Rebecca said. “Isn’t that, like, cannibalism or something?”

“Birds eat plenty of other birds,” I replied as I opened my menu. “Now, what would you like to eat? The roasted chicken breast is amazing."

“And comes in generous portions too, I bet,” Rebecca added with another glance at Erria, who was literally cooing over a baby three tables over.

I chuckled. “It definitely does. So, what’ll you have?”

“Dunno,” she said, finally opening her menu. "Just about anything sounds pretty good. Breakfast barely made a dent. It’s been a long..." She trailed off, her face drawing at painful memories.

"A long couple of days," I finished for her, nodding. "Are you feeling a little better about what's been going on?"

"Honestly? Not really," she admitted. "It’s all just so much. I keep feeling like I’m going to wake up and everything is going to be back to normal."

"I know," I said sympathetically, but there was no honeying this part of it up. "Sorry to say that’s not going to happen. But that's life sometimes. It just kind of kicks you in the teeth."

"Who even says ‘kick in the teeth’ anymore?" Rebecca asked, but she smiled a little.

"I’m afraid I’m a bit of an old soul.”

"You don’t look much older than me.”

"Good genes. And not just Levi’s. It’s one of the few things I got out of being a Cain. Well, that and the ability to swing around some pretty heavy sorcery."

Rebecca looked around the diner thoughtfully. "So, you protect this town?" she asked.

"Not just the town," I said, nodding as Erria dropped off our coffees and fluttered away. "I’m sort of the guardian of the area. My territory spans miles in either direction."

"And you, what? Fight crime or something?" she asked. “Like magic Batman?”

I wobbled my hand. "Kinda sorta. For one, I don’t wear rubber abs.” I patted my chest. “This stuff is pure Cain, baby. And unless the local meth lab is sprinkling in pixie dust, I’m probably not getting involved. The police take care of most of the crime elements. I’m what they call in when things get a little weirder."

"How much weirder?" she asked.

"Well, before I met you, I had to take down a necromancer who was trying to resurrect a witch and drown the world in a horde of undead. But all he managed to do was traumatize some girl and ruin a pair of my shoes."

Rebecca stared at me. "Does that happen often?" she asked.

“The shoes? All the time. I practically buy them in bulk.”

She rolled her eyes. “Not that. The necromancer thing.”

“Oh, yeah.” I shrugged. "Pretty much, but it’s not always a necromancer. Sometimes it’s a wild hunt of phantoms out for a jaunt. Or some vampires are preying on the local virgins. Or maybe the fey are replacing children with changelings and I need to bring them back. Really depends on what the tides are doing."

"The tides?" she asked.

"Yeah. You’d be surprised how often the tides influence this kind of stuff," I said. "The moon’s a big one too. When it's full we get the really weird shit bleeding through the veil. Not to mention the stuff that just comes through on its own."

"Weirder than necromancers raising an army of the dead?" she asked with understandable skepticism.

“Absolutely. Really, that kind of thing is on the low end. Even if I hadn’t managed to stop him, the army probably could have handled the zombies well enough. But before they managed that, there’d have been plenty of damage. The real problems are when the magic being used is more… insidious. Plagues. Corruption. That kind of stuff. It’s my job to make sure they don’t get that far.”

Rebecca shook her head. “I’ve never heard of this kind of thing in the city…”

“That’s not too surprising. The various mystic clans and urban sorcerers usually keep a pretty good lid on things up there. In the bigger cities you have whole offices of the Slayer Society to head these things off. Some places have got plenty of guardians dedicated to dealing with magic crimes and occult bullshit. But out here? It’s just me, my magic sword, and an enchanted shotgun.”

“And you do a good job?”

“Well,” I said. “The great old ones haven’t devoured Mr. McLear’s farm yet, so we’re doing okay.”

She looked at me again. "I think I can see why my dad trusted you."

"Really?" I asked. "Why?"

"You seem to know what you’re doing," she said.

"Experience," I told her. “Been at this all my life.”

Rebecca bit her lip and looked back to her menu. “I guess,” she said into it. “It’s kinda funny. My dad was always really into this magic and occult stuff, but I wasn’t. Ever since he put these marks on me, I’ve been trying to avoid it. Did all the normal stuff in high school. Decent grades. Cheerleading. You wanna know what I went into college for?”

“What?”

“Business admin.” She gave a bitter laugh. “The most boring thing you can imagine. My big aspiration was to be the person doing the paychecks in something like Home Depot.”

“Gotta say, I can’t blame you,” I told her. I waved vaguely. “This crap isn’t most people’s cup of tea. Forget magic slippers and fairy godmothers. It’s grimm out here. Anyone sane gets one good look at what magic is really like and runs like hell the other way. Like a kid who has hippie parents and grows up to be a stock broker.”

“I guess,” she sighed, stirring her coffee mournfully. “But I probably should have taken an interest. Maybe if I did…”

Her brooding face was back on. I reached across the table and touched her hand, drawing her eyes to me. “Don’t blame yourself,” I told her firmly. “It’s incredibly unlikely you could have done anything. Magic is a force in itself. Like gravity. It pulls people in until there’s no way out.”

She gave a sad little smile. “I honestly considered my dad a little crazy for going into this stuff."

"It is crazy," I told her. "Absolutely bonkers."

"I think that’s why I tried to avoid it for so long," she sighed. "In fact, dad never really wanted me to get involved in it. Even when he painted those marks on me."

"Yeah, I was wondering about that," I said, drawing back and giving her a more measuring look. "Would you mind telling me a little bit more about why he did it?"

"I really don’t know," Rebecca said, shaking her head. "He just got really weird about when I turned sixteen."

I froze. "This happened on your sixteenth birthday?"

"Yeah," she said with another sardonic flip of her hand. "Happy birthday to me."

Aw hell. That might be bad. Birthdays had a lot of power in sorcery. Magic potential showed itself at most any age, but sexual maturity was when things could get very real and very fast.

"Tell me something," I said slowly. "Did anything strange start happening near your birthday?"

Rebecca cocked her head. “Strange?”

“Yeah. Odd. Unusual.”

"Maybe," she said. "Why?"

"Just tell me about it," I prompted.

Rebecca gave me an uncertain look, then shrugged. "I mean, nothing too big. There were a couple of events. Some unexpected fires and things, and the power every now and then would just kind of cut out. Neighbours never had any problems. But our house was old, and the wiring was pretty shit. It happened a lot."

"Did it?" I said, suddenly feeling a bit sick.

"You okay?” she asked. “You don’t look so good."

"I’m fine," I said, though I wasn't sure I could say the same about her. "Tell me something, did you tell your dad about these things?"

"I did," she admitted.

"And let me guess,” I continued. “It was right around then that he got you those marks.”

A frown creased Rebecca’s face. “Actually, yeah,” she said. “How’d you know that?”

Hoo boy. This wasn’t going to be a fun conversation. “It’s a pretty typical story,” I told her with a sigh. “Rebecca? I’m afraid you might be a witch.”

She laughed, but I wasn’t laughing, and when she realized this she lost her mirth pretty quick. “What, like, double double toil and trouble, ride a broomstick and yer a wizard, Harry kind of thing?”

“Not quite like that. For one, those wizard boarding schools aren’t nearly so whimsical. Especially the inner city ones. For you specifically, it likely means you’re a vessel of power. Kinda like me. Your bloodline might have something to do with it, but odds are good you’re a sorceress of some kind. The long and short of it is that you have some kind of magic. Those weird things that happened around you? That was your magic leaking out and affecting your surroundings. Pretty typical signs for arcane awakening, really. Shorting out electronics, making things float, giving the furnishing life, animals helping you bake pies, that kind of stuff.”

“It is?” Rebecca asked in surprise.

“Sure. Though I wouldn’t eat the pies. Birds are filthy animals and use way too much sugar. Anyway, all that probably helps explain why your dad marked you with those,” I said, nodding at her tattoos. “They were meant to safely hide and seal the power you had. He was probably hoping it would let you live a normal life.”

Rebecca looked again at the marks tracing their way across her arms, a new understanding on her face. She looked back up at me quickly. “Then… wait. Does that mean that whatever happened to my dad was because of me?”

Oooh, not great. Should have seen where this conversation was going. I considered sugar coating it, but there wasn’t enough sugar in Candyland to sweeten that bitter truth. “Could be,” I admitted.

“Oh God,” she said, her head sinking into her hands. “Oh fuck…”

“But probably not,” I added.

She lifted her eyes to me, her cheeks flushing with anger. “And how do you figure that?” she demanded.

“Odds are much better it’s about that relic your father was asked to work on. But we can’t be sure until we know more, and for that we’re just going to have to be patient.”

“I am patient!” she snapped, banging a fist on the table.

The lightbulb above us hummed loudly and burst.

The sound and tinkle of glass shocked the both of us, but Rebecca far more. She stared at the glass sprinkled across the table in dull horror, and I just took a slow breath. One of the waitresses hurried over, and once she confirmed we were okay she swept up the glass and wandered off again.

“I know,” I told Rebecca in the silence that followed. “I know. And I know it’s hard to be. Believe me. But we can’t do anything until we know more. And we will. I promise you, we will find out what happened to your father, and what all this means for you.”

“I just…” Rebecca said, swallowing thickly, tears pricking the corners of her eyes. “I just want things to make sense again. I just…”

I felt my throat and chest tighten with sympathy. That was the thing about magic. It was terrifying. Truly. Very little of it made sense if you lived in a world of science and smartphones. Where if you wanted to get back at someone you just unearthed some embarrassing tweets, not sprinkle some fairy dust, mouthed some words, and turned a man into a frog wearing a waistcoat. It made ordinary people feel powerless. Helpless. Terrified.

Fortunately, I had an idea on how to help her right now.

“It’ll make sense,” I told her. “I promise. And I’m going to help you figure it out.”

She glanced up at me. “You will?” she asked, and I saw a flicker of hope in there. “How?”

“Alright,” I said, folding my hands and giving her a firm, serious look. “Here’s the short-term plan. If you’re manifesting your power, I can show you how to use it to defend yourself.”

“You… you can train me to be a witch?” she asked.

“Well… sort of,” I told her. “There’s different kinds of magic, and likewise how it’s used. Most witch magic is very unique to themselves, and yours probably is the same. Usually you’d get trained from childhood, but since that’s not happening, we’ll have to find out what you’ve got and see what we can do with it.”

“You think we can?” she asked, sitting up a bit straighter.

“Hey,” I said. “No sense not trying. You’re stuck here for now, so we may as well.”

“I guess,” Rebecca mused, studying her menu again, and looking quite a bit more relaxed than she had before. I was glad to see it. Poor girl needed a few wins right now, and to be fair, she’d probably make a pretty potent witch. Not to mention I could already see her mind working and guess her thoughts by the straightening of her shoulders and resolve hardening her eyes. Realizing that if she had magic, maybe she could have done something that night her life took a sudden swerve into oncoming misery.

A good mindset, in my opinion. Lots of people just shut down or lashed out when something terrible and beyond their understanding happened to them. But the best ones figured out how to keep it from happening again. And it looked like Rebecca was that kind. Had to say, I respected that. Girl had grit.

And she’d need it for what was to come next.

In the meantime, I ordered a chicken sandwich and fries, Rebecca going with wings and the soup. A good, solid lunch sounded like exactly what we both needed.

Unfortunately, while we waited, I noticed the door to the restaurant swing open and the last person I wanted to see ducked inside.

I hid a grimace as Sheriff Gritz wandered in, looking around nervously before locking on to me. Great. Well, so much for a pleasant lunch. The portly man made a beeline over to our table, constantly patting his sweating head with a napkin.

When she saw him coming Rebecca sat up straighter, instantly on guard. I put a hand on her shoulder to calm her down. “Easy. Easy. He’s here for me.”

“You?” she asked blankly.

I nodded, but didn’t say anything else as Gritz had reached our table and heaved himself into the seat across from me. Truthfully? Gritz wasn’t a bad guy. In any other town, he’d probably be content to just sit in his office, occasionally go out to deal with a dispute about a cow, collect bribes from the local businesses, and wait for retirement age.

And to be fair, he did do all that too. But he’d gotten the job in Bloch County. And anyone who’s seen even a few horror movies knows what happens to the overweight sheriff when supernatural stuff starts popping off.

Which meant that he and his boys would be happy to investigate the odd domestic disturbance, collar some kids spray painting the walls, or do traffic stops. But anything that had even the whiff of mystic activity got fobbed off on me. Which, yeah, I get it. I wasn’t expecting the three hundred pound guy shaped like he was hiding a spare tire under his shirt to try and take on the wicker people, and it was my job to deal with the magic stuff. But with everything else I had on my plate, I wasn’t exactly thrilled to have more piled on.

“Sheriff,” I said. “How’ve you been?”

“Not good, Cain. Not good,” he said, nabbing a new napkin and mopping his balding forehead anxiously.

“Yeah, I figured,” I sighed. “So, what is it this time? A giant lumberjack spotted in the woods? Chupacabras turning tricks on the highway?”

“Er, no. Not as such, no. There’s been some… some strange occurrences up near Bleak Woods.”

Hell, that wasn’t good at all. “The forest?” I asked, leaning in intently. “What’s been going on there?”

“Nothing good. Lights in the dark. Strange sounds. Growls and howls,” Gritz said quickly, grabbing a fresh napkin to wipe the sweat off his jowls.

“Not exactly unusual,” I noted.

“Yeah. Yeah,” Gritz said, nodding as he leaned in, dropping his voice to a whisper that carried amazingly well. “But there’r worse ones. Couple hunters went in there a few days ago. Just turned up, and swore they’d only went in an hour earlier. Then some tourists spent the night in the campsite, and during the night something huge was rattling their RV and nearly tearing it open, but no tracks in the morning.”

“Could be a bear,” I said, though I wasn’t convinced. Not if it was the Bleak Woods. “Maybe wolves or coyotes?”

“No. No. It’s a real problem. Real danger to… to public safety!”

Yeah, I bet. Crap. The forests were where the veil was particularly thin, and a lot of wilds hung out around it. Usually they left people alone, but if they were acting up, that could be a big problem. And not one that could wait.

“Alright,” I sighed. “I’ll go up and take a look tomorrow. That fine with you?”

Gritz sagged with relief, rolls of his fat seeming to bulge up against his tucked in shirt like melting butter. “Yeah. Yeah, that sounds good, Cain. Sounds really good. Be a relief if you can find something. Oh!” he said suddenly, blinking at Rebecca in sudden realization we weren’t alone. “Well, ah, hello, ma’am. Pleasure to meet you. Don’t think I’ve seen you around town.”

“Uh, no,” Rebecca said nervously. “I’m-”

“My apprentice,” I put in quickly, knowing the best way for Gritz to suddenly become very uncurious was to tie her to magic. “She just came down this way to learn the craft. You know how it is.”

“O-oh. Right. Of course. Makes sense,” Gritz said, nodding quickly. “Sure, sure. Glad to meet you. Real glad! Why, it’ll be a real relief to have another slayer around.”

I bet he felt that way. Another sorcerer meant even if I got killed, someone else would be around he could throw work onto. “Too true. Ah, our lunch is here,” I said pointedly as our food was delivered.

“Ah! Right. Right. Gotcha. Well, glad to see you both, er, here. Have a good lunch. You’ll ah, keep me updated, then?” Gritz asked, squeezing out of the booth.

“As always,” I confirmed.

“Good! Good. Wonderful. Excellent. Then, I’ll be seeing you. And ah, welcome to Springville, miss. Hope you enjoy your time here!”

“I’m sure I will,” Rebecca said, shooting a quick look and a small smile my way.

Well, that was an interesting reaction. All the same, I waited until Gritz was gone before I dug into my sandwich. Damn, but that was some good eats. Erria really knew how to cook…


Chapter 6. Skin Show

Once I had Rebecca securely back at the house, it was time for me to go and make my last visit of the day. And I definitely didn't want her with me on this one.

Because it was time to go see Desiree.

Now, I didn’t really want to, because if you couldn’t guess, she was a demon. Shocker, I know. But in my line of work, sometimes you had to deal with some unsavoury people, and as much as I appreciated Desiree’s help, she was still from hell, and never pretended otherwise. And you really wanted as few complications as possible when dealing with demons. They were all a bit too clever, and not afraid of showing it. And Desiree was no exception.

She ran a local bar and strip club called the Hot House. Yeah, I know, a bit cliche, but cliches exist for a reason. And to be fair, she ran it well. I wasn’t a regular customer, but I did go to her for information. Nobody had their ear to the ground like that horny gal.

I pulled up outside the club, which was just on the outskirts of town and already plenty busy as the night grew long. Neon red lights hummed from the sign showing off the profile of a naked horned girl, and the parking lot was just stuffed with cars.

I wasn’t surprised it was busy. It always was. Sure, the evangelists might not like it, but let’s face it, demons do sin really well. Kind of their brand. And there was no shortage of people very into sinning. To her credit, Desiree didn’t discriminate. She didn’t just have demons on her payroll. She had all kinds of mystic creatures gyrating on poles and serving drinks. Male, female and other. Whatever you were into (and I do mean whatever), odds were she had it in a g-string. Equal opportunity sleaze, that was her motto. You could almost respect it, if it wasn’t also exploitive as hell.

Again, demons.

As I walked in I had to squint as my eyes adjusted to the gloom. Once I did, I saw a harpy grinding away on a pole, her feathers painted with glowing paint like she’d gotten sprayed with a hose of neon. Elsewhere, a busty cowgirl wearing just a cowboy hat, tall leather boots, and a pair of bullring nipple piercings was delivering drinks to a table. Even further in I spotted a cat-girl with spiked hair sauntering around a stage, her tail twitching as she enticed men to throw wads of cash at her.

Not me, though. Well, okay, I did take a quick eyeful. I mean, come on, she was there to be looked at. But I tore myself away soon enough. I had real business to attend to.

Roland blocked my path almost instantly. He was a big demon, and had to be to handle the sort of clientele that Desiree relied on. He was built like a tank, and I was pretty sure he could lift one too. I knew he could do it to a truck. That had been a night to remember. His red skin looked black in the low lights, a sleeveless shirt stretching across his chest, and his eyes were hidden by tinted glasses. Horns like a ram’s curved from his forehead, a tongue of a beard licked from his chin, while a gold chain glittered from around his neck.

“Cain,” he said neutrally.

“Roland,” I replied. “Desiree in?”

“For you? Always,” he said, and a hand the size of a shovel indicated one of the empty booths.

I took the hint and made my way over, sliding into the empty seat. I settled in, knowing I wouldn’t be waiting long, but I sure didn’t lack for ways to entertain myself.

As expected, I’d been sitting for maybe a few minutes before a frothy mug of beer was set in front of me, and Desiree slid sinuously into the seat opposite with a throaty, “Evening, Cain.”

I took a moment just to soak in her presence, because goddam but she was a sight to see. Like sex poured into fishnet stockings, her tight cocktail dress showed off flawless thighs, climbing to sensuous hips and a slim stomach. Long black hair tumbled around a pair of arching horns, and eyes like brimstone were lidded and darkened with rouge. Full, firm breasts pressed against her top, and any second I swore they were going to pop into the open. A stolen hoard’s worth of rings gleamed on her fingers, and even the way she moved seemed to carry enough erotic implications to earn an R rating. She was sensuality incarnate. Literally, and lived up to the part. Soft, perfect red lips gave me a smile. Flirty, suggestive.

Dangerous in all the fun ways.

And that was the trouble, because like most mystics, a demon’s magic was innate to their own nature. Some like Roland were empowered by violence. Others gluttony. Pride. You get it. And Desiree? Well, she was pure lust demon. The purest. In dog show terms, she’d be the most snubbed nosed, inbred abomination there. And since she was a demon, she could make most men cream themselves with a glance and a flash of thigh. The more sexual energy around her, the more powerful she became.

Which meant in the club, she was a powerhouse that could put me through the wall without breaking a sweat.

“And what brings my favourite slayer down to my little neck of the woods, hm?” Desiree purred, and even her voice seemed to vibrate down to my crotch. “Come to take in a show? Because it has been a while since I went on stage, but I might give it a go just for you.”

“Tempting,” I admitted, “but not tonight. I actually have a question for you.”

Desiree leaned forward, arms crossed on the table and giving me a marvelous view down her top. “Always with the questions,” she mused. “You know there’s going to be a price.”

“I know,” I admitted.

There was a flash of hunger and greed in her burning eyes. She couldn’t quite hide the flick of her forked tongue across her luscious lips. “Then, I guess we’d better pick this back up in my office, hm?”

I sighed. “I guess we better.”

She got up, the movement smooth as a snake, but the fire in her eyes betrayed her eagerness. “Then right this way, big boy. And bring your drink.”

I rose and followed the sway of her hips and flick of her spaded tail, passing Roland who gave me a nod and a knowing smirk. I ignored it, focused and wary on what was about to happen. I’d enjoy it, no question, but I probably shouldn’t.

Desiree’s office was set above the stage floor and looked down on it through one way glass. The inside was professional but didn’t hide what it was. Desiree’s desk was large, with a sleek computer shoved onto the back corner before a sumptuous black chair whose leather was probably made from baby cows. The walls were layered with various photographs of herself over the years. Some of them went far back. Black-and-white back, and I suspected the only reason I wasn’t seeing any etchings was probably because she had the sense to take those down. Desiree didn’t want to advertise exactly how old she was. I had my suspicions, but I’d never say them out loud. I valued my balls too much for that. If you thought it was bad asking a woman her age, try one who could tear your head off with less effort than opening a jar of tomato sauce.

Fortunately, I’d made it a policy not to piss Desiree off. And not just because I’d seen what happened to those who did. There was a reason no one fucked with her dancers, and it wasn’t just Roland’s imposing bulk. Desiree had come all the way from Vegas, and was a player among the demon clans who ran the city. And around here, no one from hell, heaven, or in between dared cross her. She had connections, which was why I was here.

For her part, Desiree took a seat in the plush leather chair, leaning it back and popping her feet up on the desk, showing off her thighs encased in tight fishnet stockings and heels that could snap an ankle with one wrong step.

“So,” the demon said, lazily unwrapping a lollipop, “what do you need, Cain?”

I took a seat in the uncomfortably small chair opposite her. “Almost got jumped by a couple of Hellhounds today,” I told her.

“Mmm. How unfortunate,” she hummed, her tongue teasingly wrapping around the head of the lolli as she stroked it against her lips. “Very unfortunate. Did you want me to do something about them? Maybe show them it’s a bad idea to mess with my favourite toy?”

“Thanks but no thanks,” I said, trying not to stare at the things her lips were doing to that candy. “Just want to know if they’re moving into town.”

“A little,” Desiree admitted, taking the lollipop from between her lips with a popping sound, her forked tongue flicking against the bulbed tip. “Mmm. Not too much so far, but they’ve made their presence known. Got a new leader. Big wolf. Hot stuff. Forged her chapter herself.”

I nodded. “Hear anything else? Anyone else coming up here?”

She gave me a long look. “What’s this about, Cain?”

“Hopefully none of your business.”

“Hopefully not,” she agreed. “But I don’t appreciate it when people tell me what is and isn’t my business.”

I considered lying, but that’d be a waste of time. Desiree would find out about Rebecca eventually. Hell, she probably knew even before I came into town. “Somebody came to see me,” I told her.

Desiree’s eyes gleamed with interest. “Who?”

“A girl.”

A smirk danced on her lips. “Well well. How delicious,” she purred, her tongue again swirling around the tip of the candy. “And what, pray tell, did she come to you for?”

“She’s got some arcane runes inscribed on her. I’m trying to figure out what they do and, more importantly, if she’s in any danger.”

“Really?” She leaned forward now, intent. “That is interesting. You should have come to me, Cain. I’d have been happy to give her a once-over. And if I really liked the merchandise, she could pay me back in the club.”

The mental image was more than a little appealing, but I shook it off. “No chance.”

“So mean,” Desiree pouted, leaning back. “You make it seem like I’m some sort of monster.”

“Aren’t you?”

“Well,” she admitted with another smirk, “maybe the fun kind. Besides,” she hummed, leaning back lazily. “I’m surprised at you, Cain. I was starting to think you’d never get involved with a woman beyond a quick lay. And some new girl too? My my. What will your cute little fox say?”

I shifted uncomfortably. “Luna’s got nothing to do with this,” I said.

Desiree scoffed. “Come on, Cain. You must have noticed how happy that cute thing gets when you show her the slightest bit of attention.”

“I don’t exactly have the kind of lifestyle that’d be good for a relationship,” I reminded her.

“You think she cares about that?” Desiree chuckled. “Oh Cain. You really need to figure out a woman’s heart. Why, I imagine this new girl is already falling for you. Take it from me. Ladies love a man who’d protect them. Especially if he’s a looker like you.”

I waved it off. “I’m not here to talk about my love life, Desiree. I’m not even sure why you care.”

“Because love is the most delectable flavour there is,” she chuckled. “A richness of life. Of passions awakened! You have no idea how delicious it is, Cain. Just the thought and I… ooooh.” She took a shuddering breath, biting her lower lip. Seeming to remember she wasn’t alone, she sank back into her chair. “Hmmm. Though I suppose you’re right. It would mean more competition for yours truly and getting what I want from you. Mmm. Though I think I’ve still got the edge. And the tits.”

“Awfully cocky, aren’t you?”

“Oh Cain,” Desiree purred, her eyebrows flicking. “You know I’m right. Though, I suppose I’d be willing to share a little. The taste of love is just… mmm… delectable. And slayers do tend to have more than a few lovers, don’t they? Mhmm hmm…”

“Back on topic,” I said pointedly. “I need to know if someone’s coming into town looking for her.”

At that, Desiree’s gaze turned razor-sharp. “You think someone is?”

“Maybe.”

“The Hellhounds?” she asked.

“Doesn’t seem like their kind of game,” I admitted. “I was thinking someone more particular. Laurence Glott.”

“Never heard of him.”

“Love if you could change that,” I said. “And especially if you can find out where he is.”

“Well, this just gets more interesting by the minute,” Desiree murmured, stretching lazily, her rings clicking together as she wiggled her fingers. “Mmm. Sure, Cain, I’ll keep an eye out. But,” she added, her tongue again flicking the now vastly reduced lollipop. “I expect payment.”

“Up front, I imagine.”

She gave a slow, wicked smile. “You know me so well.”

I sighed, reaching down to unbuckle my belt. Desiree’s eyes flashed as she licked her lips greedily.

Like I said, I didn’t really like this part. I’d enjoy it, but I didn’t like it. The thing was, as a sorcerer, I was absolutely stuffed full of magic essence. It was in my blood, my hair, my… well, you get where I’m going with this. And to something like Desiree, it was a fucking feast. I had old blood, old magic, and that sort of thing was like nectar of the gods to her kind.

I didn't need much coaxing. I was rock hard from the show I got on the way in, and spending time with Desiree finding the center of her lollipop had only helped me along. My shaft was absolutely rock hard and ready, and when Desiree saw it her eyes blazed and her teeth snapped down on the lollipop, crunching what remained in a single bite.

The sound made me wince, but the demon didn’t even seem to notice. “Oh Cain,” Desiree breathed. “You're going to be generous tonight.”

I had a feeling I would be. This wouldn't be the first time that Desiree got her fill from me, and it probably wouldn't be the last either.

“I aim to please,” I told her, my voice growing rough.

“Me too, Cain,” she purred, rising from her desk and sidling around it. “Me too…”

I watched as she slid to her knees in front of me, her hands on my thighs and pushing them apart as she scooted in close. She leaned in, inhaling deeply, a shudder of pure ecstasy coursing through her like she just took a hit of crack. Even her tail twitched, lashing as she moaned. “Oh hells,” she breathed as she leaned in, nuzzling my crotch. “That’s nice…”

I had to grip the arms of the chair to keep from grabbing her as her tongue teased out, ran up along my length. “Fuck, I grunted. “You're being saucy.”

“Mmm. Can you blame me for enjoying it a little?” she asked as her tongue made another long trip from my root to my tip.

“I think I can. Yeah,” I said, although my ego certainly enjoyed it.

She gave me a flirty smirk then kissed my tip. A shudder raced through me at that. Then she opened her mouth and slid those perfect, pillowy lips down. Ohhhhh fuck, that was good. I clutched the arm of my chair, groaning as her lips began to slide up and down me. Slow. Steady. Passionate. She wanted it, but she was going to savour it.

And so was I.

“Fuck,” I grunted.

“Mmmm,” Desiree hummed, working her lips up and down, her tongue downright prehensile as it wrapped around my cock, silkily stroking me along with her lips. It was so good. Nobody did it better. Those lips should be a federal crime. They probably were, actually, but hell, I wasn't going to turn her in. At least, not for this. Not until she was finished.

My hands abandoned the arms of my chair and grabbed her horns like a pair of handlebars. Desiree shuddered, moaning as I squeezed, my thumbs rubbing the ridges in that way I knew she loved. I pulled on them hard, thrusting sharply up into her silky mouth.

“Mmmm!” Desiree groaned happily. Naughty bitch. But she loved it. Evidence being she sped up. Bobbing faster. Faster. Her silky lips sliding up and down my throbbing shaft. I couldn't hold out much longer. No man could, and I was probably lasting longer than any other man would have.

But I reached my limit soon enough. At last my head tilted back and I gave a groan of pure pleasure. My balls tightened. My cock throbbed, and I gave her my full load in a shuddering peak.

Desiree moaned as she swallowed, drinking it down like a woman dying of thirst and finding a bottle of unethically sourced spring water. Her eyes lidded and her skin glowed hot like she just dipped herself in molten metal.

Oh fuck.

Breathing hard and slow, fighting to regain control of myself, I released her horns. I felt drained in more ways than one. Desiree on the other hand looked positively energized. She rose off me, licking her lips with deep satisfaction.

“Mmmm. That was wonderful, Cain,” she breathed. “You really do spoil me.”

“Just… get me the information,” I said gruffly.

“Oh, I will,” she purred, slinking back into her chair, still glowing with the power of my orgasm, her legs parting and her hand teasing between them, stroking herself through her dress. “Believe me, I will. You know, I’m always looking for a new bouncer around here. If you ever need a change of career…”

I shook my head, getting to my feet. “Thanks, but I’ll pass.”

“Such a shame. Well, good luck, Cain. I have a feeling I’ll be seeing you soon.”

“I hope not,” I muttered as I walked out the door. But if I were a betting man, I’d put my money on her.


Chapter 7. Lady of the Lake

I slept in a bit the next day, which was understandable. Desiree took more out of me than I’d like to admit, though last night had been far from the worst. One time, after a particular arduous deal, I was bedridden for a week. Fortunately, Desiree always kept a case of Gatorade in her minifridge, otherwise I’d probably have died of dehydration halfway through.

That morning, however, it was the smell of cooking that stirred me at last, dragging me out of bed and down the stairs.

I found Rebecca in the kitchen and frying up some bacon. She was wearing a new t-shirt and jeans which, I immediately discovered, may have been a wee bit too small for her. The sight stopped me dead in the doorway. Her tattooed arms and midriff were visible. Her jeans hugged her firm ass like they were painted on as she swayed. Why exactly she bought such tight pants was a question I tried not to dwell on, even if it was a sight I’d appreciate. Still, I forced myself not to stare too much. She was a guest, and had just gone through a hell of a rough time. Last thing she needed was me eying her like a drunk frat boy. Didn’t want her to think I was doing this for a quick fuck, or that she was obliged to offer one.

She became aware of me somehow and looked back, smiling.

“Morning!”

“Morning. What’s all this?” I asked.

“Well,” she said as she turned some bacon slices onto a paper towel and pressed out the grease. “I figured I should do something to pay you back.”

“Like I said, you really don’t have to,” I told her.

“Then does that mean you don’t want the bacon?”

“Didn’t say that,” I said, stealing a couple slices. Mmm, nice and crispy. “These are good.”

“Thanks. Learned to cook for myself early,” she said as she returned to the pancakes and flipped another one. “Mom died when I was a baby, and dad…”

Her face grew tight and her eyes fell. I patted her on the back, rubbing soothing circles.

“I’ve got some people looking into it down there,” I told her. “You’ll be the first to know when I hear anything.”

“Thanks,” she said. “It’s… it’s a lot to deal with. I guess I… I don’t know. I haven’t been able to process it all yet. I just feel kinda numb.”

“You’re doing everything right,” I assured her. “Trust me. Just got to take it a day at a time.”

“I guess,” she said, took a deep breath, straightening it as if it was fortifying her. She gave me a quick smile. “Anyway, what’s on the agenda today?”

“Today?” I said. “Today I’m checking out the woods.”

“Can I come with?” she asked.

“You want to?”

“I don’t really want to be alone,” she admitted.

Fair enough. Plus, I wasn’t exactly keen on leaving her alone either. Sure, I’d locked down all the more dangerous rooms and things in the house, but without knowing more about the magic in the markings on Rebecca’s skin, I didn’t want to leave her at home all day. Especially since being cooped up in the house wasn’t exactly fun. The wifi always went down, and there was never anything good on cable.

“Alright,” I agreed. “You can come. But we’re going to lay down some ground rules. Rule one, you do exactly as I say. Rule two, don’t talk or answer anyone or anything. Wild mystics work by no one’s rules but their own, and usually the only way to win is not to play their game. Especially since odds are we’re going to deal with some funny things with strange ideas, so staying back is the best choice with that. And rule three, I’m gonna need more bacon.”

Rebecca snorted. “Can do,” she said as I stole a few more slices.

After a full and hearty breakfast (seriously, blueberry pancakes? I didn’t even know I had blueberries…) we got on the move, loading up into the Chevy and heading down towards the woods.

After a quick stop.

“Are you really still hungry?” she asked as we pulled out of the Burger Boy drive through.

“No,” I said as I squeezed the bags of four cheeseburgers, six fries, and three cokes into the center console. “It’s a work-related expense.”

“We’re going to poison a monster with high cholesterol?”

“You laugh, but I’ve killed monsters with stranger things.”

“Like?”

“I once beat a fey enchanter to death with a sack of doorknobs.”

“You did not!”

“Hand to God, I did. I didn’t have enough iron on me, so ripped out every knob in the hotel he’d put a time warping geis on, then ambushed the fucker in the bathroom. It was not exactly the stuff of legend.”

“Is that the kind of things we’re going to be doing out here?” she asked as farms and wilderness flashed by the highway, and I noted an element of excitement in her tone.

“Hopefully not,” I said. “Could be any number of things making trouble. The Bleak Woods is a major gateway through the veil, and it affects our world significantly. We might be dealing with a rogue werewolf. Skinchanger. Dryads getting prickly. Probably that, honestly.”

“Dryads?” she asked.

“They’re usually okay,” I assured her. “Mostly they keep to their small groves. But they can be testy when approached. Ents ripping apart Isengard testy. Either way, I know someone who should give us a few hints about what’s really going on. Just need to bribe them.”

“Which is what the burgers are for?” she asked, again glancing at the paper bags, which were already staining from grease.

“They are,” I admitted. “Anyway, you remember the rules?”

“Touch nothing. Talk to nobody. Stay close,” Rebecca listed off.

“There you go. Just do as I say and you’ll be fine.”

Which I hoped was true. Things probably weren’t too bad. If they were, those hunters wouldn’t have even made it out of the woods, and you probably wouldn’t have found enough of those campers to fill a cigar box. But you could never be too careful when dealing with wilds. Either way, Ophelia would know. I’d trust Desiree for info on the underworld, but Ophelia had her ear to the ground for the mystic one.

I cruised down the trail and into the deserted campground. Even just driving into it I felt my skin prickle, and when I saw the weird shimmer in the air I knew it was serious. When the world started to look like you’re seeing it through a soap bubble, that meant reality was out of wack, or the loons raving about chemtrails might have been on to something.

The RV’s weren’t hard to spot. They sat out alone and abandoned among the little islands of cleared space in the grounds. Parking the Chevy, I got out, Rebecca following. I brought my shotgun too, loaded with some fireball shells. Rebecca helpfully carried the fast food bags, freeing up my hands.

Alright, let’s see what we’re dealing with.

I approached the RV’s with Rebecca close by. “Christ,” I grunted as I surveyed the damage. Yeah. That was definitely a mystic’s work. The RV sported huge gouges in the metal. Like a tin can someone had tried to open with a chainsaw.

“Holy shit,” Rebecca breathed as I checked out the rips in the metal. “Is it…” she said, nervously looking around. “Is it still around?”

“In a sense,” I said. “The veil is thinner here, so its residents can more easily bleed into reality. The realms beyond the veil are sort of layered over us, but they need a fair bit of magic to break through and manifest. Most really powerful mystics are tied to a place or part of the veil from which they draw their power, meaning the material realm isn’t kind to the less ‘real’ mystics. This was probably some wild spirit or something that manifested temporarily before it used up its energy and faded back.”

“Can they…” She swallowed nervously. “Can they come through permanently?”

I glanced back at her. “Many can, but most of the big ones are innately tied to the veil and its powers. They leave it for too long and they’ll die. Unless they can merge realities together. You get some places like that, but not many. Places of mysticism and wild magic are few and far between.”

“Oh,” she said, looking around the campground. “And… this is one of them?”

“Can be. Alright,” I said, cradling my gun. “This way.”

Rebecca sticking close, we moved down the trail and under the canopy of the forest proper.

It was dark in Bleak Woods. Darker than it should have been, and filled with the sounds of wildlife doing what wildlife did, which usually amounted to begging for mates or for their lives. It was for that reason I didn’t envy druids. Being able to speak to animals sounded cool, until you realized most birdsong could be broken down to ‘hey! Check out my plumage. Wanna fuck?’ Or, ‘someone ate mah babies!’

But something felt off about the forest today. It felt darker. More dangerous. I was getting some real Mirkwood vibes out there, minus the giant spiders. Hopefully. Though you could never be certain. Sure, people had killed all the normal big predators out here centuries ago, but don’t think for a second there weren’t others out there. Especially with the veil so thin.

Because these were old woods. Old as balls. The sort of woods that remembered times before humans wandered under its boughs. That remembered when the mountains were carved by receding glaciers. There weren’t a whole lot of them left, but they had long memories. And shocker, they weren’t too fond of people.

Rebecca glanced around nervously, no doubt sensing the menacing tension in the forest. She clutched the bag of burgers tight, flinching at every sound.

“Stick close,” I said, probably unnecessarily. You’d have needed a crowbar to pry her away from me. Good thing too, because now and then I spotted eyes and motion in the darkness, and I could sense the wild magic seething in the shadows. Wood creaked now and again, and the trunks seemed to shift and move. The bark of a few looked alarmingly like screaming faces, and I knew too much about magic to say they weren’t.

In the end, nothing came out to try and eat us, so my morning was already made immeasurably better as the path we were on abruptly ended at our destination.

The glade was a beautiful thing. It sat in what felt like the middle of the forest, and it actually was for all intents and purposes. That I found it so easily encouraged me. If the owner didn’t want it found, you could have burned down the entire forest and never even caught a glimpse of it. A pool sat in the middle, waters crystal clear and fed from a spring flowing from a nearby hill, tumbling down some rocks to spill into the waters. Sunlight gleamed off it and trees all around us shaded it with their lacing boughs, letting in only a dappling of sunlight. The very air seemed to sparkle with the presence of purity and loveliness. A fact not lost on Rebecca, who I heard gasp behind me.

“It’s beautiful,” she breathed.

“Don’t say that too loud or she’ll get a swollen head,” I said, though I’d had the same reaction the first time I saw it. I led the way in and stopped near the edge of the water, then cleared my throat.

“Ophelia?” I called. “It’s me!”

A shape humped out of the middle of the pool. Silvery hair and a pair of eyes so blue they’d put sapphires to shame seemed to form out of the water. The head moved towards us without a ripple, and as she neared the shore, Ophelia rose in the open.

Show off.

Couldn’t blame her though. She was beautiful, of course. All nymphs were. Something about being personifications of nature did it. She was also utterly naked. Again, nature. Her hair was so long it fell in her wake like a cloak of silver. Her breasts were firm, high, and her thighs sleek and wonderfully rounded. Her skin was so pale it practically glowed, and motes of light danced around her like little stars.

Yet, there was something distinctly alien about her too. Something too perfect. Fickle. Her eyes were like a wild animal’s, and she moved with the litheness of a predator. Smooth as the stream that fed her pond. That was always the thing about wild mystics. They were as ancient and pure as their origins, but unapproachable and dangerous as wild, untamed beasts.

Unless you brought the right treats.

“Cain,” she said, her voice sweet as a babbling brook. “Visitor upon my realm. I welcome thee to the bosom of my domain. And thou comest with… company,” she added with a look at Rebecca, whose jaw was still slack with awe, her eyes shining with the nymph’s glamour.

“This is Rebecca,” I said, giving the girl in question a nudge and starting her from her hypnotic state. “I’m looking after her.”

“Verily? Curiouser. Art thou engaged in fornication with yon maiden as well?”

That got Rebecca to close her mouth with a click. “N-no!” she protested. “Not at all!”

“Hm?” Ophelia said with a sideways look my way. “How very interesting…”

“It’s not,” I assured her.

She shrugged. “As thee wish.”

“Anyway, I’m not here to talk about my love life,” I informed her. “I’ve been hearing that there’s been some activity in the forest. Creatures acting aggressive and even attacking people. Hunters getting lost among the Ways. Any news on that?”

“A question spoken, but answers come not so swift,” Ophelia said, sinking onto a nearby stone, her hair winding around her like a cat’s tail, her piercing blue eyes watching me intently. “Knowledge is a gift given not lightly upon the ignorant, nor dropped like pearls from mine lips.”

“In other words, what’s in it for you?” I said.

“Quite.”

I turned to Rebecca and took the bags of fast food, then held them out to the nymph. “Burger Boy. Fresh from the grill.”

Her luminous eyes flashed greedily. “Ooooh,” she purred, wriggling in place, her hair fanning about her like the wings of an excited bird. She flashed like a fish towards us and grabbed for the bags. “Mine!”

I held them up and out of her reach. “News first. Artery hardening fast food second.”

The mystic pouted, pulling back. “Churl! A curse upon thy house. May thy stones wither like grapes in the sun and thy seed find not but barren fields to sow.”

“Yeah, yeah. Do we have a deal?”

Again she huffed, then reluctantly held out her hand. “We have an accord.”

I nodded and held the first bag out for her. She snatched it up and sprang back to her rock, hunched over like Gollum (albeit with far more impressive tits). She ate a bit like him too, positively tearing open the bag and ripping the foil wrapper from around the burger. A downright orgasmic moan escaped her as she took the first bite. “Mmmm!” Ophelia managed around a mouthful of grease, ground beef and a few paltry shreds of lettuce, tomato and pickle. “Nectar of the gods! Manna from the heavens. Burger Boy, thine victuals be a feast for the senses! Were thee mortal, I would make thee a man!”

I hid my laugh as I noted that Rebecca’s look of awe had turned a bit sour at the feral sight of the unearthly woman’s eating habits. “Yeah, those pasty teenagers sure can cook,” I said, holding out the sodas. “Now, information?”

“Yes yes,” Ophelia said, waving it off as she plopped down more comfortably, snatching the disposable cups and taking a suck on the first one’s straw. It was a scene out of a masterpiece you’d find hanging in a museum, provided the artist had been particularly inspired by Andy Warhol. “Thou seek word of the goings on of my fellow fey among the woods?”

“I was hoping for it,” I replied.

She shrugged. “‘Tis no big secret. There has been a disturbance in the web and ways of spirits. The winds of magic and nature have been stirred and it riles our kind with alarm and anticipation. The patterns of magic breaks and bends, and from beyond the realms a stirring by which we stride in safety.”

Aw fuck, that sounded bad. Real bad. I took a seat myself, eying her. “Breaks how?”

Ophelia crammed the shredded wrapper of her first burger and pop into the formerly empty Burger Boy bag, then held out her hand, beckoning until I forked over the second.

“Mrfmm,” she managed as she stuffed her face with fries saltier than the dead sea, cheeks puffing up like a chipmunk’s. “Verily… mmph... The works of you mortals be crude, but a treasure might still be found among the offal of thy existence.”

“Thanks, we try. Anyway, magic disturbances?” I prompted her.

She shrugged, ripping open another burger. “Alas, their nature is shrouded from mine eyes, but not my senses. A great weight rests on the shimmer of thy world. A bending of its angles and forms. A taint which twists and warps the veil and verily does it disturb my kind. The ripples stir us here in the forest. The web of magic leaks and creaks on that which sustains us, and every moment the others grow more savage, as you no doubt know.”

I did, unfortunately. Sounded like something was fucking with the veil between worlds and warping the magic that kept it seperate. Never a good thing. And if the local mystics were getting antsy, it probably meant whatever it was was drawing on the local magic like a goddam bitcoin mine.

“Do you know where it is?” I asked.

She frowned at me. “Nay. Its source eludes me. But I feel its shadow cast upon us all,” she said. “I have felt its chill touch upon my glade and soul. I suggest thee be wary as well, for it will come for all, as such beasts of greed do.”

“Beasts?” I asked.

“Yae,” she said with a grim look. “For dark things crawl at the edges. And they hunger.”

Well that sounded ominous as fuck, and if it was disturbing Ophelia, then it could only be one thing.

“I see. Anything else you can tell me?” I asked.

“Yae,” she said. “Thou shall find its source to the north of mine woods.”

“North?” I said. There wasn’t anything north. Except…

“Fuck,” I groaned. Except for that new big department store development, Carriger’s. Great. This was going to be a hell of a headache.

“I see thou knows the source of this travail. Then take care of it, mortal,” she said, bunching up the paper from the last burger and tossing it at me. “Now, take thine refuse and leave this place. Yon victuals sit heavy with me, and I need a time to stomach them.”

I picked up the packaging and stuffed it into the empty fast-food bag. “Sounds good. Thanks for the help, Ophelia. I’ll see you around.”

The nymph said nothing, slinking back into the waters, though her hand did rise and wave goodbye before she vanished completely. Getting up, I nodded Rebecca towards the grove’s exit, the pair of us departing in silence, though I saw her hesitate a little, looking about the place with a lingering desire to remain. Hardly uncommon when dealing with a fey’s domain, and many a mortal had stayed, lost in a dream until they faded away. I took Rebecca’s arm, guiding her back down the trail.

Her air of melancholy lasted the entire trip through the woods and back to the truck, where she finally managed to shake it off and settle in her seat as I pulled out and hit the road.

The silence was useful for me. I didn’t have much space for conversation in my head. Ophelia’s revelations were concerning on their own. Magic draw like that would be a problem. And I don’t just mean it riling up the local spirits. The world had enough cracks in reality letting things through, the last thing I needed was another hole in the veil. And if something big was sniffing around our reality, that was even worse.

See, there were layers to reality. There was the material, where most of humanity lived and the laws of science held sway. There was the spirit, which was a bit of generalization, but it was where fey, demons, elementals and so on existed and drew their power from, and which mostly existed beyond the veil.

And then there were the outer realms. That was where the really dark stuff lurked. The place where things that drove people insane just by looking at them hung out. Eldritch. Unmentionable except in books that anyone sane would burn. Such things couldn’t exist in our reality, but they could whisper to those attuned to it. The usual sorts. The mentally ill, the artist, the spiritually inclined and those on a really bad trip.

Anyway, long and short of it, you didn’t want anything from the outer realms getting into the material one. The laws of physics didn’t like them at all, and would break like a bridge made of spaghetti under a parade of elephants. So, yeah, ensuring that didn’t happen fell pretty securely into my job description.

But I also knew it wouldn’t be easy dealing with the development. Number crunchers didn’t tend to be receptive when you told them their multimillion-dollar building was attracting attention from eldritch beings.

Halfway home my phone rang and I awkwardly fished it out, putting it on speaker. “Cain here.”

“Hey, Cain.”

I smiled in relief. “Luna,” I said. “Wonderful. Any news?”

“Yeppers. Got something you’ll want to see.”

“What is it?”

“Not on a hot line. Be easier to talk in person. You know the NSA taps the phones and route them all through a call center in Nebraska. Never give the spooks more than they already have. Come by you know where tomorrow.”

“You mean your shop?”

“Noooo! Don’t say it out loud!” she whined.

I chuckled. “Sure thing. I’ll see you there.”

She just huffed and hung up. Grinning, I tucked my phone away. I probably shouldn’t mess with her like that, but I couldn’t deny it was fun.

“Think she figured out what my tattoos mean?” Rebecca asked hopefully.

“She wouldn’t have called if she didn’t have something,” I assured her. Which seemed to put Rebecca both more at ease and more antsy to find out what. Couldn’t blame her. Girl could use some good news for once. And hell, so could I. A lot of things going on lately. The veil getting twisted around. Rebecca’s dad getting kidnapped. Monsters trying to enter reality. And finally, her weird tattoos. Was I forgetting anything?

Ah, I realized as we drew up towards my house and saw a bunch of motorbikes and wolf-eared girls parked out front. Right.

That.


Chapter 8. Hellhounded

Didn’t need to be Sherlock to figure out who they were. Especially since they were all women, and a bunch of them were wearing leather jackets with the name Hellhounds stitched on the back. Kind of gave the game away. The massive amount of canine ears and tails did the rest. I barely even considered just backing out and going elsewhere for a while. Biker gangs didn’t exactly have much to do besides hang around and make pests of themselves. And even on the off chance they didn’t see me bug out, they’d just track me down eventually and probably be even less friendly. Or start taking out their frustration on people I knew. I wasn’t exactly keen to see Luna’s shop firebombed just to get my attention.

“Shit,” I muttered.

“What is it?” Rebecca asked, peering at the bikers as I pulled to a stop.

“Stay in the truck,” I told her, for all the good it might do. “If things start to go south, back up and get out of here.”

“But-”

I didn’t give her a chance to argue, instead opening the door and getting out slowly, shotgun in hand.

My arrival didn’t exactly go unnoticed, and up close, the Hellhounds looked like even worse news than from afar. They were all female, I couldn’t help but notice. Not exactly uncommon in your mystics groups. They liked to cluster in ways different from humans. Wolf-folk packs tended to favour either male or female based on the alpha, and these ladies looked dangerous. Unbelievably attractive, true, in a gritty, street way, but deadly as well. Lots of tattoos, tans, and piercings.

As I stepped forward the wolves parted to reveal what could only be their leader.

I stopped for several reasons when I saw her, and a big one was that it was a her. I expected a male given all the females in the pack, but had to say I didn’t regret being wrong. She was absolutely smoking!

She was tall, well-muscled, and sexy in a raw way. Her eyes were golden, one of her canine ears notched, and she had a wolf tail poking out from her tattered jeans. Her hair was long, wild, and black as pitch. Her chest absolutely strained against her crop top, which also gave a good view of her toned abs. Chains were hooked from her belt, clinking with her movements, and a short leather jacket hung off her shoulders and only reached her midriff. She was straddling a gleaming black motorbike, and as her eyes ran up and down me, a cocky grin flashed the hint of fang.

"Do you all need something?" I asked, meaningfully grasping the shotgun’s barrel but not pointing it at anyone. Not yet, anyway. There was a very small chance we could do whatever this was without a firefight.

A very… very small chance.

"Damn right I do," the wolf-girl alpha said, climbing off her bike and sauntering towards me, her ears flicking with a jangle of earrings. Her hands were on her hips, a sharp grin on her face, and she didn’t even look at the gun I was holding. “Name’s Lorra, and you and I have an issue.”

“Do we? Don’t think I’ve ever met you before,” I admitted.

“Nope! But you met my girls. And the way they say it, you jumped them in town. Ain’t that right, Cassie?”

“That’s right!” one of the wolf-girls barked, and after I spotted her black eye and mohawk I recognized her as one of the three that took a swing at me in town. “He came at us outta nowhere!”

That bitch. “They were messing with my truck and threw the first punch,” I said with a shrug. “Not my fault they started something they couldn’t finish.”

Cassie snarled and took a step forward, fists balled. “You fuckin’-”

“A’right. Shut it,” Lorra said, never breaking eye contact with me. Cassie instantly shut up, though she glowered. “Now, I’m a reasonable wolf,” Lorra continued, crossing her arms, hefting the firm orbs of her breasts. “But hearing some nobody fucked with my girls? That makes me a bit mad. Get me?”

“Got you,” I said guardedly.

“Yeah,” she said, her eyes sliding up and down me again. She licked her lips, her gaze lingering on the runes engraved on my shotgun and the sword at my hip. “But you aren’t just some nobody, are you?”

“I’m not,” I confirmed.

“You a sorcerer?”

“The area’s slayer,” I said.

Growls from the rest of the pack met this, and I noted many hands moving for weapons, though none were drawn.

Lorra nodded slowly with another jangle of earrings. “Nice. Nice. Heard about you.”

“All terrible things, no doubt.”

She threw back her head and howled with laughter. “Damn straight! But I like that,” she said. “I like that a lot! Been looking for a good fight for a while. Crossed half the fucking country for it. And now, maybe I found it.”

Well, that wasn’t good. Not a lot of female mystics led beast-folk gangs. They were often like lion prides, though I imagine Lorra wouldn't appreciate the comparison. You’d more often find some alpha male with a harem of females. So if Lorra was riding with this many ladies, that meant no one she’d met could take her down and won the affections of her pack.

I squeezed the barrel of my shotgun, on guard. Mystics like the wolves weren’t werewolves, but pure animal/beast hybrids from beyond the veil, which meant they didn’t have magic. They were magic, so she probably wielded some sort of enhancement or shamanic power. And looking at her, I was gonna bet enhancement. She was fit, sure, but if that was all I could probably take her. Magic, however, threw that entire theory out. There was no telling for sure how tough she really was, but odds were she could bend steel with her hands and eat bricks.

And just an fyi, I was considerably squishier than those things.

“So I guess we have a problem,” I said reluctantly.

“Damn straight we do. Fortunately, I’ve got a solution.”

"I’m listening.”

She pointed at me. “You.” She pointed at herself. “Me. We have a go. Whoever wins is the bitch.”

I blinked. “Excuse me?”

She rolled her eyes. "As in we fight?" she said, pounding a fist into her palm, grinding it there as she grinned at me again.

"A fight?" I asked incredulously. "Are you kidding me?"

"Oh, I’m dead serious," she said, and looking in her eyes, I could tell she absolutely was. She jabbed a finger into my chest pointedly. “You messed up a couple of my girls. That means you gotta pay.”

“Your girls were messing with my truck,” I contented.

Her grin sharpened. “So? Tough titties. They’re still part of my pack. And I’m their alpha. Which means you and me? We gotta work this out alpha to alpha!”

I groaned, but it was pretty clear I’d failed that speech check, if there was even an option to succeed. Because looking at the wolf, it was pretty obvious she’d come for a brawl.

“And if I say no?” I asked.

“Definitely an option,” Lorra conceded. “A shit option, because if you don’t fight me, my girls and I’ll just knock you down and kick the shit out of you until that pretty face of yours looks like ground beef. Which’d be a real shame,” she said, ogling me again.

She had quite a way with words. Unfortunately, I suspected she was even better with her fists. I also very strongly suspected that I was out of options here. But maybe there was something I could do to at least give me a bit of an edge.

“Don’t suppose we could get a raincheck?” I asked.

“Nope.”

I sighed. “Fine,” I said. “We’ll go in the back and do this. That alright?”

“Music to my ears,” Lorra said with another grin.

“Just give a minute to grab a few things from the house,” I said.

“Why should we?” Cassie piped up.

“Because I say he can,” Lorra said with a glare at the other wolf-girl, which shut the latter up right quick. No love lost there. If a fight wasn’t already written in stone, maybe I could have used that. Lorra turned back to me, cracking her knuckles audibly. “And if you don’t come out in five minutes, we’ll burn the place down.”

“Fair enough,” I said, nodding towards the house. “There’s a sparring ring in the back. I’ll meet you there.”

“Works for me. C’mon, Hellhounds! Awoooo!” Lorra howled, waving them after her as she strolled around the house.

The wolves followed, joking and nudging each other with excitement. I let them get a lead, then turned back to the truck and came around, opening the passenger side for Rebecca. She climbed out, watching the backs of the pack as they prowled away

“You’re not seriously going to fight that psycho, are you?” she asked incredulously.

“Looks like it,” I said as I led her towards the front of the house.

“But that’s crazy! She’s a mystic!”

“I’ve fought worse. Trust me,” I assured her. “Now come on. I want to get you inside before anything starts.”

“What? But I-”

“I told you. The house is powerfully warded. You’ll be safe inside.”

“And what about you?”

“I’ll be okay. I do this for a living.”

“Some life!”

Well, she had me there.

“You can watch from the window,” I told her as we headed through the door. “Just stay inside.”

Rebecca bit her lip and I could see the internal fight for her, but she didn’t argue further. Which was good for me, because I really didn’t have time to worry about her. I had to think about how I was going to play this.

First thing first, I headed for my workshop. Unloading my shotgun, I grabbed a new mix of shells and fed them in. Alright, this should work. I’d love to stock up more, but I had a feeling speed would be essential here, and I didn’t want to weigh myself down with armaments or enchantments. Lorra was underestimating me. That was my greatest advantage, but come out of the house armed to the teeth and she’d stop playing.

Thus armed, I headed outside through the back door, making sure the wards were active as I did. They wouldn’t stop Rebecca from leaving the house, but would keep anyone from going in. And for this, that’d have to do.

Behind the house was the training ring. It was just past the deck, the well, and barbecue pit, where a large rounded space had been cleared. Filled with sand and edged with wood and ward posts, it made a wide circle. In there a dozen generations of Cains had been trained, including me.

The Hellhounds had gathered around it, closing in as I passed them and walked into the ring. Lorra waited there, arms crossed, but her eyes burning with anticipation for our little bout.

I stopped on the side opposite her and drew my sword. The cold steel gleamed in the light as I stabbed it into the ground near my feet and hefted my shotgun, lowering myself into a battle crouch.

Lorra tilted her head this way and that, the pop of joints audible. Then she shrugged off her jacket leaving her nothing but her tight crop top and pants, showing off her impressive chest and toned figure.

“Alright,” she said, dropping down, grinning wildly as she dragged a chain from her belt, snapping it audibly before wrapping it around her fist. “Now we have some fun!”

“If you say so,” I agreed, then whipped up my shotgun and fired.

The shell burst, unfolding into the blaze of a fireball, but Lorra was too quick for that, dodging around the flames and coming at me. I tracked her and fired again, but she just laughed as a shimmer passed over her skin, coating her in protective magic as she plunged right into the fireball. Shit!

She burst through the sheet of flames, not even singed from tanking my spell. She grabbed the barrel of my shotgun and pulled it down. I let her, releasing it which surprised her and gave me the second I needed to grab my sword. Runes blazed down the blade as I swung it up and at her.

Lorra’s fist met my blade, the chain wrapped around her hand shrieking as my sword sawed against it.

Metal sang on metal as I backed up quickly, but Lorra was ungodly fast, lunging after me. I swung at her again and she deflected the blade once more with her fist before taking a swing at my head.

I ducked it, her fist whistling past me and slamming into one of the posts around the arena. The hardened wood and suppressing magic exploded into splinters and sparks, annihilated in a single blow.

“You’re slippery!” she said gleefully, grabbing me by the front of my jacket.

“Same,” I gasped, grabbing her too. Her eyebrows flicked up in momentary surprise before I heaved, going back, fitting my feet under her and flinging her up and over me, slamming her into the ground.

The impact should have dazed her, but she just laughed, popping her legs under herself and jumping back to her feet as fast as I regained mine. I spun around and tried to bring up my sword, but she was too close and far too fast. I saw her pull back a fist, and braced myself, focusing the protective magic woven in my jacket just before she hammered me in the chest.

Goddam! If not for the protective runes I’d engraved in the fabric my chest would have just become concave. As it was, I was sent flying across the arena. I hit the dirt, rolling across the sand before I slammed into one of the posts. Magic crackled across me like blue static as the ward failed, and I forced myself back to my feet, struggling to get my breath back.

Howls of approval came from her pack and Lorra laughed, pumping her fist and showboating to the crowd as she strolled leisurely towards me. “Not bad! You’re the first besides my dad who could get up after one of my hits,” she said, kissing her knuckles. “Shame I gotta break your skull now.”

“Yeah,” I wheezed, swinging my sword before me, running my fingers along the cold blade. “Shame.”

I saw Lorra’s brows knit with confusion as the runes along the blade lit up, swirls coursing along the steel. There was a sudden shudder of the ground, and a number of the wolves looked about in confusion.

Lorra was among them, but she didn’t need to wonder long. A low roar rose up, echoing thunderously. Lorra’s ears swiveled to the sound and she turned and stared at the well. Water surged out of it like a massive blue snake, rearing up and over the arena.

Lorra looked up at it in shock, then down at me.

“Shouldn’t have fought an enchanter on his home turf,” I said, whirled my sword over my head and swung it her way.

Like a striking sea monster, the column of water plunged down at Lorra. The werewolf howled her defiance, bracing her feet and crossing her arms in front of herself in a block. Gallons of icy water slammed into her with a sound like thunder, pounding her like a firehose let loose.

But the well didn’t hold that much water, and before too long it ran out.

And Lorra was still standing.

Red magic crackled over her as she lowered her arms, grinning wildly. She laughed, shaking the droplets from her hair. “Not bad,” she said. “I felt that one, slayer! Now,” she grinned, taking a step towards me, pounding a fist into her open palm. “Got any more tricks?”

“Just one more,” I said, fitted my boot under my shotgun and kicked it into my hands.

Lorra smirked and opened her arms. “Gonna dry me off with a fireball?” she asked.

“Not quite,” I said, and fired.

Like a blue comet the frost spell ripped through the air and right into Lorra. She staggered back as it exploded over her in a crackle of white, water instantly freezing across her body, hissing and popping as it coated her. Not even her enhancement magic could stop that.

Lorra gasped, her teeth chattering as the frosty layer cracked from her movements. “You… you…”

“Your enhancement magic can protect you from spell impacts and fire,” I noted. “But not the cold. And though my frost might not freeze your body, it will freeze the water soaking you.”

She tried to take a step towards me, but then stumbled to her knees. She planted a hand in the sand, breathing short and fast, her hair growing spiky from the ice and her skin turning a faint bluish hue. “Ice… ice c-can’t h-hold me…”

“No,” I agreed, setting down my shotgun and starting towards her, hefting my sword. “But the cold is cold. And it’s leeching all the heat out of you. You’ll be hypothermic in a minute. If you had a minute.”

I lifted my sword, rested it against her neck. “Yield?”

It took her a moment to decide, staring up at me. I could feel the air tighten with tension as the rest of the pack watched, stunned by this upset.

“Y-y-yield,” Lorra finally managed through chattering teeth.

I breathed out a sigh of relief and took my sword away from her. “Great.” Reaching into my pocket, I pulled out a badge I’d enchanted with a heat spell. I always carried one with me, ever since that winter fey came through the area four years ago with a blizzard. I slapped it on Lorra’s forehead, making her jump, then moan in relief as the heat began to ooze through her, her spiky hair sinking back down as the ice melted to a puddle around her.

I stepped back and looked at the stunned wolf pack staring at us. Which was another reason I didn’t just chop Lorra’s head off when I had the chance. Dead, there was nothing keeping the rest of the Hellhounds from jumping me and trying to finish the job, and I doubted I had enough in my bag of tricks to take them all. But alive, she could call them off.

As it was, Lorra rose back to her feet, shaking off the chill. I was impressed. Not a lot of people, mystics or not, could take what she just had and be on her feet already. “You’re tough,” I said honestly. “But you’re all force. Need to think more tactically.”

Lorra snorted. “Been… been a long time since there was anyone my… my f-fist couldn’t put down fast.”

“I believe it,” I said. “So, we done?” I asked with a vague wave.

“I suppose so,” Lorra sighed.

And then she pulled off her top.

My eyes bulged as the full curves of her breasts kissed the open air, and I couldn’t help but notice the bars that pierced her puffy nipples. “Uh… what are you doing?”

“What else?” she said with a confused frown. “You beat me. Now, you mate me in front of my gang, asserting your dominance as alpha.”

“What! No!”

“No?” she said with surprise, glancing around. “Ohhhh. Then, you want to mate the entire gang right here? Well, I suppose-”

“No! No mating,” I protested. “This wasn’t a fight to the death or… or to the fuck!”

“But… you won,” Lorra said, puzzled. She hefted her breasts. “Don’t you want to fuck me?”

“I… that’s neither here nor there,” I said, hastily looking aside. “Look, I just didn’t want you to kill me. That’s it.”

“That’s it?”

“Yes!”

“Oh. So… you don’t intend to take over my gang?” she asked. “Make me your bitch?”

“No, dammit!”

“...Oh,” she said, looking downright perplexed. Then her lips tightened and her face hardened. “Why not?”

I stared at her. Holy hell. “How long since you came through the veil?” I asked her.

Lorra shrugged. “Three months,” she said.

Figures. No wonder she was acting this way. She was still going off rules from back in whatever realm she came from.

“Look,” I said. “I’m not going to fuck you. That’s not how it works in the material realm. All I want,” I continued, snatching up her leather jacket and shoving it at her. “Is for you to leave. And not try and kill me anymore.”

Lorra scratched her cheek, frowning almost to the point of pouting as she took the jacket. “Is that how this works on the other side of the veil?”

“Is this how what works?” I asked with growing alarm.

Lorra just nodded to herself. “Fuck’n a,” she grunted. “This calls for research”

“It does?” I asked.

“Sure does. Alright, Hellhounds!” she declared, moving back towards her watching gang, her tail wagging. “Let’s blow this place! Be seeing you, slayer,” she said, blowing me a kiss before jumping out of the ring and strolling away.

I was left standing there, staring as the rest of the pack wandered off with her, more than a few shooting me some… ambiguous looks, though others were less so, openly ogling me as tails wagged. After a minute I heard the roar of their bikes and a flurry of wolfish awoo’s, both of which soon faded away.

“...The hell was that?” I finally asked the world at large.


Chapter 9. Training

The second the bikes were gone Rebecca burst out of the house and rushed up to me.

“Cain! You okay?”

“Uh, yeah. Yeah,” I said, shaking off the effects of my shock. “I’m fine.”

“Why the hell did she take her top off?” Rebecca demanded. “Did you… did you tell her to?”

“What? No! No. It…” I sighed, running a hand through my hair as I forced myself to calm down. “No. She just… crossed over from the veil only recently. She’s still operating by the rules on that side, it seems.”

“Which are?” Rebecca asked.

“Well, a bit more R rated, to be honest,” I explained. “Very survival of the fittest and wild. Trust me. Generally when something I’m fighting takes its clothes off, that’s a prelude to taking its skin off a second later.”

“Do you think she was going to?” Rebecca asked worriedly.

“I doubt it,” I told her, shaking my head. Come on, get it together, Cain. Yeah, there was probably going to be some fallout from that little business, but I couldn’t waste too much time wondering what the violent wolf-girl biker would do. Or how those breasts would feel in my hands. Probably amazing. Especially those little metal studs…

No! Bad Cain. Focus. The fight was over. Whatever… this was becoming, I’d just have to take it as it came. Besides, I had plenty of more pertinent problems to focus on than a wolf-girl’s fantastic breasts anyway.

Rebecca seemed pensive about something, but given her current situation, there were too many possibilities there for me to think about. Instead, I went inside with her and got dinner started. A nice plate of pasta did wonders to move my focus forward.

Because tomorrow we had work to do.

Come morning I took my time showering, my mind working as I tried to parse how I was going to train Rebecca in magic. I’d never actually trained anyone before. Never had an apprentice or anything like that, and didn’t really want to either. Probably because I didn’t want anyone else to have to do this job. Frankly? It was a terrible one. The dangers were huge, pay from the Society was lousy, and benefits nonexistent, unless you counted horrific nightmares as a plus. Took a special kind of person to fight the forces of mystical evil, and it generally wasn’t the local cheerleader packing one liners and a miniskirt. I’d have been happy never having to train someone to do what I did, but dammit, Rebecca was going to need some help. She’d gotten thrown headfirst into this craziness. The least I could do was give her the tools to kick it in the ‘nads.

Since I didn’t plan on hiding in the shower all day, I switched it off and headed down to meet Rebecca for breakfast. It was a pretty quick one, though with ample amounts of bacon and even waffles! And as we ate I considered how to begin.

Finally, when the last buttery soft waffle was gone, I cleared my throat and rose, taking Rebecca back to the training ring where I’d fought Lorra. She seemed keyed up, which was good. A willing trainee was better than an unwilling one, no question. Untrained sorcery was worse than a minotaur in a china shop.

I stepped into the ring, Rebecca following nervously, probably remembering what had happened here yesterday. In particular, she eyed the post that Lorra’s fist had obliterated.

“Okay,” I said, turning to face her. “First thing we’re going to do is learn how to channel magic.”

“Channel it?” she asked.

“That’s right,” I replied. “Magic is a tricky thing. It’s a force within all things. Some people have more of it than others, and it all depends on how much you can bring to bear. You,” I said, pointing at her, “are basically a walking wellspring of supernatural power. Which is great but also not. Especially with the amount of raw power you’re probably working with.”

“Luna said something about that,” she noted. “But do you really think so?”

“Sure,” I said, “Now, most mystics have a racial component to their magic. Various species manifest magic in different ways. Like Luna. She’s a kitsune, and her magic is mainly focused on illusions and what we’d call telekinesis, though she can use some fire, and enchantment magic too. Human magic is different. We need a focus of some kind to cast stuff. Wands. Staffs. Reagents. You name it. And you seem like a caster.”

“What’s that mean?” she asked.

“Basically, you throw raw magic around somehow. Handy for combat, but it makes you basically a glass cannon. Classic squishy mage. There’s also Enhancer mages, who buff themselves with arcane power. Lorra would be that kind.”

“So… what are you, then?” she asked.

“Me? I’m an enchanter.”

“So you… magic things?”

I wobbled my hand in the air. “Kinda sorta. Basically, I make other things magic, but I can’t fling around fireballs and lightning on my own. Magic is an… essence of power, basically. Which is why potions and spells use ingredients like eye of newt or tongue of snail. Things have power. My magic allows me to bring it out in various ways. Like my bullets and equipment. There’s a limit of course. Most items can only store so much power, and once it’s cast, it’s done. There are exceptions. Some artifacts seem to have unlimited uses. Excalibur, holy grails, that kinda thing. Real legendary stuff. Others can be charged up again for use. And the more intricate the spell, the bigger the result. Which is why your tattoos are so potent as a seal.”

“I think I get it,” Rebecca mused, looking at her arms and the markings running down them. She glanced back up at me. “But, if we’re not the same kind of spellcaster, how can you train me?”

“I’ve had a lot of experience with your kind of sorcerers,” I told her. “Mainly fighting them. A lot of people realize they can throw fireballs, brainwash people with music, or raise the dead and they’ll pick up a name eighth graders find badass, like ‘The Black’ or ‘Dragonfear,’ then go around trying to summon demons. Enchanters are more nerdy.”

Which was true, but I didn’t feel like mentioning that enchanters were also often much more dangerous. You could generally predict what a Caster was going to do, which often boiled down to chucking lightning, empowering mystical artifacts, and cackling madly. But enchanters tended to be sneakier and much bigger pricks. Especially if something more devilish got their hooks into them.

“Do they ever overlap?” Rebecca asked me.

I hesitated a little there. “Some mystics kind of do,” I admitted. “But like I said before, humans use magic. Mystics are magic. Mystics tend to be limited by their nature to what they can craft.

“All that said,” I continued. “We’re actually lucky you’re more of a raw power kind of spell caster. It’ll be easier training you for it. So for you, we’re going to focus on just getting it out.”

“I don’t really understand how to do that,” she admitted.

“Which was obviously intentional with your tattoos the way they are. But not to worry,” I said, picking up a log from near the firepit and placing it on one of the pegs around the arena. “That’s what we’re here for.”

I walked up behind her, facing the log.

“Now, what I want you to do is send a burst of magic into that,” I said.

She looked at the makeshift target skeptically. “I… don’t know if I can.”

“You can,” I assured her. “You have plenty of magic. We just need to figure out how to harness it.”

“Harness it?” she asked.

“That’s right,” I replied. “We have to direct it in a physical form. Usually, this is done through visualization.”

“Visualization?”

“You’re going to be repeating me a lot, aren’t you?” I said with a grin.

She flushed. “Sorry,” she mumbled.

I patted her shoulder. “Don’t be. Ask as many questions as you need to. Trust me. When it comes to magic, ignorance is more dangerous than even malice.”

And that was the honest truth. There wasn’t much worse than a mage dicking around with forces beyond their ken. Especially if they were rocking as much magic as I suspected Rebecca was. It was like giving a monkey a rocket launcher and a bag of cocaine. If it tried to use any of it, everyone was in for a bad time. “Magic is a deeply personal thing,” I told her. “How it takes shape for Casters is often very different.”

“I still don’t get how I’m supposed to direct it,” she admitted.

“That’s what we’re here to learn,” I told her. “The best way is to visualize it as a force moving outward from you. There are different kinds of magic, but focusing on sending it outward is a good bet on using it. How it manifests at that point can tell us a lot. Many use runes or ancient languages to focus their powers, but in your case, you already have the markings on you to ease it out, and we’re going to use them. So first things first, I’m going to need you to take your shirt off.”

She gave a start and shot me a sharp look. “Excuse me?” she said, eyes narrowing.

“Not like that,” I clarified quickly. “If we can see the markings better, we can visualize how they’re being channeled. And I don’t mean you gotta get naked. Just… more skin is better.”

“You sure you’re not just trying to snatch a look at my tits?” she asked, and was it just me, or was there an element of a smirk in there?

“Promise. This is totally necessary for training.”

“Sure it is,” she said, but nonetheless grabbed the hem of her shirt and started pulling it off, leaving her in a tank top. I tried not to stare, but it wasn’t easy. Damn but she was a very well-formed young lady. The sort of body you’d see rooting for the home team. Go Wildcats, baby!

No, bad Cain. Stop ogling the emotionally fragile young woman under your protection. Not only was it scummy, but she was packing the sort of firepower that religions warned people about.

“Alright,” I said, refocusing. “Now, we need to channel the magic. Usually, it takes a more physical form. Fire, lightning, that sort of thing. So,” I continued, “what I want you to do is focus on the log.”

“Okay,” she said, turning her gaze to the piece of wood.

“Good,” I said. “Now, try to sense the energy inside you. Feel it.”

She hesitated. “But… what if it gets out of control?”

“Don’t worry,” I reassured her. “I’m here. I won’t let it.”

“Are you sure?” she asked.

“Trust me,” I said. “This isn’t my first rodeo.”

“You said you hadn’t trained people before,” she said, glancing at me.

“Which is accurate. But I am used to dealing with people who try to use magic the wrong way.”

What I didn’t tell her, of course, was that often, I had to put a bullet through those people’s heads. But I sincerely doubted I’d need to go that far here.

Though… I did loosen my sword a bit.

Just in case.

“Now, concentrate on the wood,” I instructed. “Try to bring up the energy inside of you. Draw it up through the markings on your skin… and let’s see what happens.”

She bit her lower lip, her brow knitting. I took a quick step back as I saw the markings on her skin begin to glow, energy coursing through her. She gasped.

“I can feel it,” she said, “It’s… it’s hot.”

“Good. That’s what you want,” I said, suddenly wondering if this was such a good idea. Oh well. Too late to back out now. “Now, try to direct it through the markings. Think of them like roads. You’re trying to send something down those roads.”

She raised her arms, pointing at the piece of wood. The markings on her skin began to glow an electric blue like something out of Tron. She opened her mouth, a gasp escaping her. “I… I got it. It’s… it’s… Nnnnya!”

It happened in an instant. One second she was glowing. The next, lightning flashed from her fingers, so bright it made spots dance and sear my eyes.

Rebecca yelped as the bolt fanned through the air like Zeus saw a square mile in need of a damn good smiting. The bolt obliterated the log, making it explode into splinters, but it didn’t stop there. The lightning blazed outwards and towards some of the trees growing around the property.

It hit one with a crackling boom, the tree going off like someone had soaked it in gasoline. Lightning crawled and snarled around the branches which almost instantly caught fire in a great fwoosh.

Holy fuck.

I tried to hide my surprise. That was way more than I expected. Especially with her literally painted in wards. She should have managed a spark at best. Not… that.

For her part, Rebecca blinked, staring in horror at the blazing torch.

“O-oh my fuck!” she gasped.

“Good job,” I told her.

“Good job?” she said, horrified. “I burned down that tree!”

“Don’t worry about it,” I reassured her. “It happens. New mages usually start training from birth, so things like this are far from uncommon. Well,” I amended with another look at the flaming foliage, “maybe not quite so dramatic. Still! Good.”

“But… but look at what I did,” she said, gesturing again at the tree.

“It’s really not an issue,” I said, drawing my sword. I slid my fingers along the flat of the blade, the runes in the steel coming to life. With a swing, I swept up water from the nearby well and sent it crashing into the tree. With a hiss the flames went out, leaving the charred skeleton of the wood behind.

“There,” I said. “All better.”

“I… I guess,” she said, shooting a nervous glance my way. “But… do you really think I can do this?”

“You’ve literally tried it once,” I told her as I grabbed another log and set it up on the post. “And we only had to do it like that once. We now know that you can channel your magic, and what it comes out as. That’s great! Besides, if you quit now, this will probably happen again, only you won’t be able to control it.”

She winced with another look at the tree. One of its branches fell off with a wooden thunk and swirl of sparks. “I… I don’t want that to happen.”

“I know,” I told her, moving back behind her and patting her shoulder comfortingly. “But don’t worry, we’ll get through it. And like I said, now we know how you channel it, and what your magic manifests as. So we just need to maybe dial back the power a bit. Would you mind if I touched you to help you do that?”

A flush climbed her cheeks but she nodded. “I… guess that’s okay.”

“Good,” I said, stepping in closer. Her scent reached me. Mostly the strawberry shampoo she’d bought, but there was a zing of static in there that made my breath catch. I was careful not to touch her more than necessary, focusing my own magic as I coated my fingers in a layer of power.

“Alright,” I said, my fingers ghosting above the markings written on her belly button. When it didn’t spark against me, I relaxed a little. “What we’re going to try now is to only pull a little bit of magic from yourself.”

She shivered at my nearness, then relaxed, leaning back against me. “A-alright,” she stammered.

I let my fingers touch her stomach, and she gasped, muscles tightening. I tensed too as a spark of magic crackled over my fingers, but nothing else.

Interesting…

“Here we go,” I said, moving my fingers along the path of the tattoos spiraling from her. A soft groan escaped her as I felt the magic ease through her, the blue glow radiating from the design on her stomach, running along the marks on her skin as if chasing after my finger.

“Keep your eyes on the prize,” I whispered into her ear. “Focus on the log. Try to channel a small amount.”

She nodded, her breath hitching, as my fingers moved up along her ribs, along her arms. Only a few of the marks glowed this time, crackling with power.

Finally, my fingers reached her wrists.

“Let it go,” I murmured gently in her ear.

“Ah!” she gasped, a sound of both pleasure and surprise. A bolt of lightning raced from her fingertips, arcing across the clearing and smashing into the log. It exploded, splinters flying everywhere, but the lightning didn’t go further

“Well done,” I said. “That was much better.”

“Y-yeah,” she gasped, though she looked a lot more flushed than her first try. “It was.”

“Absolutely. And soon, you’ll be able to do it without my help.”

“I will?”

“Of course,” I said. “I’ll get to work on a focus as well. That should give you a hand. But you’ll be wielding your magic naturally in no time at all.”

“How long is no time at all?” she asked.

I mulled that over for a minute.

“It’s different for everyone,” I hedged. “You seem to be a quick learner, and those signs will definitely help moderate how much magic you’re putting out. But I’m not going to lie, it could take a while.”

“So, by no time at all, you meant as long as it’s gonna take?” she said wryly.

“Basically,” I replied, which was really on me. Shouldn’t have thrown out platitudes like that. “But you’ll get the hang of it. I promise.”

Rebecca nodded. “I’m ready,” she said. “I want to learn.” Her hands fisted at her sides and her jaw tightened. “I don’t want to be helpless ever again.”

“Attagirl,” I said, clapping her on the shoulder. “We’ll do it for the next few hours and see where it gets us.”

We continued practicing. I quickly noticed a pattern: when I helped her, she could readily control how much magic she was putting out, but if I didn’t, it went wild. Which told me that though the magic was there for her, controlling it was still beyond her. Likely because of the markings, if I was being honest. Those seals were something else. If I understood them more, then I might be able to help her further, but for now we’d make do. Besides, it was only day one, and I felt confident that over time she’d get better at it. Either way, we’d find out eventually.

I mulled that over as we finished up and headed back toward the house.

“That felt good,” Rebecca said as she squeezed and opened her hands, electricity crackling over her fingers. “Real good.”

“I hope so,” I told her, but mostly I was just amazed she wasn’t tired yet. She’d probably put out enough electricity to run Springville for a year. “The more comfortable you feel with magic, the better you’ll be able to harness it. And you’ve got a lot of power in you.”

“Enough to take on that wolf?” she asked with a sideways glance my way.

“That’s a tricky question,” I admitted. “You’ve easily got more raw force than her. But she’s a better fighter than you.”

“For now,” Rebecca growled, hand tightening into a fist with a crackle.

“Don’t be getting ahead of yourself,” I warned her. “You’ve got a taste of magic. But it’s how you wield it that really decides the winner.”

“Seems to me like you could use some help,” Rebecca noted. “She almost caved your skull in.”

“True,” I agreed. “But I’m used to it.”

“Because it happens so often?”

I tried not to wince at that.

“Pretty much, yeah,” I told her.

“That seems unfair,” she told me.

I shrugged. “Life’s not very fair.”

“I guess.” She was silent as I opened the back door and led the way inside. “But why you?” she asked. “Not that I’m complaining exactly. I mean, you’re really helping me out here, and I’m not saying I’d prefer someone else. It’s just that, well, you know…”

I held up a hand. “I get it, don’t worry. I get it. And it’s the family business. If I don’t do it, who would?”

“Somebody, surely,” she said.

I laughed. Hoo boy. “I learned a long time ago that everyone wants ‘someone’ to do something. But it tends to always be someone other than them. There aren’t a lot of people who like taking responsibility for fighting off a sudden outbreak of rat people. And the ones who would take it on mostly do it for their own gain.”

“And you don’t?” she asked me.

“Definitely not,” I told her. “I don’t charge people for this thing. Hell, the Slayer Society is basically an NGO. We don’t even get to launder money out of it.”

Rebecca scowled a bit. “Still seems unfair,” she told me.

“So it goes,” I said.

Rebecca still frowned, but let it lie. Which was good for me, because I had a lot to think about. We went back inside, Rebecca insisting she make lunch, and I wasn’t about to fight her on that. I wanted to make something else.

I headed down into my workshop, flicking on the light. Well, I called it my workshop, and it totally was, but armoury might be a better descriptor. The walls were filled with weapons, from ancient to modern. Halberds, swords, AK’s, rifles, literally boxes of spell stuffed grenades. But it was also clearly the domain of a sorcerer, or maybe a junk shop. I tended to collect items that could be enchanted. Glasses that could geis, old polaroid cameras that could capture hidden magic. Tools to the trade of slaying evil. An entire alchemical set up filled up one table, complete with bunsen burners and herbs. Racks of spell ingredients lined another wall, and even a few skulls with dribbly candles in them were scattered around.

What? I was a sorcerer, you know.

I went to the arsenal on the wall, considering the array there. Whatever magic Rebecca was sporting was pretty unwieldy, and tantalizing as it was, I wouldn’t be around to lend my hands whenever she needed to cast force lightning. She needed a focus of some kind. Most casters did. But what to use…

I closed my eyes and raised my hand. Times like these, instincts were better judgement than logic. Magic was basically the opposite of science. There were overlaps, sure, like making damn sure your measurements were right, but the thing about enchantments is that function follows form. Magic needed to know what it had to do. For casters, that meant channeling their power into some shape. For enchanters, it meant making something do what it was already made to do, but with fairy dust. You could enchant a car to fly (though I wouldn’t recommend it. Miles to the gallon was abysmal). But you couldn’t enchant a car to phase through a wall. An object knew what it could do innately, and trying to force it to do otherwise would fizzle, or worse.

My hand roamed across the wall, and something called me down and to the right. My fingers brushed cool metal, and I felt a tingle that told me that this was the one. I took it off the wall and opened my eyes, looking at the .38 Smith and Wesson short. Classic revolver. Perfect for your 60’s era Dirty Harry kinda cop. Looking at it, I imagined it’d fit perfectly in Rebecca’s hands.

Nice.

But it still needed some work, and I headed over to the big work table at the side of the room. Taking a seat, I got out my metal engraver. Right. Now, given Rebecca was throwing lightning around, some Nordic runes seemed about right. Proper Mjolnir kind of things. With care I started to work. That’s it. The trick was Rebecca went wild when the magic left her hand, so I wanted something that could draw it and channel it into something more pinpointed. Eventually, she’d probably be able to fling it from her fingers on her own, but this was a good stopgap measure to make sure she wouldn’t either be defenceless, or fry everything within a one-mile radius if she had to cast her magic. The insurance companies tended to get pissy about that kind of thing.

It felt good to create, too. Felt calming. I really did love enchanting things. Sure, most of it was for work so tended to be of the, ah, explosive variety, but I enjoyed that too. If I wasn’t a slayer, I’d have made this my job.

I found myself smiling as I worked, carving channels of power into the revolver. Magic was truly wonderful. Art and power all together in one. I really did love it.

“...ain… Cain?”

I started as something touched my shoulder. I whipped around, hand going for the knife in my belt, steel half-drawn before I saw a worried Rebecca resting her hand on my shoulder.

“Oh,” I said, grinning sheepishly as I slid the knife back into its holster. “Hey. You shouldn’t be down here.”

“I tried knocking but you didn’t answer,” she said. “It’s been two hours.”

“It has?” I looked at the grandfather clock in the corner. Huh, well look at that. “Sorry,” I said, standing. “Guess I got a bit into my work.”

“No problem,” Rebecca said, stepping back. “Lunch is ready, by the way.”

“Perfect,” I said, rubbing my hands. “Just what I need.”

As we left the workshop I made sure to lock the door securely behind me. I was surprised I’d forgotten to before, but in my defence I was still getting used to having someone else in the house. Couldn’t use that excuse more than once, though. There were dangerous things in there for an untrained sorcerer to handle.

“Got any more plans for today?” Rebecca asked me as we ate.

“Gotta go check out that store up the highway,” I told her. “Try and figure out why it’s disturbing the veil and the spirits in it, then stop by and see Luna.”

“Yeah?” she asked, perking up. “Can I come?”

“Not this time” I said. “I’d prefer you not get seen too much right now. Things are a bit tense.”

“Oh. Yeah, I guess so,” she said, grimacing.

“It won’t be forever,” I assured her. “We’ll figure this out soon enough.”

“I know,” she sighed, and forced a smile. “Don’t worry. I’ll be fine. I’m a big girl.”


Chapter 10. Blue Boxed

From her room on the second story, Rebecca watched as Cain’s truck pulled out and headed for the road to town.

She sighed and flopped back, spread eagle on the bed. Her familiar thinking pose. On the one hand, she understood Cain not letting her go with him. The less people knew she was there, the better. That had been the whole point. But she didn’t have to like it. It made her feel weak. Useless. And she did want to be of help.

And she would be.

She raised her hand and smiled, tightening her hand into a fist, willing for a jolt of electricity to spark there dramatically.

It did, and she smiled grimly. Sure, it was just a spark now, but she had more in her. Literally. She had magic. Fucking magic!

And that meant she wasn’t going to be helpless ever again.

She grimaced at another twist of her stomach at the thought of her father. That awful night. Running away. Hunching over in the bus, every flicker of a shadow someone coming after her. Every second expecting a hand to grab her shoulder. The bus ride had been a nightmare. The hitchhiking not much better. Just the memory made her shake.

But she was safe here.

Safe.

She sighed, forcing herself to relax as she stared at the beams of the ceiling. Her eyes drifted across the room, which had that awkwardly empty feeling all guest rooms did. Like someone was always on the verge of filling it with things but never quite worked up the gumption. The bedding under her was surprisingly comfy. Probably be even comfier with a pair of strong arms wrapped around her…

“Fucking dammit,” she groaned, slapping her hot cheeks. Come on, girl. Cain was helping her. She shouldn’t have the hots for him. Sure, he had that great redneck aesthetic mixed with local quarterback build, but it was hardly the right time or place to drool over him. Yes, he was competent, kind, and yeah, kinda funny. But he was helping her.

But oh, those arms. That feeling as his hands moved over her, helping her channel the magic through her. She shivered again at the memory, her fingers touching her stomach through her shirt, feeling the swirling patterns that he’d traced on her tattoos.

“Mnnn…” she moaned softly, thighs rubbing together as a warm heat pooled through her. Fuck. It was… was very wrong to be having those feelings.

Right?

Well, wrong was probably not the right word. She really had to reassess a lot of her priors here. For one, magic was no longer something that could be ignored. It was a thing. A dangerous thing. For another, hot guys in flannel wielding magic shotguns were also a thing, and he had an awesome house. For three, naked spirits of the water were really into fast food. And for four, biker wolf-girls were scary, dangerous, and friggin’ stacked.

Given all that, Rebecca mused, it was probably high time she really started reassessing her life up to this point.

“Beats number crunching, I guess,” she said to the room at large.

Silence was the reply.

She folded her arms behind her head, staring at the cuckoo clock in the corner, which was probably cursed or something. She was learning a lot since coming here. True, largely it had involved the fact that her ordinary life had been a lie. A veneer of common existence only waiting to be ripped away and bare a terrifying underbelly of a world she’d spent all her time avoiding.

Sadly, that old life was over. There was no going back to willful ignorance, cheerleading, and doing taxes for some comfortably boring firm. She realized that with grim certainty. She hadn’t been entirely on board with it until now, but Cain revealing she had magic had put that to bed. Like how she wished he’d put her to bed with him. Press her down into the blankets and…

“Ughhhh!” she groaned, grinding the heels of her palms into her eyes until she saw blotches in the darkness of her eyelids. “Stoppit, Becca. You’re better than that horny wolf-girl. Right?”

Though, maybe she needed to be that aggressive with a man like Cain.

Rebecca lowered her arms, letting them flop alongside her as she stared at the ceiling. “And it’s not like he’s not interested,” she said aloud. Which was correct. She’d caught him checking her out more than once. Not that he’d acted on it. Which was, honestly, a bit appreciated and yet aggravating. Yeah, she found him sexy, but she was having a bit of a crisis of confidence at the moment. Probably not the best time to let the man she’d just met rail her. Even if he was doing everything he could to keep her safe.

Rebecca sighed and rose from the bed. She needed a shower. A nice, long, cold one. And maybe do some cooking for when Cain got back. She had to figure out some way to repay him, and she was wary of trying to clean the place. Sure, Cain said that the sculptures and things scattered around weren’t magic and couldn’t hurt her, but a lot of them looked a bit too ‘Johnny Quest’ kind of exotic, and probably shouldn’t be messed with. No telling for sure if that game of Monopoly turned out to have Robin Williams trapped in it.

“Long way from cheer squad,” she murmured as she undressed and stepped into the bathroom.

The shower felt good, though it was a struggle not to sneak her fingers between her thighs. When it was done and she’d dried her hair she wandered downstairs and checked the kitchen for what to make. Some pasta was always a popular choice. No premade sauce, but there were tomatoes, some herbs that probably didn’t have mystical powers outside giving potatoes a bit of extra zing. Ah, the magic of oregano. Truly the greatest sorcery known to man.

As the future tomato sauce sizzled she got to boiling the water. And as she did, her eyes wandered down.

Down.

Down to that heavy door at the end of the hall.

Down to the workshop, where she was absolutely not supposed to go.

She shivered, turning back to the sauce and stirring it. But her eyes roamed again.

The cube was down there.

That fucking cube that had started everything.

It was strange to think something so simple could change the entire direction of her life. That cube with its strange, oily black surface. Its little panels just begging to be touched. Turned. Teased open like a lover.

What was inside?

What had caused all this?

Didn’t she want to know?

A hiss made her yelp and spin around to find the pot boiling over. Frantically she turned it down and moved it off the element, the hissing dying out almost instantly.

“God dammit,” she grumbled as she hastily stirred the sauce again. No. Enough! Leave the creepy box alone. It was Cain’s problem now. He’d deal with it.

But… what if she could open it?

Rebecca bit her lower lip as she poured the pasta into the boiling water and began to stir it in, the rigid noodles slowly softening, sinking into the boiling water. She… she did have magic now. If she could figure out what was in it, couldn’t she help Cain? He’d be soooo grateful. Sooo happy.

So generous in his reward…

Rebecca swallowed, turning down the pasta and sauce to simmer, tossing some herbs into the chunky red. She had… she had looked at the cube several times during the days she spent making her way to Cain’s. It had just been a black box, but she’d felt innately there was something wrong about it. And not just because a bunch of lunatics broke down the front door and shot her dad. She’d touched it as little as possible, her mind too busy trying to grasp what was going on.

But it hadn’t hurt her then, had it?

Maybe she was… immune to whatever it had done to her dad?

Her eyes wandered back to the door.

Maybe… maybe just a peek… The sauce needed to cook for a bit longer anyway. The pasta needed to get soft.

Yeah.

Maybe… maybe a quick look…

Her footsteps sounded strangely loud in the big, empty house. Animal heads looked down at her with glassy eyes. Her clothes seemed to whisper over her body. At least, she thought that gentle susurrating was her clothes…

She found herself before the heavy metal door, and uncertainly she lifted her hand and touched the handle.

It turned, clunking at her push, and slid open without a sound. The stairs descended into the dark, and she suddenly remembered many, many horror movies that went an awful lot like this.

“There better not be a kid in a yellow rain jacket down there,” she said uneasily.

Silence.

She switched on the light.

The bottom of the stairs flooded with a low glow, and she slowly walked down the steps. They didn’t creak, and she found herself in the workshop. She once again admired the sheer amount of weapons and junk arranged down there. Just being around it made her skin tingle and she rubbed her arms, only then noticing her tattoos were glowing softly.

“Uh… That’s um…”

Her eyes wandered to the vault.

It was huge. Solid. The old plug kind that banks used to have, though this one also had a bunch of gold stamped runes that circled around it in three layers. It looked alarmingly solid. Incredibly secure.

And yet, she knew she could open it. Knew it would give at her touch. Slide open, just like the cube would. Open at her touch and reveal everything. Tell her all its secrets…

She found herself before the vault. Her hand rose, reaching out. The golden runes glowed softly. The veins carved in the heavy iron flickered. It was locked. Cain had locked it.

Cain.

Her fingers hesitated.

But wouldn’t he be grateful? Wouldn’t he appreciate it? Wouldn’t he do such things to her? Kiss her. Stroke her…

Her fingers twitched.

A face suddenly rose before her mind. Her father’s, his beard bedraggled, his bony frame crammed in clothes that hadn’t been changed for three days. Frantic desperation glowed in his eyes, the cube clutched in his bony fingers as he shoved it into her hands. How she almost had to tear it out of his grasp even as he begged her to take it. To run. Run. Run!

She pulled them back.

“No,” she said softly. Then more firmly, “No. He locked it up for a reason.”

She felt the urge for another moment. Then it was gone. Vanished like a shroud had been ripped off her. She staggered gasping, almost leaning against the vault before she snatched her fingers back.

“No,” she growled again at the door.

There was no answer.

Rebecca glared, then spun around and hurried back up the stairs. She slammed the heavy door shut and turned the lock until it clicked. With a final nod, she stomped across the house and back to the kitchen.

But as she stirred the pasta, she now and then stole glances at the heavy metal door.

And wondered…


Chapter 11. Big Blocks Stores

Carriger’s newest store was a hell of a job, I’d admit that. There was still plenty of construction stuff lying around, but it looked like they were nearly ready to open. Can’t say a lot of people were going to be thrilled about that. Me included, and not just because it was pissing off the local mystics. I wasn’t a NIMBY or anything, but something about the place just didn’t sit right with me. Especially up close. It was extremely postmodern in design, which surprised me a bit. Big box stores tended to be built like… well, big boxes. But clearly, Carriger Industries had hired a pretty overzealous architect to try and make this thing happen. There were a lot of corners on this building. Pretty try hard, but also potentially dangerous. Throw the wrong angles together, and you’d find Zuul in the chip aisle. Which might be why Ophelia was getting pissy.

Suppose I’d find out soon.

I didn’t exactly need to do much to make my presence known. Having a guy in a bomber jacket and carrying a sword tended to get you attention pretty quick, and as soon as I got out of my truck and came near the place some guy in a high vis vest and white helmet hurried up.

“Excuse me, sir? You can’t be here,” he said quickly.

“Actually, I can,” I told him, showing him my badge. “Marcus Cain. I need to talk to whoever is in charge.”

“SS?” he said, squinting. “Social Security?”

Dammit, I wish the Society would change our damn name. Though, at least we weren’t getting called Nazis anymore. Well, no more than any organization that sometimes told people to stop doing stupid shit. “Slayer Society,” I told him. “I’m here about certain… incidents concerning magic.”

The guy squinted at me, but clearly thought it was serious enough to pass the message along, and pulled out his phone. I left him to it, instead looking over the new store. Yeah. Something was clearly wrong about this place. And not just the giant logo with the store’s ugly squirrel mascot on it. I just couldn’t quite put my finger on what…

Movement got my attention and I looked quickly aside to see the automatic doors slide open and a knot of people come out.

I straightened immediately, turning towards them. That many suits all together implied authority. Specifically, to the guy in their center. He walked with the sort of confidence that only money could buy. Plus a tan that suggested weekend trips to Hawaii rather than a spa, and a haircut that probably cost more than my truck. The fact he smiled like Patrick Bateman didn’t exactly win him many points from me.

Two others in the group drew my eye, and both for different reasons. One was a big guy with a bald head and eyes like polished stone. His build suggested linebacker and his suit suggested bodyguard. Probably had a name like Tank, but for brevity’s sake I christened him Baldy.

The other person of interest in the group was probably the store’s mascot, unless there was a new species of squirrel that grew seven feet tall, wore a safety vest, and carried a sign that said ‘Squirrely Goes Nuts for Savings!’ Not outside the realm of possibility in my line of work.

The leader of this merry band gave me a grin and offered his hand. “Hello there. Walter Carriger. Delighted to meet you.”

“The Walter Carriger?” I asked, taking his hand and giving it a short shake.

“Last time I checked. Owner and operator of Carriger Industries. Among other subsidiaries, but no need to get into that,” he chuckled.

“Yeah. Sure. Marcus Cain. Slayer.”

“So what can I do for the Slayer Society?” Carriger asked, smoothing his tie. “I don’t believe we requested your services, and I assure you our store isn’t haunted. Hasn’t had enough time to find any decent ghosts.”

“Yeah, no. No issues on that end. Actually, I’ve come with a complaint.”

“How interesting,” he said with a smile that said it was anything but. “We do have a complaints hotline, of course. They could have gone there.”

“The complainant doesn’t exactly use phones,” I told him. “Anyway, it seems your construction has been having an… adverse effect on the veil and local mystics.”

“Really?” he asked, lifting an immaculately groomed eyebrow. “That is unusual. We did get an environmental clearance, of course. All the paperwork is in order.”

“Yeah, I get that,” I said with a sigh. “But these sorts of things can take a bit of time to take effect. It might just be the way the building is set up, or some of the angles of construction are drawing on magic in a bad way. Remember what happened with the Big Mouth Bass glass pyramid a few years ago?”

“I believe it vanished during a storm,” Carriger noted.

“Yeah. Exactly. Got sucked into an alternate dimension. Anyway, like I said, might be nothing if we can get it cleared up, so if you were willing to allow for a quick inspection by me…”

“What a generous offer. But I think we’ll have to decline,” Carriger said smoothly.

“I don’t think you should,” I told him. I gestured at the store. “Look, I’ve seen this sort of thing before. Piss off the mystics, and poltergeists or borrowers setting up little communities in the walls will be the least of your worries. Just let me take care of it before things go bad. It might just need some shifting of shelves or taking down some of those unnecessary pillars.”

Carriger stroked his chin, still smiling, but I could see ice in his eyes. “What a kind offer,” he said. “But once more, I think I’ll have to say no.”

“This isn’t a scam,” I said. “I won’t even charge you anything.”

“Mister Carriger said no,” Baldy grunted, folding his arms and glaring at me.

Squirrely had started to do a little jig behind his boss.

It was the banana dance.

Carriger held up a hand, forestalling anything else. “I understand your concerns,” he said to me. “But I’m afraid Carriger Industries just doesn’t have the time to spend playing these games of construction and satisfying spirits of nature and all that. We’re a business, and have clearance to do whatever we need to here. And I’m sure,” he added, inclining his head, “that you’ll respect our right to refuse.”

“I can get an order allowing me to do it,” I informed him.

“Can you? How interesting. Just a moment, I think I’ll give the mayor a call,” he said, fetching out his phone, which had a case with the Carriger C logo printed in silver on the back.

“The mayor?” I asked with a sinking feeling.

“A very close friend of mine,” Carriger said as he spun through his contacts and dialed, turning it on speaker. “She’s been very grateful after all the help I gave her during her campaign.”

I bet she was. Shit. The mayor of Springville was currently a witch, and very well connected. She was the leader of the local coven, and was able to assemble a big enough coalition of humans and certain mystic communities to bring her to power. A lot of witches were fine. They tended to keep to themselves, or cabins in the forest, and sold small potions or unpasteurized milk and eggs. That kind of thing. Barely even tried to eat children anymore outside holidays.

Mayor Rotwood, however, was not like that. She was one of those small-time politicians with big ambitions. Couple that with the powers to curse her enemies, and you got a major pain in my ass. The fact she couldn’t control me hadn’t exactly endeared me to her.

Also, the fact my great-great-grandmother burned hers at the stake hadn’t helped things.

The phone clicked. “Hello?”

“Mayor Rotwood,” Carriger crowed, his voice just oozing jovial familiarity. “So glad to hear from you! Listen, I’m just outside the new store, and we’re having a bit of an issue with permits.”

“Permits? How the hell are you having a problem with permits?”

“Well, we’ve got the local slayer here who apparently has an issue with our work. A mister Cain?”

“Oh is he?” Rotwood said, her voice frigid.

Shit. That was going to be a real problem because, unfortunately, I was a slayer, and so wasn’t a part of any agency that could force compliance. Any badge I showed had about as much authority as a shirt with ‘Bra Inspector’ on it. Probably less, now that I think of it. So, if the actual authorities decided not to help me out, I was on my own.

“Mayor,” I said patiently. “Listen, I’ve gotten reports from some of the local mystics that the building is messing with the natural flow of magic in the area.”

“That’s interesting, Cain, because a local sorceress was consulted thoroughly during the construction and detected no offensive powers involved.”

Yeah, I bet she was. Your average sorcerous consultants were shit at best. Most were just crazy and the good ones had a thimbleful of power, and were brought in basically to rubber stamp things, take their sack of money and fuck off to gamble it in the nearest casino.

“Mayor, I-”

“Do you have any actual evidence that Mister Carriger’s building is causing this disturbance?” Rotwood asked sharply.

“Well, no,” I admitted. “That’s why I need to get in-”

“Well if you don’t have any evidence, and since Mister Carriger has done his due diligence and doesn’t want you to do anything to the building, then I’m afraid I’ll have to deny your request. And furthermore, unless there is clear evidence of malefic sorcery in use, you will not bother him with this any more. Am I clear?”

Bitch.

“Crystal,” I said, all but biting the words out.

“Wonderful,” she said, and oh, how I hated that infuriating tone of satisfaction people with a pocket of authority always used when they threw their miniscule weight around. “Anything else you need, Mister Carriger?”

“Nothing at all,” he said, mimicking the sugary sweetness of her voice. “I’ll see you for your fundraising dinner in a week, Madame Mayor. Looking forward to it.”

“As am I. Until then!”

With a beep he hung up. Still sporting that grin, Carriger pocketed his phone. “And there you have it,” he said with faux apology. “And, needless to say, Cain, I’d appreciate it if I didn’t have to call the police to remove you from the property.”

I ground my teeth. “We’re not done here,” I told him.

“Actually, I think we are. However,” he added in a jovial tone, spreading his hands amiably, “should you wish to shop at our fine establishment when we open, we’d be delighted to invite you inside! For now, please accept this Carriger brand jacket. I can see you need a new one.”

Squirrely jived over, spun around, and then shoved a folded windbreaker into my hands before moonwalking away from me. The only way the whole episode could have been more undignified was if someone had dropped their pants.

“Thanks,” I said flatly.

“Have a lovely trip home,” Carriger said through his smiling teeth.

Feeling the red hot lump of anger burning in me, I turned and made my way back towards my truck. Even as I walked I could feel Carriger’s eyes drilling into the back of my head. Well, that could have gone much better. But if he thought he was rid of me, he was woefully mistaken. As I climbed back into my truck, tossing the windbreaker onto the passenger seat, I got out my own phone and dialed a number.

It rang twice, and then clicked. “Hello Cain,” Desiree purred.

“Hi Desiree,” I said as I started the truck and pulled out of the construction site. “Mind if I come by tomorrow night?”

“Nothing would make me happier,” the demoness said. “Everyone loves a good Titty Tuesday, and I’m sure the girls will be delighted.”

“Sounds like a plan,” I agreed. “I have some more work for you.”

“Do you? How wonderful. I very much look forward to hearing aaaaaall about it.”

I bet. “Then I’ll see you.”

“Ta ta!”

The phone went dead and I shoved it back in my pocket. Alright. That improved my mood a bit more. Carriger might be stone walling me, but Desiree could get me what I needed.

And speaking of visits, a stop at my local kitsune shopkeeper was sure to polish the afternoon off nicely.


Chapter 12. Foxy

I pulled up in front of Foxfire and parked, getting out and heading in with a jingle of the little bell overhead. “Hey, Luna!” I called. “How’s it been?”

From behind her counter, Luna jolted from her magazine. “Cain!” she yelped, hastily trying to hide what she’d been reading, which unless I was mistaken was titled Probed Monthly. “You’re here! Good. Good! Excellent. I was starting to worry the greys had nabbed your truck coming in. I keep telling you, that old thing is primo alien abduction bait. You really need to get a different brand. Not a European one, though. Everyone knows the German ones fund secret Nazi experiments underneath the Brandenburg Gate, and don’t even get me started about the English ones!”

“What about an Italian car?” I asked.

“Well, those ones are just shitty cars.”

Fair enough. “I’ll think about it,” I said. “What’d you find?”

“Plenty,” the fox said, her tails weaving with pleasure and smug satisfaction. “Come on into the back.”

I followed her in, and on arrival noticed the conspiracy wall had gained a few new pegs and the networks of strings had shifted a bit to focus on a picture of Keanu Reeves. The word ‘Immortal?’ had been written on it in red ink. More pertinently though were a number of books that lay open on her desk, along with reams of notes and printouts. Looked like she’d been doing overtime.

“Sorry about the mess,” Luna said, her tails waving. “I was working pretty steadily during the night. I thought those runes could originally be the recipe to the super top secret thirty second Baskin Robin’s ice cream flavour.”

“It wasn’t?”

“Unfortunately no. But I’ll crack it one of these days, Cain. Mark my words! The world will know the truth!”

“If anyone can, it’d be you,” I said.

Luna flushed hotly, biting her lower lip as her tails weaved around her. “Th-thanks, Cain. When I do find out what it is, maybe we could, I dunno, share a cone…”

I was immediately reminded of Desiree’s little insinuation. Alright, so… maybe Luna did have a thing for me. I had noticed she got a bit more flustered around me, but I’d always assumed that was because she suspected me of being a reptoid or something.

Now though…

“Anyway,” Luna continued, snapping me out of my musings as she leafed through a printout. “It doesn’t look like the markings on the cube are messages from extra-terrestrial lifeforms. Not like the Nazca Lines.”

I sighed. “Luna, I told you. The Nazca Lines are ritual markings to summon the spirits of giants back into reality.”

“They could be both,” she huffed, tails flicking with annoyance. Then she waved it off, sleeves flapping. “But whatever! That’s not important. Those markings aren’t what you think.”

“That would be hard. I wasn’t quite sure what to think.” I admitted. “Which was why I came to you.”

“And good thing you did! Here,” she said, ripping a ream of paper out of a printer. “See? They’re not Babylonian at all. Or Lemurian. They’re not in any script I know of. Me! And I even know Esperanto and Klingon!”

“Can’t say I’m surprised,” I noted.

“Right? Anyway, I don’t think it’s an earthly language at all.”

“You think it’s aliens, don’t you?” I asked tiredly.

She nodded, her tails weaving excitedly. “Yes! I mean no. I mean, it’s not… you know, earthly. Or even mystic! But that’s not important.”

“It’s not?”

“Nope!” she yipped gleefully. “Because I know what it is! Its function seemed similar to other boxes. Especially those unearthed by the Black Dover back in the 30’s. You remember?”

“That ship whose crew went insane and were magically devolved into monkeys?”

“That’s the one! This box is similar to photos from the investigation after the fact. I know what it is! It’s a tesseract cube. Anyway, the important thing is I think I can open it.”

“I don’t know if that’s such a good idea…”

“I can do it, Cain,” she said earnestly, her tails twisting around each other as she clasped her hands before her. “Please. You know I can! Especially if we do it in the sealing chamber. And I just know it’ll help you if we can. Pleeease, Cain. Let me help. I want to.”

Damn. The irony was I knew she could. I wasn’t just gassing Luna up when I said she was an outstanding mage. The fact she’d tracked down all this info in a day proved her research credentials, and her arcane skills were no joke. I could probably unlock the cube myself, but it might take months of work. And I really didn’t have the time for that.

“I…”

“Cain,” she said, stepping in closer, touching my hand. “Please. You don’t have to do everything on your own. You can rely on me too. I want to help. Please…”

…Dammit.

“Alright,” I sighed. “Okay, Luna. You can give it a shot.”

The kitsune squealed, the bells in her tails tinkling as she hopped forward and wrapped me in a sudden hug. “Thank you thank you thank you! I’ll do a great job. Promise! Whoops!” she yipped, bounding back, blushing hotly. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to… um, a-anyway, I can come by tomorrow, maybe. Would that work?”

“Of course,” I said. “Any time would be good.”

“Great! I haven’t been to your place in... uh, ever. Yep. Totally never been there. Definitely haven’t spent any time spying on it or going through your trash.”

“Uh, no. I wouldn’t imagine you had.”

“Right?” she said earnestly. “Because that’d be weird and crazy. Totally not me!”

“...Right,” I said, suddenly wondering about the problems I'd been having with raccoons lately, and recalling it had started right around when Luna had moved to town…

I didn’t know what, exactly, had brought Luna out to Springville. She’d told me it was because the region was a heavy hitter when it came to alien activity. But I always kind of suspected that was a lie. A kitsune generally stayed with her clan, which was why you didn’t see them very often away from California or some of the nearby west coastal areas. So the fact that she was all the way out here on her lonesome meant one of two things: she was either on a mission from the clan, or she was running from it. I never asked. It wasn’t my place. Lotta mystics moved out here to put their past behind them. And if you delved too deep, they’d feel threatened. And making a creature that could breathe fire or warp reality feel like they were being backed into a corner was never a good idea.

Still, I felt bad for her. She kept to herself, running her little shop and didn’t seem to have any friends I’d seen. She was very private. And paranoid.

“A-anyway! Now that we have that all settled,” she continued, growing shy again. “I was wondering if you could maybe… help me with a little project tonight…”

“Tonight?” I asked as we started to move back into the shop proper.

“Yeah! Hold on.” Her tail twitched, and the monitor of the shop’s computer spun around to reveal the local UFO aficionado forum, which looked like a relic from the early screaming dialup days of the internet. “Some of my contacts said they’d seen weird lights out by the Smitton farm! Which has had a real outbreak of crop circles lately. It could be the greys are making a landing out there soon, and I was planning on heading there tonight with my equipment to get some readings. But being out alone after dark is um… well…”

“Got it,” I told her. Which was very true. No one knew what kind of things lurked around the fields in the middle of the night better than me. Especially given how the veil was acting up due to that stupid store. Suffice to say, more than a few things would love to make a snack of a cute pink kitsune. Not to say Luna couldn’t take care of herself. But best not to risk it. “I’m game. Least I could do for all the help you’ve been giving me.”

“Great!” she squeaked, and now her tails really did knock some of the stuff off her shelves. Not that she seemed to notice. “I’ll load up my Volt and meet you there.”

“Still can’t believe you have one of those,” I said.

‘Pfft! Of course I do. I mean, I wasn’t going to buy a Tesla. Elon is very clearly an alien. Haven’t you seen those pictures of his ears? Totally antennas. In fact, that’s the real reason he wants to get to Mars. The truth the mainstream media is trying to keep from us! He’s looking to return to his own people and-”

"By the way," I said before we could get deeper into the weeds of billionaire conspiracies. "Do you have any guidebooks on beginner’s magic?"

She blinked as her train of thought swerved onto a new track. "Beginner’s guide? Um, sure. I think I’ve got a few. But aren’t you a bit beyond that?”

"I am. It’s for Rebecca."

"Oh, yeah, her," Luna said, suddenly much less interested. In fact, unless I was mistaken, she was pouting.

"Something wrong?" I asked.

"No, nothing," she told me. But by the way her tails had started swishing around her, I knew that was a lie. And not a very good one. I gave her a measuring look.

"Luna, we’ve worked together often enough I know when you’re lying. If there’s a problem, tell me, please."

She bit her lip.

"It’s not a problem, really. It’s just…”

“What?” I asked.

She fidgeted, her tails moving in front of her. She grabbed one and began stroking it pensively. "Do you… really need to be the one training her?"

Was she… jealous?

“Well, maybe not,” I admitted. “There’s probably plenty of people in any major city that could. Or maybe one of the witches in the woods. But I’m not too keen to send her on her way. Or to let too many people know where she is. There’s some… extenuating circumstances about it I’d prefer to avoid.”

Luna’s ears perked up. “Circumstances?” she asked, her gaze immediately intense. “Is someone after her?”

“Well…”

“It’s the lizard people, isn’t it?” she said, beginning to quiver in excitement. “It totally is. The reptoids are finally emerging from their underground bunkers after the ice age wiped out their civilizations, and are coming to steal her skin!”

“Luna, there’s no such thing as lizard people. Well, there are,” I amended. “But those are lamias, and they really don’t like being called lizards. In fact, I think they’ve been working on making the term a hate crime.”

Luna scoffed. “I don’t mean them,” she said. “I mean real lizard people! The ones who kidnapped JFK and replaced him before he got shot by Oswald. The ones who are celebrities that always inorganically get pushed into the public eye, but keep having breakdowns and shaving their heads because their tiny brains can’t adjust to the surface light. Like Pedro Pascal or Britney Spears!”

“Pedro Pascal hasn’t had a breakdown.”

“Not yet. But soon! And then we’ll all know the truth!”

I shook my head. But that was so Luna. A single conspiracy theory wasn’t enough. She had to layer them like a cake of kook. “No,” I said. “But I think someone is after her, and I don’t plan on letting them get her. Or making it easy for anyone to know she’s around. Which is why I’m only telling people I trust about her.”

Luna lifted her head attentively, ears cocking my way and tail stilling. “So you… trust me, then?”

“I mean, yeah. Of course.”

“Oh.” The kitsune’s lips twitched as she struggled to hold back a smile. Her tails however had no such compunctions, and began swirling about so much their bells sounded like Santa’s sleigh on the drive home after a few too many drinks of sherry. “That’s great! I mean, good. Wonderful! Of course you can. I’m totally trustworthy. Never let a single secret slip from here! Loose lips sink ships. And I know how to keep a secret! Like the truth behind chemtrails! They’re not actually used for atmospheric engineering, but are in fact-”

That secret would have to keep, because before she could continue the bell over the door jingled. A sense of danger immediately swept over me and I whipped around, my hand going to my pocket and the enchanted knuckleduster I kept in there.

Which was a very smart precaution, but unlikely to be enough, because Lorra had just walked into the shop. And somehow, I doubted she was here to pick up the latest issue of UFO Monthly.

The wolf-girl’s eyes scanned the place in a single swipe, zeroing in on me almost instantly.

"Cain!" she cried, bounding towards me, her tail wagging furiously.

I grabbed for my brass knuckles, but before I could pull them free the wolf-girl was on me. Literally. She threw her arms around me in a hug, pressed in close, and crushed her lips to mine.

…Wha?

My brain short-circuited. I stiffened up, eyes widening even as my mouth opened reflexively. Instantly Lorra’s tongue plunged in, deepening the kiss with a throaty, needy moan. I heard Luna give a yelp and spotted her covering her mouth with her hands, eyes wide.

“Mmmmmwah!” Lorra cried, breaking the kiss and leaning back, her tail wagging eagerly. “So good to see you! I saw your truck and just had to come say hi!”

Neurons began to reconnect slowly. “I… what? Why?” I gasped.

“Because I was thinking about what you said,” she exclaimed, pressing in against me again, eyes shining eagerly, her breasts squishing against me in a very interesting way. “And once Saya explained things, it made total sense! You don’t need to lead my gang or fuck me in front of them. We’re not in the fey wilds. We can have our own rules! We can make our own decisions!”

“Uh, yeah. Wonderful,” I said uneasily as she snuggled up against me, nuzzling me like a love happy puppy. “But what’s uh… all this then?”

“This is that I want you as my mate!”

“But, wait, didn’t you just say you didn’t have to?”

“Exactly!” she said, looking up at my face, her tail knocking some UFO memorabilia to the floor. “I don’t have to. Which means I get to choose. And who better than a slayer! You’re strong. You’re merciful. You’re perfect! Who would be better?”

“I mean, so many others,” I said. “Like bankers. Or doctors. Or bomb disposal experts.”

“Which are boooring. But not you!” she said, pressing in again, her eyes shining. “You’re a fighter. A warrior! Someone who runs towards danger. Who fights monsters and demons and more! Using your sword and skill. It’s all so… mmmm,” she panted, and holy Romulus and Remus, Batman, she was actually grinding against me! “I always wanted a really strong mate. A mate who tests himself against the worst. The greatest! And that’s you. So I choose you!”

Well, this was going some surprising places. I genuinely expected her to torch my truck the next time she saw me. Instead, she apparently wanted to get in the back and test the suspension.

I swallowed. “I-”

“And since we’re in the mortal realm,” she continued excitedly, “that means we get to date. And have fun. And fuck! Great, right?”

“I… look, Lorra, I really can’t just, you know, accept a mate or whatever like this.”

Her ears drooped and she leaned back, looking downright confused. “What?” she asked, giving me the biggest puppydog eyes I’d ever seen. “Then… you don’t want to be with me?”

Dammit, I was always weak to a teary eyed girl. “It’s not that. I barely know you,” I said. “The only thing I do know is that you tend to lead with a left hook.”

“Oh!” she said, immediately perking back up and snuggling up against me again. “That’s no problem! We can get to know each other super well! You like zombie movies? I love them. I’ll bring some by and we can watch.”

“Uh…”

“Got any enemies I can fuck up for you?” she asked, eyes twinkling with glee. “I’ll mess them up real bad. No one fucks with my man and keeps their thumbs! And don’t worry. I told the girls not to go on a riot or anything around town. Don’t wanna spoil any place that we can grab a good burger at, right?”

“Er, good. Thanks for that,” I said. “I do appreciate it.”

“Great! Because I can be a really good girl for you. Or a bad girl,” she growled, eyes shining. “We can do date nights and stuff! And spar! Oh! And get matching tattoos and things. This is gonna be so much fun!”

“I-”

“Anyway!” she chimed happily. “I better go. Saya is probably gonna bite my head off for wandering off like this. I’ll come by your place with the girls some time soon. I’ll bring pizza! You like pizza? I love it with lots of… sausage,” she growled, pelvis rocking and rubbing her mound against my bulge.

I sucked in a breath and she giggled, her eyes smoky. “Mmm. And I bet we’ll have lots to do after the movie is over. See you then!”

She slipped out of my arms like a ghost, prancing back out the door with tail wagging enthusiastically.

I watched her leave, for a moment too shocked by the tornado that was Lorra to even respond.

Behind me, Luna cleared her throat, causing me to turn around.

Woah. She looked pissed. The kitsune had her arms folded, her lips pursed, and her tails were bolt upright, positively quivering with temper. Even the bright pink of her fur seemed to have tinted red, with magic crackling through them like static.

"You know her?" the Kitsune asked sharply.

"Unfortunately," I said, pinching my brow. "Got into a fistfight with her when she came by for revenge after I beat up her girls outside your shop."

"R-really?" Luna said, a bit of the stiffness going from her body tails. "And you won?”

“Yep.”

“Oh,” she murmured, her tails dropping further, though her face remained scrunched up with suspicion. “And now you’re, what? Dating her?"

"Apparently. Which is news to me,” I sighed.

“Huh.” Luna’s eyes wandered to the door, where the growl of a motorbike’s engine began to fade. “Doesn’t seem like that’s all she wants,” the kitsune noted.

Had to agree there. Not even an English professor could misinterpret the vibes Lorra was sending my way. “No,” I sighed. “And we’ll see where that goes.”

Her ears perked up. “You will? You mean you’re… not against it?”

“I dunno,” I admitted, shrugging. “Relationships are weird for me. Any girl I date is just… It gets complicated with the life I live.”

“Yeah,” Luna said in a small voice, looking away. “I noticed…”

Ah, right. That. “Luna?” I began. “Look. I-”

“Anyway!” she declared, perking back up instantly, a smile forced onto her face. “Meet you out at the Smitton place tonight. Right?”

“Uh, right. But, Luna-”

“Awesome! I’ll bring chips and dip. Aliens love guacamole. And Reese’s cups,” she chirped, her tails giving a flick.

I suddenly found my body swiveling about and propelled towards the door, which opened instantly, almost causing me to fall flat onto the sidewalk. After I recovered my footing I turned around, just in time to see the door to the shop swing shut with a ring of its bell and a click of the lock

…Man.

What the hell was that about?


Chapter 13. When the Earth Moves

Unsurprisingly, I had a pretty good rapport with most of the farmers in the county. Unlike people in the bigger town or the cities, farmers tended to have a pretty solid understanding of the dynamic with wild mystics. All the same, they definitely appreciated someone willing to come by and deal with the thing in the well turning the pigs into John Carpenter looking monstrosities, or get their kid back when they were replaced with a changeling.

Long story short, it wasn’t hard to get permission from Smitton to stake out his field. By the first fingers of twilight my Chevy was trundling along the awkward path cut along the field’s fencing, and soon enough I was able to make out Luna’s car parked off the road and among the weeds. The back of it was angled to the cornfield and had a bunch of cables crawling out of it, plugging into a weird set up that looked like it had been cobbled together from a WW2 era radar system, a couple old modems, and then had a bunch of crystals, charms, and other esoteric stuff hung around it.

Still, I didn’t doubt it could do whatever the kitsune needed it to. If anyone could figure out how to contact aliens, it would be her. Girl was driven, I’d give her that. If she’d put her energy into investment, she’d be giving Warren Buffett a run for his obscene amount of money. Instead, she was trying to signal little green men.

Ah well. To each their own, even if their own apparently flew by Venus.

As I stopped the truck and stepped out, Luna’s head popped out from behind several boxy terminals. “Cain!” she chirped, fox ears flicking in excitement. “You’re here. Perfect! Come give me a hand with this.”

“With what?” I asked, stepping around the machinery to see what she was fiddling with. “...Is that a dream catcher made out of a tennis racket?”

“Of course not,” she scoffed as she adjusted the device. “This is a Telephonic Star Wave Communicator. I ordered it right out of Cosmic Minds Monthly, so you know it’s legit!”

“Uh huh,” I said, but kept my peace and helped her plug it in to her array of machines. I knew plenty about sorcery, sure, but not that much about aliens. Who knows! Maybe the thing might actually contact something. On a certain level though I hoped it didn’t. I knew there was life out there beyond the stars. Sadly, in my experience, it was rarely friendly and tended to like the taste of brains. Which was another reason I was happy to help Luna out. Her enthusiasm was wonderful, but her survival instincts were a bit… underdeveloped. The fact she was wearing a t-shirt with ‘Beam Me Up Space Daddy’ wasn’t exactly inspiring confidence either.

“There! Perfect. Thanks, Cain,” she said as we finally got the antennae into place. Presumably. Luna’s tails tended to keep minutely adjusting all the metal prongs and doodads.

“No problem,” I said, idly fingering my shotgun. “And now we do what, exactly?”

“Now we wait,” she said, a flick of her tails popping a couple neon pink camp chairs into existence. With a satisfied sound she flopped back into one and pulled up a cooler. “There we go. If any aliens are out here, this baby’ll spot them. Even if they’re using their psychic powers to shield themselves, no UFO is going to evade Luna Akita!”

“You’ve certainly got the gear for it,” I confirmed as I took a seat in the chair beside her.

“Damn straight! Here,” she said, reaching into the cooler and passing me a beer. My own brand too!

“Nice,” I said, cracking it open. “None for you?”

“I don’t really drink alcohol,” she said as she hauled out a two-liter jug of cream soda pop. “It’s bad for you.”

“Glad you’re looking after your health,” I snorted as she opened the jug with a hiss of carbonated sugary goodness.

“Hey! I am. Magic takes a lot of calories,” she said defensively.

“Sure. Sure. I believe you.”

“It does!” she whined, smacking me with the fluffiness of her tails. “Be nice, or you can’t have any of my chips.”

“Are we watching for aliens or having a movie night?” I asked her wryly, blocking two of her thwacking tails with my arm.

Luna giggled, but her laughter faded into a sigh. I lowered my arm once her tails ceased their assault. The pink kitsune had a thoughtful look on her face as she took another swig of her drink, capping it off and cuddling it to her curvy chest.

“Yeah,” Luna began as she pouted. “Guess you’ll be having plenty of movie nights soon. Well, now that you got that wolf around, huh?”

“Eh?”

“I mean,” she said, keeping her eyes fixated on her device, her lips pursed as she leaned up and fiddled with the controls, “you got Rebecca. That demoness. And now a biker wolf-girl hanging around, right? Doesn’t really seem like you, Cain. You always struck me as more, you know, lone wolf kind of thing. No pun intended.”

I shrugged, settling back. “Yeah. Well, I was. Kinda. But I mean, this is no life, Luna. Fighting evil. Loony cults. Monsters that melt your face off. Vampires with poor self-control. Books written in script that will damn your soul and probably loaded with racial slurs. Who’d want that kind of life? It’s not good for anyone.”

“You do it,” she noted.

“Yeah,” I sighed. “Because someone’s gotta.”

“It could be someone else, though,” she said, glancing at me. “I have heard of slayers with… you know, entourages.”

I glanced sharply at her. “Where’d you hear about that?”

Luna coughed into her hand. “Uh, well, you know. I read about slayers a lot after I met you. I’m a curious person. You know how it is.”

Hmm…

“Well,” I said, looking back across the moonlit farm. “It’s not a big secret or anything. Yeah. A lot of slayers have entourages, which is a group they employ to help them out with their work.”

“But it’s not just that, is it?”

I gave her a suspicious look. “How much have you read into this?”

She squirmed, her tails swishing around her, her face getting as pink as the soda she cradled. “Um, you know. This and that.”

“...Well,” I said, settling in. “You’re right. It’s not just that. That’s just what we tell the public. The ones that care. But the real reason most slayers have an entourage is to form a… well, harem.”

“Right!” Luna said, her pink tails weaving excitedly. “I read that too. Why do they? I mean, beside the obvious.”

I shifted in my seat. “It’s kind of the reason I haven’t really brought anyone aboard, Luna. Simply put, it’s because this job often stays in the family. And has a pretty heavy attrition rate.”

Luna’s tails paused their weaving as she gave me a stunned look. “You mean…”

“Yeah,” I grunted, hand flexing on my gun. “More kids, because we die so often. Not a lot of slayers manage to retire, and for good reason. We have a worse casualty rate than clinically depressed dentists. And I wouldn’t want to start a romance with anyone just to leave them because a monster with a mouth like a woodchipper took a bite outta me. I know I’m gonna die doing this, Luna. It’s just a question of when.”

“But… but if you did have an entourage, then wouldn’t you be that much safer? Having a bunch of loyal lovers who are good at what they do helping out would make you much more likely to, ya know, not die. Wouldn’t it?”

“I guess,” I admitted with another shrug. “But how do you ask people that? Let them help you knowing you’re inevitably going to get killed and leave them to clean up the mess? Tear yourself out of their lives just like that? Not a lot of women would be willing to go along with that kind of thing. It’d be just plain selfish of me to ask that, Luna. How could I?”

“Right. Right… But um…” Luna said as she fiddled with her jug. “What if they… you know. Volunteered?”

I looked at her fully now. Saw the way her tails had gathered around her like a fluffy pink wrap. How her eyes peeked up at me shyly, but didn’t look away this time when I met them.

And, look, I might miss some things, but I wasn’t clueless. Well, not forever. I was kind of surprised she came out and said it, though.

“Really?” I asked.

“A-and why not?” Luna asked, pouting and blushing hotly. “Something wrong with a kitsune? Huh?”

“No. No. I just… figured you weren’t interested when we first met. You always seemed happy to see me, but never, you know, in that way. Not that I was considering it, really.”

“Well, maybe you should,” she huffed, pouting before taking a long swig of her cream soda. “I mean, I definitely picked up the ‘loner’ vibe, and I get it. It’s pretty hot. I figured you were mostly out for, you know, one night stands and things. And I wasn’t really into that. But if you were getting serious like with that wolf, then… then dammit, Cain! I want in!”

“That’s…”

“Or do you not want me?” she asked, her face softening, her tails drooping.

“No! No, Luna, that’s not it at all. But I mean, come on. I told you. I’m probably going to get shanked by some elf hopped up on hallucinogenic mushrooms and a name like Eldrad Wiffleberry.”

“All the more reason for me to be with you, dummy!” she said, one of her tails buffeting me. “You need a girl like me watching over you. Hell, you already come to me with most of your magic problems anyway. I may as well do it as your girlfriend instead.”

I rubbed the back of my head. “I’d hate to take advantage…”

Another tail smacked me. “Stop being dumb! I’m offering, Cain! I want to be with you, dammit. And… and fuck it, you can even have that wolf and Rebecca too if you want. I don’t care.”

“You don’t?” I asked incredulously. “Wait, I mean, I’m not with Rebecca, and Lorra is sorta, you know, making the decision on her own. I’m not… A-anyway. You’d really be okay with me seeing more than one…”

She rolled her eyes. “Come on, Cain. I’m a mystic! Most of us only pay lip service at best to human norms. You think Aphrodite isn’t taking a dozen musclemen in her penthouse just because some humans would frown on it? Get real! Plus, many amazingly advanced civilizations had harems. And if it was good enough for Atlantis, it’s good enough for me!”

“I guess…”

“Besides,” Luna murmured, a twitch of her tails levitating her chair closer, “the way I see it, the more girls you have protecting you, the longer you’ll be around for me. So, you know. If I had to choose, I’d for sure choose to keep you safe. Right?”

She was close now. Real close. I could smell her plum peach perfume even over the scent of the grass. Her eyes shone in the low light of the moon and her body was so close I could feel the heat radiating off her. Her tails brushed me pleasantly as she leaned in towards me.

It was a moment that called for one thing, and I wouldn’t be much of a man if I didn’t answer. So I reached out, one arm moving around her, pulling her out of her chair and into my lap. She snuggled in against me, her tails weaving around us like a cocoon, her bottle of pop pressed between our stomachs. My other hand touched her chin, tilting back her head so I looked straight into her eyes.

“This is… probably a terrible idea,” I said softly.

Luna snorted, rolling her eyes. “You’re such a wuss sometimes,” she giggled.

I quirked a brow. “Wuss, am I?” I growled, leaned in, and kissed her.

I felt Luna stiffen, her mouth tasting of sugar and carbonated sweetness. Then she moaned, melting against me with need and desire. Her body snuggled in closer, her tails stroking my face and body as her arms shyly wrapped around my neck.

Damn but she was beautiful. Soft. Cute. Clever and smart. And yeah, she believed in some pretty far out things, but hell. I’d seen legends come to life (and often try and bite my leg off) too often to call anyone crazy.

And… well, maybe it wasn’t wrong to try and be happy. To start something with someone. To love and be loved. To build a life. Yeah, I’d die one day. But you know? Loss was one of those things that made life worth living.

My hands began to roam over her, stroking her lovely body. Luna moaned into my mouth, her arms tightening reflexively. Her body grinding against me. I grunted as her large breasts rubbed me, the bottle of cream soda pressing down on my crotch. My hands admired the softness of her figure, her waist, then moving up to the plumpness of her breasts, squeezing one tenderly.

A gasp and a whimper escaped the kitsune at that. “Oh C-Cain! That… ah…”

“You’re very sensitive,” I noted hotly.

She blushed, squirming in my lap, her tails thwapping my face. “D-don’t tease,” she whined.

“It was a compliment,” I assured her, kissing her again.

Luna moaned into my mouth, her own hands beginning to shyly explore me. Running over the hard outline of my chest and lower down to my waist.

“You know,” I murmured, breaking the kiss, “we go further, I’m pretty sure you’re going to miss any aliens who do land out here.”

“Don’t care,” she breathed, panting. “There’ll be others.”

“You haven’t found one your whole life.”

“This is better,” she whispered, snuggling in closer, her hand daring to find its way into my lap. Shyly but firmly giving my crotch a brush.

No way I could ignore that.

I gently got up, Luna squeaking again even as her legs locked around my waist. Still kissing her, I carried her over towards the grass. I grunted as I slowly moved down to my knees, easing Luna down onto the cool ground. She plopped down, flattening the soft greenery, her arms moving to her chest shyly as she looked up at me, her eyes sparkling like the stars above.

God damn but she was beautiful. I don’t know why she wanted to be with me, but fuck it. I wasn’t going to hold back anymore.

I leaned over her, kissing her neck, my hands got busy on her shirt and pants. She squeaked and moaned as I pushed up her shirt, revealing the soft orbs of her breasts. My hand engulfed one, molding it gently. Tenderly. Luna moaned and squirmed, hugging me tight to her again even as I undid her belt and pulled down her pants, revealing the delicate white of her panties. I glanced down and, yup, there was a green alien’s face on them too. I snorted.

“Wh-what?” Luna gasped.

“Nothing,” I said, fingers looping in her panties and tugging them down. My fingers found the delicate folds of her pussy and Luna gasped as I slid a finger along her lower lips.

“O-ohhhh!” she whimpered, arching a little under me. “Ah! C-Cain, that’s… ooooooh…”

She squirmed beneath me, panting hotly. Her tails whispered as they swished against the grass, their bells chiming sweetly. I grunted as the zipper of my fly suddenly went down. My belt buckle clicked and my pants slid down on my hips.

“Naughty girl,” I growled.

“O-only seemed fa-aaaaair!” she moaned suddenly as my fingers began to tease her pussy, one slipping in, making her squeak and gasp. Then a second slid into her tight depths. “O-oh! Oh f-fuck. Cain, that’s… that feels… mnnnn!”

I said nothing, resuming kissing her neck as I gently pumped my fingers into her. My hand growing slick with her juices. Soft yips and needy whines escaped Luna as she wriggled under me, captive of her pleasures as I stroked and adored her. Teased her and made her so hopelessly aroused she was putty in my hands.

And I loved every second of it.

But it wasn’t enough. Not anymore. I slid my fingers out of her and grasped my cock with the same hand. A few strokes slickened my shaft with her juices and I leaned in, teasing the tip against her pussy.

“Mnnn!” she moaned, her hips bucking. “Oh f-fuck. Cain. I… p-please. Please. Put it… put it in me. I… I need it. Need you.”

“Of course,” I breathed against her neck.

And pushed forward.

Luna cried out, her whole body tightening under me as I filled her. Her inner walls clamped down on me like a vice. Soft. smooth. Slick. I couldn’t suppress a grunt of pleasure as I pulled back.

Thrust forward.

And began to slowly, lovingly, tenderly fuck the gorgeous kitsune in my arms.

Squeaks, yips, and moans escaped Luna as she rode my cock. Her arms tightened around me, holding me close as her body arched, meeting my thrusts, welcoming me deep inside her. Her scent filled my nose. That wonderful, sugary sweetness that I so loved. That I welcomed now that I dared to love her. She was so good. So wonderful.

“O-oh fuck,” she gasped. “Cain. Oh fuck, Cain. L-love you. I loooove you. That’s… that’s good. That’s sooo goooood! Ah. Ah! Mmmm. H-harder. Please! Oh fuck. Harder. Oh Caaaaaaain!”

I kissed her neck, nipping it, making her squeak and inner walls clench in sudden pleasure. Oh, she liked that, hm? I gently sucked, licking her neck. Stroking the sensitive skin until she was absolutely writhing in pleasure under me.

“Oh g-gods! Oh f-fuuuuuck! Cain! That’s… I… I can’t… I can’t h-hold on m-much… oh… Oh fuck. Oh fuuuuuck yessssss! Cain! Cain, I’m… I’m… Nnnnnn!”

I felt her body tremble. Tighten. Her pussy squeezed my cock deliciously as she hit the high of her orgasm. Her cry filled my ears. Her body rippled around my cock.

I couldn't resist her then. Couldn’t hold back. I bit down gently on her neck as I filled her a final time and gave her all I had. Groaning as the hot surge of my orgasm washed over me, pumping into the eager depths of her pussy.

Whimpering softly, breasts heaving with her panting breaths, Luna relaxed beneath me, going limp at last. I eased out of her, my hand stroking her face, feeling the warmth of her flush radiating into my palm as I looked down at her.

“Did you like that?” I asked her softly.

She flushed hotly. “It… it was everything I dreamed,” she said.

“Now that’s some very high praise,” I chuckled.

“Stoooop!” she whined, covering her face with her hand as her pink tails swatted at me.

Laughing, I caught her hands and eased them from her face. I leaned down, kissing her again. She returned the kiss happily as I lay down with her, rolling her onto her side and into my arms.

I moved onto my back, looking up at the sky and stars, the kitsune snuggling up against me. I pulled her in close and sighed, happy for the first time in a very long while.

And all thanks to her…


Chapter 14. Summons

In the end, we didn’t see any aliens that night, and with a parting kiss, I helped Luna pack up and head into town. Somehow, I suspected she wasn’t too disappointed with how the whole evening turned out.

As I drove up to my house, I noticed a light in Rebecca’s room switch off when I shut the truck door. Seeing it, I did feel a twinge of guilt about spending so long out with Luna. Still, tomorrow was going to be even busier for sure, so I settled in comfortably for a decent night’s rest.

Rebecca didn’t say anything about the visit over breakfast, but she was immediately interested when I explained that Luna was coming by today, and for what.

“You think it might have a clue about what happened to my dad?” she asked eagerly.

“I’m hoping it might,” I replied. “Either way, it can’t hurt.”

Rebecca nodded, then bit her lip, playing with her fork. “And you… you definitely need her help for it?”

“Possibly not,” I admitted. “But Luna’s skills in this sort of thing aren’t to be underestimated. If she doesn’t lend a hand, I could be working at this thing for months. So better to have her help out than leave it be.”

Rebecca nodded, but it seemed a bit sullen. Which was a bit strange, but I didn’t have too long to worry about it, as the kitsune in question showed up a few hours later, parking out in front of the house. I happily invited her inside, and the moment she stepped in, she and Rebecca locked eyes and both drew themselves up.

"Come by to help?" Rebecca asked.

"I am,” Luna said coolly. “There a problem with that?"

"Not at all," Rebecca replied with a somewhat tense smile. “Glad to have you.”

Woah, okay now. This was not what I’d been expecting. I looked between the two of them, uncertain. "Right… Anywho," I said, breaking the tension, "Luna, if you could come with me."

She followed me down into my workshop, which the kitsune looked around with blatant curiosity. I had them both wait there, reminding them not to touch anything, then I slipped around and into the vault. The kitsune perked up with interest when I returned with the cube.

"Wow," she murmured as I handed it over, her deft fingers eagerly turning it this way and that. “It looks even stranger up close.”

“But you think you can open it?” Rebecca asked, all of her earlier hesitation gone.

“I think so. It’s definitely some kind of tesseract."

“Well, we’re not doing it here,” I reminded her. “We’ll take it to the sealing chamber before we try anything.”

“Absolutely,” she agreed, still scrutinizing the cube with a somewhat alarming intensity.

I led the way into the sealing chamber, which was in the minaret growing out of the second floor. One that I had to unlock using a special key. This was one of the rooms that stayed secured no matter what, and with good cause. I didn’t make a habit of summoning spirits, demons, or other things, but sometimes you had to. As had many Cains before me. Enough so that the family quickly realized we needed a specialized room to handle it.

And that got us the sealing chamber.

The door opened with a creak, light pouring in from the hall and reflecting off the intricate ritual designs worked into the floor. Layers of rings made of poured silver radiated outwards. Cold iron interlaced it, along with rock salt pillars and runic designs likely powerful enough to hold some gods, and everything under that. It was the only place I trusted playing with strange arcane artifacts, and likewise to locking them up beyond the vault.

“Will this do the trick?” I asked Luna.

“You know it, Cain,” she said as she began fishing things out of the bag she’d brought. “Let’s get started.”

I stepped back, letting the kitsune get to work. Despite how Luna might come off, she was an expert in more forms of magic than anybody I knew. And I needed an expert on this one, no question.

And sometimes, experts wore literal tinfoil hats and used tea candles.

Hey, if it worked, it worked.

“So, I get the paper scroll things,” Rebecca said as she watched Luna lay out the goods. “And I get the inscriptions of the spell markings. But…”

“But what?” Luna asked.

Rebecca nodded at Luna’s head. “But why the tinfoil hat?”

“Duh,” Luna scoffed with a roll of her eyes. “To ensure that William Henry Harrison can’t read my thoughts while I’m open to the ether.”

Rebecca’s face scrunched. “William Henry Harrison? The… president who died from a cold like, a month into office?”

“Aha! That’s what they want you to believe!” Luna said as she continued to lay out the spell scrolls like she was playing solitaire. “The truth is after his confirmation, he attempted to upload his brain into Benjamin Franklin’s eternal president machine body. But the experiment failed, and he became an ethereal presence and guardian to the US treasury. Now, the administration uses him to read the minds of its citizens as a secret device of the FCC.”

Rebecca gave me an uncertain look, but I just shook my head. Naturally, William Henry Harrison had never been involved with Benjamin Franklin. He’d died in order to lead the phantasmal brigade against the cat god Shibbath when it attempted to invade the US using a breach in the veil.

Honestly, Luna believed the craziest stuff.

“Anyway! That’s why I brought a roil of foil for anyone who needs a hat,” the kitsune added, unrolling a sheet and looking between us. “Who wants one?”

“I think I’ll pass this time,” I said.

The kitsune shrugged. “Hey, it’s your banking info,” she said, tearing a strip free and crumpling it up into a pyramidal shape. Rebecca uncertainly accepted it, and Luna was left to finish arranging her gear. When at last she was done she clapped her hands, beaming. “Alright! Let’s get started!”

“Stand back,” I instructed Rebecca as I stepped into the circles, careful not to tread on the lines. “Things might get… weird.”

Rebecca dutifully did so, and as I carefully placed the cube in the center of the room’s designs, I caught a glimpse of Rebecca nervously putting on the foil hat. Well, if it made her feel better then it was all good. For my part, I just readied my shotgun, a fireball shell loaded in the chamber. It was beyond unlikely that whatever was going on with the cube was going to be able to break the barriers of the room and whatever tricks Luna had in store.

But unlikely things happened surprisingly often in this business…

Luna hummed, her hands beginning to weave in the air. Her tails joined in, their bells chiming in accompaniment as she worked her magic. Spell tags glowed before her and began to rise, flickering as the spells written on them manifested. With a sound like a wet piece of cloth being flicked they suddenly snapped up, forming a pattern around and in front of her.

“Ohhhhm. Igtha tayang listranna laaaan,” Luna hummed, continuing to weave motions, her sleeves flapping, floating around her wrists like the fabric was catching an invisible wind.

But I paid little attention to the kitsune. Instead, I focused on the cube, which had begun to glow a weird, black light. A whispering sound began to hiss about in the air. The black material began to shimmer like distortions were being pulled from it. Unfolded from it.

A sound thrummed in the room. I tensed as the markings of silver in the floor began to glow first. Hell. That was never a good sign. Silver didn’t like evil, and the way the light was distorting around the cube was not encouraging.

Then the tesseract began to float.

I sucked in a breath, grip tightening on my gun as the cube rose into the air, the angles on it warping. Shifting in ways that shouldn’t be physically possible.

At least, not in this reality.

Still chanting, Luna began to move her hands. Light played off the cube as pieces of it began to turn, clicking and shifting like the evillest rubik’s cube ever conceived. The clicks grew faster. Louder. Filling the air, and I had a sudden vision of Professor Hann at his desk, his fingers playing on the designs in the cube. Shifting them. Working them. The strange light playing off the designs as the pieces seemed to turn in ways that shouldn’t be possible. His eyes intent. Feverish. Enraptured in the way they moved…

Luna’s brow furrowed. Her hands began to weave more intently. Fingers flicking. Dancing. The facets of the cube turned faster. Turned strangely. Sometimes they seemed to click inside out, like the box itself was… unraveling.

Then, with a snapping sound like a lock being opened, part of the cube unfolded.

The facets seemed to unfurl like a black flower. And inside of them was… darkness. Like shards of glass made of shadow. Something like stars gleamed inside it.

No.

Not stars.

Eyes.

I felt my every muscle tense as I realized what I was looking at. A void. An abyss, and it was staring back. Things moved within it. Shapes that could be called limbs only because no other word could describe them. Things like tentacles slithered, stretching out and stroking the glassy barrier of the cube’s facets. Inky darkness without shape, but taking form.

“Holy fuck!” I heard Rebecca yelp. “What is that!”

“Outer beings,” I said grimly. “Things without physical bodies. Entities beyond our realm and even the veil. And this thing," I said, looking at the cube with a frown. “It’s a window into that.”

“Like… like Hellraiser?” Rebecca said.

“Kinda. But less kinky, despite the tentacles. If you opened this fully, they could try and get into our world. And trust me. They’d be the worst house guests.”

Rebecca swallowed thickly. “You mean, my dad was…”

“Yeah,” I said as I watched the horrors from beyond caress the window into reality. “Most likely Glott was hoping your dad would unlock it so he could use them. They have a lot of knowledge. Knowledge that blasts the sanity if you’re lucky. Unlucky and… well, it never ends well.” I glanced back at the kitsune. “Luna?”

Luna swallowed hard, trembling a bit as she looked into those gulfs. “Y-yeah?”

“Can you lock it up tight?”

“Um… I can try,” she said shakily before stealing a quick look at me. “You um, sure that’s a good idea?”

“Thing is half open already,” I said, stepping carefully forward. “I don’t want it cracking reality anymore. Who knows what might sneak in if it does.”

“Gotcha,” she said. “But um, I don’t think they’ll like that.”

“Yeah,” I said, ratcheting my shotgun. “Me either.”

Luna nodded, looking back to the cube, her face set with purpose. Her hands began moving faster, spell scrolls glowing hot as her tails wove with their casting.

The cube trembled in the air, as if it was fighting to be turned. But then, with a click, one of the facets snapped shut on itself.

Then another.

Sadly, this did not go unnoticed.

The cube trembled. A screeching sound came from it as the limbs began to paw more insistently against the barrier. Press against it and scratch at reality.

And, despite everything, they began to stretch it.

“It’s c-coming through!” Rebecca squeaked in horror.

“The hell it is,” I said, hefting my shotgun and taking aim. One of the tentacles stretched through, chunks of reality creaking around it like it was pushing out on a pane of broken glass, getting more fractured with every moment. The barriers built into the room glowed. The silver tinting red as it struggled to add its own potency to holding back the summoned thing.

And as it did, I realized something. It wasn’t reaching for me who was so close. It wasn’t reaching for Luna, who was working on sealing it back up.

It was stretching out for Rebecca, who was pressing against the wall with a look of horror and her tinfoil hat askew.

Yeah, fuck that.

I pulled the trigger, a fireball erupting from my shotgun and slamming into the limb with a crash. A shriek like glass scraping against itself echoed in the room as the limb recoiled. Another facet of the cube slammed shut, squeezing the opening smaller. But if anything, that just encouraged the damn things. Now the limbs were swerving away from Rebecca and for me. More of them pressing against reality, reaching into our world from the limits of the box.

I stepped back through another ring of the barrier and the fractured tentacles recoiled as they hit the invisible wall conjured by the silver, crackles of white lightning spitting off them.

I fired again, another fireball further fragmenting the reaching tentacles. Some broke off, shrieks of anger and pain like needles in my ears as the shards melted away as they lost their anchor. So many of the tentacles were groping through the box it was like a clown car of nightmares. They hurled themselves at the silver barrier, slamming against it again and again. Each time they did the whole room shook. Rebecca was shouting something but I couldn’t hear her. Luna was chanting frantically as I fired off the last shells and frantically reloaded, the tentacles pounding at the barriers like a pissed off ex wanting to just talk.

Another snapping sound came from the cube as the last unfurled panel closed.

A shriek that stabbed into my brain like a red hot poker filled the room. I slammed my hands over my ears, fighting to keep even one eye open, watching as the writhing tentacles were suddenly severed by the cube shutting its window. Like a pile of snakes they slapped off the ground, quivering and twitching even as they disintegrated into less than dust.

And even then, I saw them groping around. Even without eyes, they reached for Rebecca until, at last, they fractured into nothing.

Breathing hard, I lowered my shotgun, watching as the cube continued to rotate, clicking as more facets of it snapped into place. And then, finally, with a last one, it sealed itself shut and fell to the ground, inert.

Luna flopped back with a gasp, panting, her tails fanned out around her. “Holy… holy heck,” the kitsune gasped.

As the glow of the silver died I hurried to her side and propped her back up. “You okay?” I asked her.

Luna nodded, looking pale, her face drawn. But she gave me a shaky smile. “See?” she said breathlessly. “Imagine… imagine you didn’t have me helping you out?”

“Yeah,” I said, laughing. “Imagine!”

I couldn’t help but laugh, and in a moment Luna joined in, relief finding escape in it. I pulled her close and kissed her, Luna happily wrapping her arms around me and squeezing me tight, a soft moan escaping her as I felt her shaking subside and her body relax.

I held her like that for a few minutes, hugging her tight, and then finally I broke the kiss, drawing back. The fox-girl was flushed, her tails brushing the floor with soft rustles of pink fluff. Turning my head, I looked at the cube.

Instantly, my amusement died. The black box sat on the floor of the room, the strange black material glistening in the low light of the chamber. I sensed nothing from it, and for all intent and purposes it looked like just a black box.

Well, I knew differently now, didn’t I?

I rose and made my way towards it. My skin crawled as I picked it up, balancing it in my hand.

Rebecca drew up near me, staring at it with mingled horror and fascination. “What…” she said softly. “...What are you going to do with it?”

“Seal it in my vault, for now,” I said. “Eventually I’ll send it off to the Slayer Society. Maybe they can find a way to destroy it or dispose of it.”

Rebecca swallowed thickly and nodded. She looked up at me. “Does… is it over, then?”

I eyed her. It might have been nothing, the outer things going for her. With her amount of magic, they might have been looking for something they could feed off of and use to manifest in this reality.

But…

“It’s not,” I said. “No. This dealt with the cube. But there’s still Glott out there. And your dad is still missing.”

“Yeah. Yeah…”

“But this is good,” I said, tossing the cube up and down in my hand. “Very good. This thing seems important to whatever plan they had going on. And we’ve just made it significantly harder for them to do… whatever it was they were planning to do.”

“We have?” Rebecca asked, perking up a bit.

“Absolutely. They’re going to be beyond pissed about this. Trust me.”

“Oh,” she said, a hint of a smile crossing her face. “Good. I hope they are.”

“Damn straight. I’m gonna shove this in the vault, then do a quick check in. Luna? Did you bring that book on basic magic?”

“Sure did!” the kitsune said, hoisting herself back to her feet and beaming.

“Excellent. Rebecca? How about you and Luna do a quick once over with that. I’ll join you in a few minutes.”

Once the pair were on their way downstairs I locked up the sealing chamber, then hurried down to the vault to put away the cube. I was glad to get it out of my hands, and even gladder to slam the vault shut on it. As I locked down the massive metal door, I took a step back and nodded to myself, satisfied.

Heading back upstairs, I yanked some beers and a can of pop from the fridge before heading for the back door. I paused there, watching as Luna and Rebecca leaned in together over a book, discussing something intently. Seemed whatever disagreement they’d had earlier was done. Funny how the small things became unimportant when you were dealing with interdimensional horrors trying to claw their way into reality.

Stepping out, I handed out the drinks to anyone who wanted one. Then I settled down.

It wasn’t until I sat there, sipping my drink, that I fully realized how bizarre the situation was. Me, sitting on my porch with two gorgeous women, one a conspiracy theorist Kitsune, and the other a newly awakened sorceress cheerleader just beginning to learn her craft.

I took a slow pull from my beer.

Even for my life, things were getting a little weird.

Then again… I could definitely go with more of this kind of weird.

I enjoyed my time with them, but as the hour grew later, I had another appointment I had to keep. “Sorry, ladies,” I said as I stood. “I gotta go.”

“Want us to come with?” Luna offered.

God no.

“It’s a private thing,” I said.

“Ah,” Luna said, nodding knowingly. “The demon.”

“How’d you know that?” I asked.

“I have my ways,” Luna said with a smirk.

I bet she did. Now, did it involve tapping my phones, something in my garbage, or did I just have a bad poker face? Probably not that last one. I once won the pants off Desiree in a game. Then again, she hadn’t been trying very hard to keep them on. “Alright. Just don’t stay up too late,” I said, heading for my truck.

“Bye!” the pair chimed, waving farewell as I pulled out and headed down the highway.

Life sure could be interesting…


Chapter 15. Demon Doggy Style

Heading back down to the Hot House, I wondered just what Desiree would ask for payment for this one? Hopefully nothing too much. I really couldn’t afford to be drained too much by her right now.

In a way, I liked Desiree. There was little artifice about what she showed me. Lots of demons did the wolf in sheep’s clothing bit. Desiree at best would wear wool lingerie. She was a demon. She did demon things. She wanted to fuck me at every opportunity. And she was totally out for herself. There was something refreshingly honest about being that self-serving.

That last bit was really what kept me from trying to do anything beyond quick fucks with her. She was reliable, sure, but she was above all dangerous. I wasn’t going to let that scorpion ride on my back. Sure, she talked a good game about love, but demons didn’t really go in for that. Best I could hope for was her seeing me as a partner. Or maybe pet would be a better descriptor. She had occasionally made insinuations about using a collar and leash. Who would be the one wearing it hadn’t come up, but I had my suspicions…

The drive was quick, the road familiar. Before long, I pulled into the lot outside the strip club. Another thing I noticed on arriving was a slew of familiar motorbikes drawn up outside it. Well, no mystery now how Lorra’s pack was spending their free time.

My assumption was further confirmed as I went inside. Despite the low light, I made out the Hellhounds all gathered around some of the stages, gleefully drinking cheap booze and some even animatedly cheering on what looked like a pair of cat-girls grinding against each other, hands roaming all over their increasingly naked curves. I didn’t immediately spot Lorra though. Someone who did spot me was the mohawked Cassie, who gave me a look that could curdle milk. I gave her a one finger wave before Roland caught up to me. He looked to be on bouncer duty. Smart, given how strong and rowdy those wolves could get.

“Desiree’ll be out soon,” he said, nodding me towards an open booth. “I’ll let her know you’re here.”

“Thanks,” I told him, crossing the floor and to the nook. Sitting down in the cheap vegan leather, I leaned back, elbows propped up on the back of the seat as I impatiently waited.

Which left me a bit open, and was quickly taken advantage of.

“Well hey there, Slayer!” Lorra chimed, sliding into my lap with a smile on her lips and amusement dancing in her eyes. “Fancy meeting you here!”

I grunted as her weight settled in my lap, to say nothing of the softness of her amazing ass planting itself on my crotch, which responded about how you’d expect to having a flirty biker babe rubbing up against you. “Lorra,” I said, shifting under her. “Are you stalking me?”

“Would it be a problem if I was?” she asked innocently.

I sighed. “You do remember you tried to break my teeth a few days ago, right?”

“And now I’m here, on your lap, being cute,” she said, nuzzling her face under my chin as she hugged me. “Isn’t life funny that way?”

That was one way of describing it.

“Look, Lorra?” I said. “I’m not sure this is working.”

“Well yeah. We haven’t gone out for pizza yet. Or watched horror movies. Ever seen Saw? Those are so funny!”

“I don’t think that’s the feeling they were going for…”

“If it makes you feel better, I’ll totally act scared, jump into your arms, and let you comfort me. In bed. Naked. Oh! And check this out!”

She proudly thrust out her chest towards me, and check it out I did. Quite aesthetically pleasing. Excellent curves and firmness to the bust. Then I realized she was showing off a leather collar she was wearing. It had a little tag with a name on it.

My name.

Spelled C A N E.

I massaged my forehead in exasperation. Oh my God… “Lorra?” I said tiredly. “Why do you even want to be with me? I told you, I’m not going to make you my mate just because I beat you in a fight.”

“That’s just it!” she said, lifting her face happily. “You didn’t! I mean, how many men would refuse having sex with someone like me when I just offered? Not to mention the whole rest of my pack? No one from back home in the veil, I’ll tell you that much. They’d be all over us!”

“So, the fact that I showed no interest in you makes you think I’m the perfect candidate to be your mate?” I asked blankly.

“Well, not no interest,” she purred, grinding a bit on my crotch.

Dammit, but she was right. Hard not to react when an unbelievably sexy wolf-girl was literally rubbing herself all over me. And well, physically, yes, I was showing interest. And she did seem fun and, quite clearly, into me. But still…

“You still tried to kill me,” I noted.

“Well yeah! Of course I did. You messed with my girls. And an alpha has to protect her pack.”

“Does she?”

Lorra stilled on me, her expression growing very serious. “Yes,” she said firmly. “I do. You have any idea what it’s like over beyond the veil? In the Wilder Woods? Have you ever been there?”

I shifted uncomfortably. “A few times,” I admitted. And they weren’t trips I liked to dwell on. Going through the veil was a strange experience. And really goddam dangerous. The rules there were totally different, and the realms shifted constantly. It was a place of the soul. Spirit. The same way the material world was a realm of physical sensation and laws, the veil as one of spiritual potency and will. Most humans who passed through, accidentally or willingly, were quickly overwhelmed, losing themselves to the unearthly beauty and influence of the spiritual and magical realm.

And that’s assuming its denizens didn’t get to them first.

Lorra nodded. “Exactly. In there, a female is a prize to be won. If you’re weak, you’re taken. No question. That’s just the way it is. Those of us here? Now? We left that life. I took these girls under my wing to make sure no one could just take them. To make sure no one fucked with them or us. I protect them.”

“I get it,” I said. And I did. “But you still tried to kill me, so I’m not exactly keen to just… jump into bed with you.”

“That’s okay,” she said brightly, snuggling up against me again. “Romance sounds fun! I can flirt and date if that’s what you want. Never tried it before. Should be good! And if anyone messes with you, I’ll rip their face off! Like a good girlfriend should.”

Kinky.

“Look, Lorra? I’m here to see someone, actually.”

“Yeah,” she growled flirtatiously, touching my chin. “Me.”

“Actually, me.”

Lorra paused and turned her head, discovering Desiree standing by the booth. The demon’s arms were crossed, a hot pink jacket puffier than a marshmallow and cut just above her midriff hugging her. She wore a skirt shorter than a troll’s temper, and a smug smile was hovering on her lips as she took in the sight of us, her eyes gleaming wickedly.

“My my, Cain,” the demoness purred. “Bringing your own girl to my club? What? Is the quality of mine not up to snuff?”

“Er-”

“Who’s this, Cain?” Lorra asked, snuggling up against me, glaring at the other woman suspiciously.

“I,” Desiree said, sliding into the booth beside me, causing me to nudge over and Lorra to slide off my lap and to my other side, “am the owner of this establishment. Desiree. Delighted to meet you.”

Lorra eyed the proffered hand, and then warily shook it. “Sure,” the wolf-girl said.

I cleared my throat. “Right. So, Desiree? You got anything for me?”

“That I do,” the demoness breathed, leaning in close, her hand slipping into my lap and squeezing my bulge. “And I’m very glad you came by so quickly. I was actually on the verge of calling you myself. Because my dear Cain, you really stepped in the shit this time.”

I grunted, tensing. "What do you mean?"

“Yeah,” Lorra said, sandwiching me on the other side, her eyes narrow and hand joining Desiree’s in my lap. “How?”

Desiree laughed softly, utterly unbothered by the competition, if she even felt like Lorra was. Then again, seeing as she used me like a buffet, maybe she didn’t. "Just got word down the grapevine," she told me, her free hand running through my hair. "Two days ago, your mister Glott and two others were seen at a Burger Boy five hours out of Springville.”

I sat up straighter. “He was?”

“Mhm. And yesterday, Glott took a room at the Bait’s Motel, on King Street. Room 11."

“Did he now?” I said, not even bothering to ask how she learned about it. Desiree had her finger in more pies than a perverted patisserie. And if she was accurate (and she generally was) then I might have just hit paydirt! “Is he still there?”

“He booked the room for the week,” Desiree purred as her fingers ran up and down my bulge. “So I don’t see him going anywhere soon.”

“Perfect,” I said.

“That’s the good news.”

Figured.

“What’s the bad news?” I asked grimly.

“He’s in a cult. A weird one.”

“You think they’re weird?” I asked, already feeling my stomach tighten with unease. If a demon was telling you cultists were weird, they were downright freaky.

“Very much so,” Desiree said, lips pursing, fingers squeezing. “I don’t know much about them, actually, but according to my sources, he’s been involved with all sorts of strange people. Attended hooded ceremonies. Studied ancient languages. That sort of thing.”

“What’s the group called?” I asked.

“I only have a name,” she said. “The Brothers of the Codex.”

I frowned. “Rings a bell,” I said slowly, though the specifics weren’t popping up. Not too surprising. There were so many cults, secret societies, nefarious underground groups, and freakshows running around it was damn near impossible to keep them all straight.

“All I can say is they aren’t aligned with hell,” Desiree said, shrugging. “You know these types. They’re a dime a dozen.”

Unfortunately true. Cults were annoying like that. They dedicated themselves to gods, to spirits, to aliens, to devils, to abstract moral complexes. Whatever. Most of them were relatively harmless, but plenty got up to nasty stuff like trying to summon unearthly powers or infiltrating the IRS and Hollywood. Few had the good grace to fuck off to South America and drink some poison Kool-Aid.

“Any idea what they’re up to?” I asked.

She chuckled. “What are they ever up to? But there’s been chatter of the usual signs. Cows born with human faces. Milk gone sour. Roosters laying eggs. Though these days, it might just mean some pharmaceutical company dumped some particularly nasty runoff into the water supply."

“Maybe if I was lucky,” I said, which meant it definitely wasn’t the case. “Anything else?”

“All I have is a name. Though,” she added with a teasing smirk, “if you really wanted more info, I suppose I could… pump my sources a bit more.”

Tempting, but odds were the Slayer Society had what I needed in that respect. “A name is good enough,” I told her.

“Mmm. Pity. Do you have any idea why they might be so agitated?” Desiree asked slyly.

“I might,” I muttered grimly.

“I figured as much,” she purred, giving my cock another squeeze. “Don’t suppose it has anything to do with your pretty thing hiding up in your place, hm?”

“Probably not,” I said, though I could see by the lift of her immaculate black eyebrow she didn’t believe me for a second.

“Want me to drag them out for you?” Lorra asked. “I could drag them to you!”

“No, thanks,” I said. “This sort of thing requires a more… delicate touch.”

“Delicate?” Desiree laughed. “You are the slayer who runs around with a shotgun full of fireballs, aren’t you?”

“I put other things in there,” I said defensively. “Besides, I can be subtle.”

“I hope not,” Lorra said hotly, kissing my neck. “I like it rough!”

“Mmm. I like this one, Cain,” Desiree purred, her hand stroking me under the table and giving Lorra an amused look. “But that’s not what you came by to hear, was it?” she asked, eyes flicking back to me. “What else do you need?”

“Know much about Carriger Industries?” I asked.

“Them?” she said with a fey laugh. “Plenty. For one, their new store has brought in all kinds of burly construction guys to town. They’re in here practically every night. I’ve been making bank off those lonely boys with money looking for some reasonably priced love.”

“Free love out of fashion?” I asked.

“Since the sixties, Cain. Why? Are you offering?”

“Not just now,” I said, “Especially since I need something else from you.”

“Me topless?”

“No.”

“Me topless?” Lorra suggested.

“Also no. Can you get me the blueprints to that new store they’re building off route 90?” I asked the demoness.

“Hmmm,” Desiree purred. “Now why would you want that, Cain?”

“The wilds are up in arms about something, and I think that building might be the cause. There’s something about it. Aside from being an eyesore.”

“Want to burn it down?” Lorra asked in sudden interest, grinning savagely.

I shook my head firmly. “No. Arson without cause isn’t my way of doing things.”

“It’s mine. I’d do it for you, Cain,” she said, her tail wagging furiously as she scooted in closer, rubbing lovingly against me. “I’d do it, and we could watch it burn while you fucked me in the back of your truck!”

Now there was a shockingly tempting idea, but far better I don’t. One of the annoying things about being a proper monster slayer was that the authorities barely tolerated us as is, and if I started torching shops just on the off chance there was some supernatural threat about them, well, I probably wouldn’t be doing this for too long. Plus, it’d mean a hell of a lot of burnings. May as well just go back to the old witchfinder days at that rate.

Desiree on the other hand raised a very interested eyebrow, her lips lifting in a smirk. “My my, Cain,” she purred. “I think your new friend and I are going to get along verrrrrry well.”

Heaven help us all. “Can you get me those blueprints?” I asked her, my voice rough, though only half in exasperation. The other was tight with arousal.

“With pleasure, Cain,” she purred. “I’ll get it for you. Though it will cost you…”

“I know. The usual?”

“Mmm. No. Actually, I think I’d love a bit of the… unusual,” she said with a sly look at the wolf-girl.

Lorra perked up instantly, her tail thwacking me with enthusiasm. “Ooooh, what’s that mean?” she asked hotly.

“Yeah,” I said with considerably more wariness. “What does that mean?”

“Well,” Desiree tittered, her eyes lidded. “It has been a while since I had some… doggy style.”

“I’m not fucking the wolf girl,” I said firmly.

“Awwww…” Lorra whined.

“Oh, very well, Cain,” Desiree hummed playfully. “But I want her in there. Such an eager thing will be just the spice I need.”

“Can we?” Lorra asked, practically drooling as she gave me the full blast of puppy dog eyes. A strange thing to see on a woman wearing a leather jacket, chains, and smelling like leather and motor oil. An oddly arousing aroma, if I was being honest. Or maybe it was that mix coming from a woman literally begging me to fuck her. “Please, Cain. It’ll be so much fun!”

Hell’s bells. Now, I wasn’t exactly averse to sex with gorgeous women. But getting in deeper with Lorra was maybe not a good idea. Maybe. She had tried to kill me, though I wasn’t getting much of those vibes anymore. If anything, I needed to watch myself saying I wanted anybody dead with her around. I still wasn’t entirely sold on her whole ‘in love with me because I blasted her with a magic shotgun’ thing.

But I did really need that info…

“Fine,” I sighed, rising. “Let’s do it.”

“You mean it?” Lorra gasped, eyes lighting up with delight. “You really really mean it?”

“Oh, he does,” Desiree purred, snaking an arm around my neck as she rubbed herself against me. “And word to the wise? It’s going to be just… fantastic.”

I rolled my eyes, though Lorra downright squealed at that. Life truly was strange…

Desiree led us into the back, her hanging off my left side, Lorra the right. When we passed her gang, Lorra gave them a fist pump. “Going to get freaky tonight, girls!” she cried.

Cheers and a few howls met this, though not from all of them. The mohawk wolf-girl and a couple others looked right pissed, but nothing to be done about that, as moments later we’d passed through a door marked Staff Only and into the back of the bar. A number of private rooms were here, and I caught moans and pants from several of the doors. A strip club run by demons that doubled as a whore house? Goodness gracious. Whatever were the odds?

At the back was an unfortunately familiar door that Desiree unlocked and led the way inside. I’d visited here more than a few times, for when Desiree earned something more than a quickie in her office. I took it in. Ah, we meet again, old friend. As unsubtle as ever.

The lights were low, the walls mirrors reflecting back at it. A single huge, sumptuous bed sat plum in the middle like a stage. It even had heart-shaped throw pillows, and the ceiling was yet another mirror. Neon bands traced where floor and ceiling met wall, and several chairs were scattered around the room. It was almost embarrassingly egotistical. A literal fuck room where you could watch yourself getting fucked from every angle. Throw some chains and a sex swing in here and it could be a BDSM dungeon. Though, that was actually two doors down.

Don’t ask how I know.

“Here we are,” Desiree said, sauntering into the room. As she did she rolled her shoulders and her puffy jacket slid off to the floor, leaving her in nothing but her tight shirt and skirt. Her tail wove its way along her front and stroked her belt buckle, undoing it and leaving the skirt to fall away, revealing the lacy dark fabric of her panties hugging the peach-shape of her ass. Her shirt went next, shed with almost contemptible ease as she sidled onto the bed, turning to look over her shoulder, eyes lidded and smoky with promise and heat.

“Going to join me?” Desiree asked Lorra, a lazy smirk on her luscious lips. “Room for two more.”

I almost felt a little bad for Lorra. She couldn’t have any idea what she was getting into, but the wolf-girl looked absolutely game, sauntering over and pulling off her clothes as she did. Though it lacked the sensuous tease of Desiree’s display, the brash confidence was far from unappealing. As was her figure. Toned best described it, her stomach firm with muscle. Her ass taut and arms and legs molded with strength. She also had a head start on Desiree, because she wasn’t wearing a bra, meaning when Lorra’s top came off, they revealed her firm, tanned tits in all their glory. Including a pair of stud piercings on the nipples.

Oh hell yes.

She plopped onto the bed, lacking elegance, but filled with eagerness. Her tail was going a mile a minute and her eyes were smoky with desire. That, and the sight of her collar with my (admittedly misspelled) name on it was testing the durability of my pants. Desiree chuckled low and throatily, sidling in closer to the other woman and wrapping an arm around her.

“Well, Cain?” she asked. “Are you going to keep us waiting?”

“Can’t do that,” I said hotly, shedding my jacket and clothes.

Apparently the pair liked what they saw. At least, judging by the sudden increase in Lorra’s wagging and the simmering heat in Desiree’s eyes as my shirt and pants were cast aside. The demoness licked her lips wantonly, her teeth nibbling on her lip with a hunger that sent a thrum of wariness and lust shooting through me.

“There it is,” Desiree breathed, holding out her hand.

“Sure is,” I said, ignoring her hand and moving onto the bed, the mattress shifting under my weight as I climbed aboard. Desiree sidled upwards, one hand on my chest, her lips near mine and moving in to kiss me.

I let her, tasting her lips, her breath hot and perfumed with something that sent the blood rushing in my veins. Her generous bust pressed against me. Her free hand sliding down my front and into my lap, stroking my cock.

I grunted as she did so, a throaty moan escaping the demoness. I felt Lorra shuffle in on my other side, her hands shyer, but moving over the hard shape of my body. I broke the kiss with Desiree and turned my head towards Lorra, who gave me a look filled with such need I couldn’t help but lean in and capture her lips with a kiss.

Lorra whimpered, gasping, body flinching with sensitivity as she pressed in closer, her breasts sandwiching my arm, the warm hardness of her piercings rubbing my bare chest as she wriggled in against me.

“Wonderful, isn’t it?” Desiree whispered in my ear, ever the temptress. Her hands running over my body with soft, deft motions. “Isn’t it perfect? But I want more, Cain. So much more.”

I glanced sideways at her, and she smirked, easing away and stretching out in front of me, her breasts pressing into the sheets, her arms stretched out before her and her ass lifting towards me. Her spaded tail wove in the air above her flawless rear, her legs parting to reveal the lush folds of her pussy.

“Take me, Cain,” she purred as her tail slid between her legs and stroked that slick gusset. “Take me like a bitch.”

“Well, since you asked so nicely,” I grunted, moving up behind her.

Lorra went with me, still clinging to my side.

“Come on, Cain,” Desiree purred as I drew near. “Stuff me full. Give it all to me.”

Fucking tease.

I grabbed her hips, my cock like a dowsing rod aiming straight and true. My tip touched her lower lips, and the demoness let out a throaty purr.

“Mmmm. There it iiiiiis,” she breathed as her hips worked, rubbing herself against me, slickening up my manhood with her juices. “You feel magnificent, Cain. Better than I remember.”

“Uh huh,” I grunted, fingers digging into her hips as an ache of pleasure throbbed through me.

“Oh yesss,” she purred, stealing a circumspect look at Lorra. “So big. So mighty. So… virile…”

“Laying it on a bit thick there, aren’t you?” I grunted, though I did appreciate the sentiment.

“Not enough. Now take me, Cain. Give me my reward.”

Fair enough.

I pushed forward, spreading her around my cock. Desiree moaned as I felt her tight depths devour me. The silky heat of her pussy almost beyond belief. There was an excellent reason demons were known as masters of temptation, and it was for this. Fuck, but it wouldn’t take much for a man to get addicted to this feeling.

Yet for once, I wasn’t giving the absolutely unearthly gorgeous woman speared on my cock my full attention. And that was because Lorra, hanging off my shoulder, gave a needy whimper, her breasts pressing into my shoulder blade as she shuffled in closer. “Cain?” she asked.

I turned my head, lifting one arm to cup her chin and turn her head towards me as I kissed her. Lorra moaned softly, her tail thumping on the bed as her lips met mine, her hands moving over my body as my hips began to rock, thrusting into Desiree beneath me while I kissed and fondled Lorra beside me.

“Yesssss,” Desiree moaned beneath me, every one of my thrusts rocking her forward. Her head turned around, watching me and Lorra. “Yes. Kiss her, Cain. Kiss her while you fuck me. Fondle her. Oh fuck yes. Stroke her. Make us yours!”

To say I was conflicted about all this would be a massive understatement. But likewise, I sure as hell wasn’t going to stop. Especially with Lorra. I’d expected her to be aggressive, or even to jump me. But she was downright shy. Her hands exploring my body uncertainly but with growing need. Her lips were soft, her whimpers sending thrills shooting through me with excitement as she clung to me.

“Yes!” Desiree moaned. “Touch her, Cain. Stroke her. Poor thing wants to cum so badly. Don’t deny her. Don’t be mean!”

I suppressed the urge to roll my eyes, but my hand did find its way down between Lorra’s thighs. The wolfkin yipped in surprise then melted with a moan as I teased along her folds, stroking her pussy until she was quite literally humping my hand. Her lips still locked with mine. Frantically kissing me and whimpering as she was driven crazy with pleasure.

Desiree wasn’t doing much better. The demoness was panting, rocking back, meeting my every thrust with her own. Moaning in pleasure and fisting the sheets.

“Yes!” the demoness gasped. “Fuck us! Make us cum, Cain. Make us cum for you! Mate us. Oh. Ohhhhh fuck yesssss! It feels so good, Lorra. He’s so good in me. So deep. So… ah… ha… haaaaard! Fuck. Fuck! Cum in me, Cain. Cum in me! Give it to me! Give it all to me! Yes. Yes! Oh fuck yesssssss!”

I pounded down into the demoness, taking her hard where I stroked Lorra gently. All around us the mirrors showed me every angle of our fucking. It was unbelievably carnal. Sexual. I couldn’t hold back as I rutted into the gorgeous demoness and stroked the whimpering wolf-girl. With a few final thrusts I buried myself inside Desiree and groaned, cumming in sharp, hot bursts of pleasure.

“Oh fuuuuuuuuuuck!” Desiree groaned, shuddering in bliss as I gave her what she’d been begging for. She actually had to bite down on the blankets as her body tightened, tasting my magic infused seed. The familiar glow lit her up, her skin burning a low, golden light.

Lorra broke the kiss with me, whining in pleasure. “Cain!” she gasped. “Cain, I… I… Awoooo!” she howled, clinging to me so tightly I worried she might break something, her thighs squeezing together as she joined us in orgasm, her lips parted and eyes smoky as she sagged against me, panting and whimpering from the force of her peak.

I was breathing hard after all that, my hand sliding out from between Lorra’s legs to wrap back around her waist, holding her upright and against me. The wolf-girl gave me a dazed smile.

“Are we… are we dating now?” she asked.

“Let me… let me think on that,” I said breathlessly.

Lorra pouted, and I heard Desiree chuckle. “Now now,” the demoness purred from where she still glowed, rolling on to her side and giving us a coy look. “Don’t press him too much. Poor Cain’s never sure just what he wants. But he’ll figure it out. Eventually. Won’t you?” she asked with a knowing look my way.

“I will,” I said, glad for her butting in for once. First thing’s first though. I needed a drink bad…


Chapter 16. What About Bob?

The cool air of the evening was bracing as I stepped outside the club and headed back to my truck. Still feeling the drain from pleasuring Desiree, but a few electrolyte laced drinks had given me what I needed to make my way home. Not exactly sure what to make of the current situation with Lorra, though. Well, she clearly knew what she wanted out of it, but did I want to get romantically involved with a brutal wolf-girl biker babe?

Though, recalling her naked figure moving against me, the answer was really looking like a very big yes.

I realized I was grinning as I neared my truck, my hand digging into my pocket for my keys. Lorra had tried to kill me, I reminded myself. Though, after hearing her explanation, I guess I could see where she was coming from. And she was definitely serious about starting something with me. As for if I was… well, it was tough. Sure, Luna gave me permission to bring another woman in. But I was still wrapping my head around the concept.

“Need to sleep on it,” I grunted as I unlocked the truck. A nice, long sleep would help me figure out what comes next.

Which was when I felt the icy fingers of dread trickle down my spine.

I stopped in my tracks, keys in hand as I turned my head slowly, scanning the night. Lights flashed down the nearby highway, but the glow from the Hot House’s big ass red neon didn’t reach very far, and beyond was utter darkness.

And something aside from coyotes was out there.

I heard the crunch of gravel and a man made his way slowly out of the night.

I say made, because he didn’t exactly walk. More like jerk, like his body was being wrenched forward rather than moving willingly. His skin was flabby and loose, hanging off the muscle, much like his clothes, and I got the feeling I wasn’t looking at an unfortunate case of drunk and disorderly.

And that was even before I saw the red in his eyes, glowing from under sagging eyelids.

Aw fuck. Possession. And it was bad.

“Hey there,” I said nonchalantly as I grabbed the door of my Chevy. “Having a good night?”

“It… good,” the… thing said in a voice like it was gargling acid. It tried to smile, which looked like something was lifting the corners of his mouth from the inside. “Real good. You… Cain?”

“Me? No. Name’s Trevor. Steve Trevor.”

“You smell… like Cain…”

“Uh huh,” I said. “Well, you know how it is with humans. We all smell alike. It’s the soap.”

“Yes. I hear… of soap…”

But evidently hadn’t thought of using it, I noticed as the smell of him hit me. Ugh. Like something that had been rotting in the woods for a month.

“My… name…” The thing paused for a long moment. “...My name… Bob.”

“Well, pleasure to meet you, Bob,” I said as I started to open the door to the truck. “Been in town long?”

“Yes! No. I want… meet you. Shake… hand!” ‘Bob’ said, thrusting out an arm with a full-bodied jerk, fingers flopping forward before bending in some interesting ways. This also showed off a tattoo on the back of his hand. A stylized pattern like a spider.

“Well it’s a pleasure to meet you too, Bob,” I said as I reached into the truck. “But I’m a bit of a germaphobe. Terrified of getting sick. A cold. The flu. Hepatitis. People’s hands are just vectors for that sort of thing.”

“You shake hand!” Bob said, his smile stretching horribly as he jerked his arm towards me insistantly. “You… shake!”

I sighed. “Ah, well. If you insist.”

At which point I yanked my shotgun out of the truck and fired.

The fireball took Bob pointblank in the chest. He flew backwards on a plume of fire, skin sizzling and scorched before he flopped over onto the gravel with a crunching sound, body smoking.

I lowered my shotgun, exhaling heavily. Fuck, man. That could have been nasty. I was just lucky skinsuiters were terrible at hiding it. When they came around looking like that, it usually meant that whatever the fuck was wearing them had just shoved themselves in there like a four-hundred-pound gorilla squeezing into a leotard. Must have been a low ranked entity of some kind. Higher ones were generally better conversationalists and spent their time putting on the body of whoever they possessed a bit more tightly. If they were good at it, you’d never even realize they were wearing the skin.

But that was the thing. What the fuck was Bob doing all the way out here? He couldn’t have driven, and only the most terminally suicidal driver would have picked him up as a hitchhiker. Not ruling it out of course.

“Man,” I breathed, lifting my shotgun and propping it onto my shoulder as I stepped up and over the body. “What the fuck?”

Which was really my mistake, because then I had nothing pointed at Bob when he suddenly reared up, face half-burned off to reveal several more eyes and shrieking mandibles.

“Fuck!” I swore, bringing the shotgun back around, only for Bob’s arm to grab the barrel and jerk it aside even as I pulled the trigger. The blast took out his leg, but Bob didn’t seem to care. Couldn’t exactly blame him, as he now had four more sprouting from his back.

I socked him in the face hard but he just yanked on the shotgun, ripping it out of my hand. Then his other arm came up and smashed me in the chest, sending me flying into my truck. I hit it so hard it rocked on its axel, my bomber jacket crackling with its barrier. I shook off the impact just in time to see Bob scamper over to me and swing an arm ending in talons for my head.

I ducked, Bob’s claws tearing long gashes in the side of my truck and ruining the paint. Mother fucker! He was gonna pay for that. I grabbed the hilt of my sword even as I dropped down, rolling under the Chevy and to the other side, trying to put some distance between Bob and me.

He didn’t appreciate that, seeing as how the second he spotted me back on my feet he rose on his four arachnid legs, stepped over the bed of my truck and came after me, his human skinsuit flapping around him like a windsock, the rest of him tearing through his disguise like a nightmare.

I ripped my sword out of its sheathe, the runes along the blade burning a bright blue at the presence of the monster. No bodies of water around to manipulate, but it was still several solid inches of enchanted steel, and Bob was looking extremely cuttable.

I swung at one of Bob’s spidery legs, the blade slicing through it cleanly. The demon shrieked in agony, ichor pouring from the limb and onto the ground. It swung one of its other legs at me and I took that off too, sending Bob spinning down to the gravel. He jumped upright, hissing and making a choking sound.

Uh oh.

I jerked aside as Bob spat a gobbet of something green that sizzled and melted the gravel where it hit. Bob tried to get back on his human legs, but forgot he was missing one and stumbled.

Perfect.

I stepped in, and when Bob reflexively raised an arm I took that limb from him too. Bob shrieked as ichor pumped from his stump, his many eyes staring at it in horror. And then I took what I should have when he was down from the fireball, and sliced my sword through his neck.

With a thump like an overripe pumpkin his head fell to the gravel, and then the rest of his body keeled over to the dirt. But I sure as hell wasn’t taking any chances, and plunged my sword into where his heart probably was.

“Cain!”

I swung around, adrenaline spiking, but then I saw it was just Lorra, Desiree, and a bunch of the Hellhounds standing in the door of the club, staring in shock at me and the demon’s body.

“Oh,” I panted. “Hey.”

Lorra bounded down and approached me. She sniffed the air and then jerked back, nose wrinkling as she stared at the possessed’s corpse. The corner of her lip curled with a growl as she stared at it. “What is that thing?” she demanded.

“Bob,” I said.

“Bob?”

“I didn’t get a last name, but probably had way too many vowels.” I glanced over to Desiree, who was looking with interest at the spidery horror. I gestured with my sword. “Friend of yours?” I asked her.

She shook her head slowly, stepping down from the porch and approaching the corpse thoughtfully. “No,” she said, squatting and picking up the head, turning it this way and that. “Definitely not. This isn’t a demon from hell, Cain.”

“It’s not?” I asked with a sinking feeling. Fuck. If it wasn’t from hell, then that could only mean it was from somewhere worse. “Great,” I grunted, then used my sword to turn over Bob’s severed arm, revealing the spider tattoo on the back. “Any idea what that means?”

Desiree glanced at it, her lips pursed. “Hmm… No,” she said, shaking her head. “I don’t.”

Mystery after mystery.

And they were starting to look pretty goddam deadly.


Chapter 17. Cult Talk

I finally had some clues as to Rebecca’s problem, and all it took was getting into a threesome with a demon and a feral wolf-girl, and getting attacked by a half-man-half-spider horror from beyond human sanity.

Well, I'd gotten info in worse ways.

Getting back to the house I discovered that Luna had gone home and Rebecca went to sleep. A relief for sure, because after paying Desiree and the fight with Bob, I was wiped. I barely managed to get undressed before I crashed into bed, and when I woke up the clock said six am.

Huh. Slept in.

Dragging myself out of the loving embrace of the sheets, I took a shower I badly needed and threw on some new clothes. Then I made my way into my office. Time to make some calls.

"A spider tattoo?" Kendrin asked.

"Yeah," I told the spirit in the crystal as I held up the paper I’d sketched the design onto. "It looked like this and was on his right hand. I just need you to check the Slayer’s archives and see if there's anything like it in them. Cross reference it with something called The Brotherhood of the Codex."

"Well, I suppose I could take a look," he said. "Please hold."

"Wait," I said. "Don't—"

He started to sing again.

Oh my God.

We were up to 53 bottles of beer on the wall by the time he finally got back to me with an answer.

"The symbol you described," Kendrin told me, “is the marker used by the Brotherhood of the Codex."

"Fancy that," I said, grimacing. Shit.

"Yeah. Low-quality cult, been around since the late Middle Ages. They were originally a monastic order based in Greece, but were wiped out by the Knights of the Burning Rose in the eleventh century. Seems they were involved in some pretty major heresy, and had abandoned their former purpose of transcribing books to instead sacrifice virgins and commune through visions from what they called their god, which manifested as a gigantic spider. Naturally, their god is in fact an interdimensional entity bent on the destruction of humanity and aims to devour the world. Go figure."

"Yeah, how about that," I said drily. Well, that explained the cube. It was definitely involved with whatever the hell Rebecca’s dad got pulled into. "Any idea what they're up to?" I asked.

"What? You kidding? They're probably looking to summon their god. It's kind of their thing."

That was probably about right. Cults are reliably basic that way. If they weren't a sex club or trying to evade taxes, they'd be looking to summon an ancient evil to destroy the world. Usually all three. Still, couldn't say this was exactly good news. The big problem with the bastards was they tended to hide out among normal people.

Ugh.

Cults.

Another problem piling onto all my other ones. At least they weren’t going to get far with the cube sealed and locked up in my vault. Though it did make me a very appealing target. “I need any info you have on them," I said. “Known members. Symbols. Liturgical ideas. Heavy metal music. Whatever you’ve got.”

"Oh, sure," the skull said. "Not like I have anything better to do."

"You don't have anything better to do.”

"Well, true," the spirit admitted, "but it's kind of hurtful for you to point it out."

"Just… just get me the info," I sighed.

"Fine. Have it your way. Hrk… Bleghhhhhh.”

I tried not to grimace when the printer hooked up to the crystal ball’s base got to work. It was weird, but what made it disgusting was the vomiting sounds Kendrin made while it happened. Which was literally unnecessary. I knew he could just print it normally. Whenever I confronted him on this however he denied it, so I just had to suffer through it.

Fun.

When the last pages were out I shut him off and began to flip through what he’d given me. It wasn’t much, which wasn’t too surprising. Before the Slayer Society got properly organized it was mostly religious orders who hunted down these cults, and they tended to be big on burning things, be they people or books. Not that I could blame them too much. If ever there was a book that deserved to be torched, it’d be the ones written in blood and on human skin. Not to say they all were. But you only really needed to print one like that to get a reputation.

Still, one thing that was preserved was the name of their deity and an old mural from one of their temples.

“In'Guliat, huh?” I said, hoping I got the pronunciation right. It was an ugly bastard, that was for sure. Artistic liberty aside, it looked to have eight legs and some impressive chompers. Probably more than that. These sorts of things rarely had a consistent physical form, given they were eldritch beings from beyond our dimension. This one looked like a greater one, which meant it was probably smarter than your usual fare of interdimensional horrors. And it had been in contact with the material realm before.

Now, what would a cult want with me? Aside from the obvious of me dead. Bob had for sure been after me. It had my name, and knew where I was. As for the why, well, odds were they were after the cube or Rebecca. Damn. Seems like my attempts at hiding her hadn’t worked out after all.

But how did they find out she came to me? That was an annoying question. Could Desiree have sold me out? Or hell, they might not even know I had her and the cube. Maybe the Brotherhood were out for revenge because I messed up one of their rituals at some point or another. Honestly? I barely tried to keep track of whose unholy meetings I crashed anymore. They all started to run together. You raid one subterranean church summoning the hosts of hell, you’ve raided them all.

But it was a little alarming that they sent a possession case like that after me. That wasn’t amateur-hour cult work. Being able to summon low-scale interdimensional horrors — especially through a possessed human — was still very dangerous. And required a lot of ritual, power, and precision. Even to get it wrong. You either had to know what you were doing, or get damn lucky, and it was questionable which was better. Mainly because both usually ended up with the cultists ripped apart by disgruntled demons awoken from their millenia long nap, used as fuel to manifest the thing in reality until it could be bound to a host, or possessed by whatever they were trying to bring through. The fact it had been such a low grade entity and looked like it had just been crammed in there suggested a hack job. Possessed never looked right. Those sort of interdimensional entities didn’t do so well with the whole ‘act like a person’ thing. Not with so many delicious humans around.

And wouldn’t you know it? Glott had just happened to get into town recently.

Whatever were the odds?

At any rate, one thing was for damn sure. I was looking forward to asking him in person real soon.

First things first though, I needed to send out some warnings. Even if I took care of Glott, there was no guarantee that’d deal with the whole cult. They were like roaches. Smack down some and a bunch scurried deeper under the fridge. I called Luna first and told her about it.

"Brotherhood of the Codex?" she said. "I do think I remember hearing something about them ages ago. Were they the ones who set themselves on fire while waiting for a spaceship to come pick them up?"

"Afraid not. More ‘summon interdimensional beings’ kind of guys. Anyway, just keep an eye out," I told her. "If anyone has a spider tattoo on them, do not trust them at all."

"Sure thing," she said. "And Cain?"

"Yeah?"

Her voice turned tender. "You look out for yourself too, all right?"

I grinned. "Of course."

With that done I heaved myself up out of the chair and opened the door to the smell of cooking bacon. I breathed it in heavily. Oh yeah. Just what the doctor ordered. And more importantly, good timing on Rebecca getting up. Before I headed off to see Glott, I wanted to make sure she was armed. I trusted the house to keep her safe, but I’d feel a lot better if she was also packing heat.

I headed downstairs posthaste and saw Rebecca in front of the stove, an increasingly familiar sight I, frankly, couldn’t get enough of. She was wearing those tight jeans and a t-shirt again, and glanced back at me, smiling. “Morning, Cain. How…” She trailed off, her eyes widening in shock. “Cain! Are you alright?”

“Me?” I asked blankly.

She abandoned the stove and hurried over to me, touching my face. “Your face is all bruised and cut up! Did something happen?”

Ah, right. That. “It’s nothing major,” I said, brushing her hands off. “Some guy got possessed by a monster and attacked me last night on my way home.”

Rebecca’s eyes grew wide. "You were attacked?!" she yelped.

"Don't worry about it," I told her. "It happens all the time."

"It does?"

"It's kind of part of the job," I admitted.

Rebecca bit her lip. “Was… was it because of that thing I brought here?”

I opened my mouth to deny it, then paused. True, Bob had come to try and kill me, but that would kind of be a necessary step if they wanted to nab the cube and Rebecca. It wasn’t a pleasant thing to think about by any means, but that didn’t make it any less true or likely. How could they have found her, though?

By making dad talk.

The thought sprang into my mind, and I frowned. “It may have something to do with it," I admitted to her. “But I don’t have any evidence for that yet. It might have been just the usual revenge shtick. Maybe I busted up one of their meetings or something. Or messed up one of their potential summonings. These things happen from time to time. Especially around here. You’d be shocked to learn how often the local knitting club is a front for a malevolent order of mole people or something.”

“That happens?” she asked.

“Like I said, you’d be surprised. Those wrinkles, poor eyesight, and shortness aren’t always from being ninety.”

Rebecca fidgeted. "Do you think they were trying to find me?"

"Definitely possible," I told her. "If they were, they were probably after the cube. You probably would have been a nice bonus though."

“I don’t get it,” she said, frowning. "Why would they want me to summon their god?"

"Well," I said, "there's a whole metaphysical reason for it. Probably has something to do with quantum. Often, these kinds of cultists usually just kind of assume that when a demon first wants to manifest into the world, they're going to want a pretty young lady to be sacrificed. Kind of like a housewarming thing."

"Seriously?" she asked.

"Hey, I don't make the rules," I said. "But a lot of magic is about ritual. And death can be an extremely powerful force in it. Gods like those sorts of things. Tickles their fancy.”

Rebecca shuddered. "And people want to summon these things?" she asked incredulously. “Are they insane?”

"Usually. Yeah," I agreed. "To be perfectly honest, the mentally well don’t exactly run around in underground chambers chanting in forbidden ancient languages that they horribly mispronounce. Often with terrible results.”

"Really? Terrible?"

"Oh yeah. Something about not having enough tongues to speak the words. And if they get them wrong it can be disastrous. Mainly for them. Which isn’t a huge loss, I grant you, but it can mean that you’ve got a raging horror on the loose. Which no one is happy about. And…” I sniffed the air. “And I think the bacon’s burning.”

Rebecca spun about to the now smoking stove. “Shit!” she swore, lunging for it.

The next several minutes were spent trying to salvage breakfast and opening windows to air out the kitchen. By the time we were done with that and both had a (somewhat crispier than normal) egg sandwiches in hand, things seemed a bit calmer.

“Anyway,” I said between bites of the sandwich (and my God was it good), “that’s all the more reason for you to try and take cover at the house. Don’t leave it without me with you. Right?"

Rebecca sighed. "I understand," she said. She glanced up at me. “Can I help with those wounds, though?”

“I’m pretty good at treating them myself,” I said. “I have some poultices that do an amazing job on minor injuries like these.”

“Still…”

I wilted under those hopeful eyes. “Well…” I said. “I guess I could use some help applying it…”

Instantly Rebecca brightened and hurried to grab the first aid kit. I had a number of them scattered around the house. Never a bad idea to have it in convenient reach.

“I wish you’d told me about getting into a fight like this,” she grumbled as she smeared some of the healing salve on my cuts.

“Why?” I asked, already feeling the soothing of the enchanted goo. Oh yeah, that’s the good stuff.

“Because I worry you idiot!” she huffed, smacking me on the shoulder.

I winced as pain from a bad bruise zinged down my arm. “Alright, alright. I got it. Sorry. I’m just… not used to having to tell anyone when I get mauled by monsters.”

“You know, that’s really not healthy,” she pointed out. “Everyone needs somebody.”

I shrugged. “I guess I just don’t want people to worry about me dying.”

“So you just avoid everyone?”

“Well, I mean, not everyone,” I said with some discomfort as she applied more salve. “It’s just… It’s hard to connect with people in a job like this. The risks are too great. And how do you even talk about it? Can’t exactly chat with a therapist about a worg trying to chew your leg off.”

“Kind of sounds like you’re making excuses,” she noted.

“Alright, Dr. Phil. Slow down there.”

“Just saying.”

I huffed, though maybe she did have a bit of a point. But that didn’t make me wrong either. Some things were just hard to talk about. Besides, this was hardly the time for that. We had bigger concerns.

“Anyway,” I said, “all the more reason to get you some more training.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. You about done?”

She eased back and looked me up and down contemplatively. “Mmm… Yeah. Looks like it. This stuff really is good,” she marveled.

“Old Cain family recipe. We’ve had plenty of opportunities to test it. Now,” I said, pulling my shirt and bomber jacket back on. “Let’s head into the back. Got a little something different from the usual for you to try.”

With a curious cock of her head, Rebecca followed me out of the house and into the backyard.

“More magic training?” she asked as I led the way past the practice ring. And was it just me, or did she look a little eager.

“Damn straight,” I told her. “But we’re going to do it a little different from before.”

“How so?”

“You’ll see,” I told her.

She watched me as I set the cans up on top of the posts at the end of a range, joining her a moment later. Digging into my pocket, I pulled out the gun I’d crafted for her.

“Here.”

I handed Rebecca the .38. She gave a low whistle as she turned it over. “Look at that.”

“Ever fired a gun before?”

“I’m a cheerleader from the inner city. What do you think?”

Fair enough.

She opened the cylinder and checked inside. Her face fell. “No bullets?”

At that I had to laugh. “Rebecca, you’re Nikola Tesla’s walking wet dream. You don’t need bullets. I made that gun specially for you and your magic.”

She blinked and looked up at me. “You… made this for me?”

“Of course. You have power, but you’re still learning how to use it. And this’ll help a lot when I’m not around to help guide the magic. It’ll harness the power spilling out of you when you cast, drawing a safe amount for each shot.”

“Oooh,” she said, then glanced back up at me. “What if I want an unsafe amount?”

“I wouldn’t recommend it, but just cast like you’ve been doing before. You’re a walking arsenal of electric power though, so only do it somewhere lacking in flammables and well insured for collateral damage.”

She smiled and took aim down the range. “So, hold it like this?”

“Perfect. Now channel it. Just like I showed you how.”

She nodded, closing one eye and squinting with the other. I stepped up when I saw the markings on her arms glow softly. Power teasing up her arms and humming in the air. “Call me Becca,” she said.

“Sorry?”

“You can call me Becca. I like it better.”

“Alright… Becca. Just for now?”

“No,” she said, tongue flicking across her lips as the barrel of her revolver glowed. “From now on.”

She fired.

The shot zinged through the air with a blue crackle and hammered the can off its post with a clap of thunder. Her eyes lit up, and goddam, but she was beautiful right then. There were few things sexier than a woman with a body like that holding a gun, buzzing with static that made her clothes flutter around her like she was her own vortex of power. I actually felt my pulse pick up and my cock thicken in my pants. Hookay, slow down there tiger. Yeah, sure, she was shooting me signals like a semaphore tower, but she was also in a vulnerable emotional state. Though the way she was handling that gun implied otherwise.

Ugh, this was getting complicated. Especially since she was staying in my house. Hitting on the girl I was protecting had all sorts of unfortunate implications that I really didn’t want to explore. Especially when I’d just started a relationship with Luna, and I had Lorra all but jumping into my pants. I had to think unsexy thoughts.

Which was not easy given we went through a good dozen targets. Especially when she asked for some help getting her stance right. And the way she eased her ass back and rubbed it against my crotch... Well, no way she didn’t feel what I was packing in my pants. Yes, there was a gun in there, but I was also very happy to see her.

I stepped back, giving her some space to practice. And definitely not to just admire her form.

Well… okay, maybe a bit of that too.

Once I was satisfied that she knew how to use that gun I clapped my hands. “Alright,” I said. “Great work. Now,” I continued, checking my watch. “I have to head into town to do some things, so I need you to stay in the house for a bit.”

“Can I come too?” she asked hopefully.

“Not this time. It’s a bit of work-related stuff,” I said, tempted to tell her about Glott, but then she’d probably insist on coming. Or worse, doing something stupid like following me when I headed out. She was a smart girl, but she wanted to solve what happened to her father a lot, and I wouldn’t be surprised if she might make some poor decisions because of it.

“Oh,” she said, face falling with disappointment as she lowered her pistol. “Alright. Sure.”

I patted her shoulder as I led her back into the house. Well, hopefully I’d be coming back with good news for her.

Hopefully…


Chapter 18. Fox in the Wolf House

It was finally happening.

Luna sighed dreamily, elbows propped up on her shop’s counter, chin nestled in her palms as she stared at the ceiling wistfully.

Finally.

After years of waiting, hoping, pining, she was dating Cain. And all it took was having the courage to make the first move.

Luna actually blushed at the thought. So much wasted time. She’d been so nervous, and for nothing. But things were changing. Things were looking up! They were dating. Finally, they were dating! And to think mother claimed she’d never find a decent mate out here. Well, who was laughing now?

Well, probably still mother. She would have never approved of Cain. But then, mother hadn’t approved of a lot of things. Still stuck in the ways of the old country and the clan. She’d have insisted that Luna marry another fox. Keep the bloodline pure. Never mind that she was already considered the black sheep of the family.

Blegh.

Forget about that. Forget about mother. That life was behind her. Think about happier things. Like Roswell. Or the X-files. Oh! Or Cain’s abs! Mmm. Now there was something to drool over. Just the thought of that toned flesh. The way they flexed while he thrust into her…

“Mnnn!” she moaned, squirming in glee as her tails swished with excitement. Gods, she couldn’t believe how it had all finally come together. And now they were dating. It was amazing. Spectacular! She couldn’t believe it. It was almost too good to be true.

But it was.

It was.

She sighed dreamily, her elbows sliding across the varnished countertop until her chin rested on her crossed arms. Not only was she dating the man of her dreams, but she was going to be working with him. Privy to his secrets. She just knew she’d find evidence of aliens at this rate. Well, more evidence than usual. No question Cain had probably encountered genuine UFO’s before, and probably never even realized it. But now that she was working with him, it was only a matter of time until they found them. Or evidence of bigfoot!

“Finally,” she sighed. “Everything is going right.”

“Um…”

Luna blinked and realized there was a customer in front of her. “Oh! Sorry,” she yelped, straightening up and ringing the elf through. “Need anything else? Maybe a copy of Abductions Monthly? It’ll really open your mind.”

“Uh, thanks. Just the wolfroot,” the elf said, grabbing the little package and hurrying out the door.

“Come back soon!” Luna called, not even a normie’s disinterest in opening their mind to the truth able to kill her good mood. Because she was dating Cain! And it was going to be so very good. Ha! And her clan thought that getting her banished out here would depress her. Showed what they knew!

Luna perked up again as the door dinged open. “Hey! Welcome to Foxfire! What can I… um…”

She trailed off, eyes narrowing suspiciously at the sight of the wolf-girl biker who’d just strolled into the store. The kitsune tensed, hackles up and tails swirling around her.

“Hey!” Lorra said with a cheery wave, tail wagging as she strolled across the shop with a clink of chains and swish of her tail. “How’s it hanging?”

“What do you want?” Luna demanded, magic sparking across her tails. “You here to start a fight? Because I guarantee I can hold my own and totally won’t cry!”

“You wanna go?” Lorra asked brightly. “That’d be fun! But actually, I’m here for something else?”

“What?”

Luna was surprised when the wolf-girl grew pensive. She leaned on the counter, bust pushing against her crop top as she leaned her elbows on the varnished wood. “Well, ya know,” Lorra sighed, flicking a keychain with a UFO on it. “I needed some… help.”

“Help?” Luna said, straightening a little, her tails slowing in their weaving. “Help with what? You being chased by someone? Are you on the secret president’s enemy list? Is the National Union of Postal Workers after you for tampering with the mail?”

“Huh?” Lorra said, giving the kitsune a puzzled look. “No. What? No.”

“Oh…” Luna sighed, her tails drooping fully. Her face scrunched up again. “Then, what do you want?”

Lorra’s finger irritably spun the UFO keychain on its hook. “Well, you’re involved with Cain, right? Like, as mates.”

Luna’s face grew warm and her tails swished. “Um, well…”

“I know you are. I can smell him on you. I bet you even snuck away some of his clothes and sleep with them.”

“What! No. I’d never!” Luna yelped, tails thrashing in agitation. “I’d definitely never root through his trash and steal some. And I totally don’t do it to keep tabs on him. A-and I go through lots of people’s trash! He’s not special for it. I mean… uh… That’s slander! I could sue you!”

Lorra flicked the keychain moodily. “I don’t really care about that.”

Luna’s tails calmed a bit from their stormy swishing. “Oh. You… you don’t?”

“No. But I…” Lorra bit her lower lip, her ears drooping and tail stilling. “...I need some advice.”

“Uh, okay. What kind of advice?”

Lorra gave the kitsune a despairing look. “How do I get him to like me?” she whined.

Luna blinked. “Huh?”

“I mean,” Lorra exclaimed, waving her arms impatiently. “I tried everything I could think of! I flirted with him. I offered to kill his enemies. I even got this collar with his name on it. See?” she declared, pointing at the collar in question. “But even when we were in bed he wouldn’t fuck me!” she whined.

Luna felt her cheeks warm at this frank admission. “You did?”

“Yes!” Lorra cried. “And he kissed me and it was hot, but he didn’t fuck me as his mate or let me into his pack. What am I doing wrong?”

“Um.” Luna glanced around uncertainly. “I mean, you did try and kill him.”

“Why does everyone keep bringing that up?” Lorra whined, flopping onto the counter, ears flat and lower lip pushed out in a pout. “It’s not like I managed to do it.”

Luna appraised the other woman. The kitsune considered herself a pretty good judge of character. You had to be when every other person you met was potentially an FBI agent looking to slip a tracking device into your bloodstream, or impurify your precious bodily fluids. So she suspected that her first impression about the wolf-girl was correct. She wasn’t an agent of the reptoid conspiracy, and probably wasn’t even brainwashed by the National Postmaster’s Union. No. She really was just some poor mystic just off the boat and through the veil, confused and culture shocked by a new world with things like mass media and subliminal messaging in toothpaste commercials. Just a wolf-girl looking for some sort of footing in a realm so unlike her home, and finding it through biker culture and now, in Luna’s opinion, the sexiest man in either world.

And Lorra was strong. Luna knew her business, and her business was magic (and keeping track of the price of oranges in order to predict when the Great Reset was coming). Lorra was a powerful mystic in terms of brute magic strength. More importantly, she seemed to harbour genuine if innocent feelings for Cain. Something that would be useful, in Luna’s opinion. The more powerful women who wanted to keep Cain alive, the better. Luna loved her man, but he had a bad habit of putting himself in mortal danger. A kinda hot flaw, but a flaw all the same.

And, truth be told, Luna had sympathy for Lorra. Cain was naturally suspicious, which was partly why Luna respected him so much. He wasn’t likely to be taken in by some plant by the Illuminati, and certainly wouldn’t fall prey easily to some government mind control experiment. There were very few people Luna knew she could trust, and Cain was one of them.

However, that paranoia naturally caused him to miss certain obvious things, like when a woman really wanted to just jump his bones. Something that had caused her considerable consternation over the years. As such, Luna realized that it was her job, no, her duty to help this poor wolf-girl to romance her slayer. The more defending him, the more likely he’d live past thirty-five.

“Alright,” Luna said seriously, leaning forward. “I’ll help.”

Lorra’s ears perked up attentively. “Really?” she asked.

“Yes. First thing’s first, though,” she said. “We’re going to need you to take out your metal filings.”

“Metal filings?” Lorra asked blankly. “Why?”

“So the CIA’s radio can’t reprogram your brain by transmitting directions straight into your head. Duh.”

Lorra frowned and rubbed one of her canines. “They can do that?”

Luna smiled gently. Ah, sweet naivety. Poor thing. Really, Lorra was lucky she ran across Luna. The kitsune patted the other woman on the shoulder. “Looks like we have a lot to talk about,” she said gently. “Let me tell you a little something about fluoridated water…”


Chapter 19. Spellworked

I hated motels.

I hated staying in them. I hated the smell of them. I hated even looking at them. Just about everything about motels and hotels I hated, including things most people wouldn’t think twice about.

See, I’d done a lot of work in motels. I often had to spend a few nights in them during jobs that took me more than a day’s worth of a trip from my house. And there was always something vile in them. And I meant besides the coffee and sausages they served at the continental breakfast. Motels and hotels were the places people went to do things they didn’t do at home, but still wanted the privacy of a bedroom for. Things like have affairs, deal drugs, and kill themselves without having to worry about who’d clean it up.

And that sort of stuff lingered in a building, and I don’t just mean the smells or stains (word of advice? For your own sanity, never flash a blacklight around a motel room. Trust me). What happened in motels tended to attract stuff that fed on it. Human misery, pain, and shame was a delicacy to the sorts of things you saw only in your nightmares. But if they got strong enough, they tended to get more… physical. Meaning I was the one who got called to clean up instead of housekeeping. I’d exorcised a fair few motels in my time, and it was never fun. You thought Slimer in Ghostbusters was bad? That was a best case scenario.

And Bait’s Motel looked like it was going to be a bad one too.

Circling the building once I got a good feeling for the place. Classic roach motel. Single wide building, no pool, just a parking lot and rooms spread out on two floors. Neon flickered from the sign facing the road, the glow of Vacancy buzzing hot as a griddle. Lotta little pokey places like this around town. Old building. Old look. All of it reeking of desperation, cigarettes and bleach. Now, just what Glott might be doing in there was an open question, and one I was keen to get answered. His photo hadn’t struck me as the type to use this kind of place.

Unless he was trying to hide.

I pulled up and parked beside the only other car in the lot. Getting out, I circumspectly glanced through the window. I was willing to bet that it was Glott’s, given the amount of Burger Boy bags and trash inside. Which likely meant he was still inside his room.

Beautiful.

Sliding my shotgun out of the truck, I made my way to room 11. There was a DO NOT DISTURB tag hanging from the knob as I rested my fingers on it and pressed my ear to the door. I listened, but didn’t hear a thing, which was either a good sign or a terrible one. One thing I was getting was a feeling of seeping malevolence through the door. A sensation that tightened my gut and made my skin tingle like ambient static in the air.

Still, I took it as a sign that I’d at least found the right place, and I drew a key from my pocket. It was an old iron number that looked like it could open a gate to an enchanted garden, and probably could. I’d stuck an unlocking enchantment on it. Nothing powerful enough to get into Fort Knox, but would do for a motel that still advertised Free Cable on its sign.

The key slid in seamlessly and the door opened with a click. Barrel of my shotgun leading the way, I eased open the door a crack and peeked in.

Yeesh. Whole place was a mess. Which wasn’t that unusual for a guy into interplanar beings, take it from me. When you had secrets of the multiverse on the mind, vacuuming tended to take a bit of a backseat. This one however was a bit more than even that. Lamps were overturned. Sheets thrown everywhere. A suitcase was ripped open, spewing its contents across the bed and floor. Even the stupid painting of a pastoral scene every hotel and motel had on the wall was askew. And absolutely everywhere was more Burger Boy packaging.

But there were worse signs than just those of a poor diet. Part of the floor had been cleared and remained so. There, ritual lines had been marked on carpeting so ancient it was solid as hardwood. It was a complex design, encompassing the triple sphere of worlds beyond worlds. Beyond even the veil, if I was to judge. Someone knew what they were doing. They’d even used real dribbly candles, arranged all around it. I knew the design.

A summoning circle.

I cursed under my breath. Fucker had been conjuring something from beyond the veil. Well, seemed like I’d found where Bob had come from.

The TV was also on, tuned to a dead channel and sending flickers of staticky black and white across everything.

Including the figure in the room’s lone chair.

I froze, holding my breath, but the figure didn’t move. Just sat there, slumped, chest not moving, and after a moment more I dared open the door further. I cast my senses inside and felt the ambient crackle of magic, but no immediate traps.

Alright.

I stepped over the threshold and as soon as I did the magic in the place hit me like someone had dumped cold, slimy water all over me. Holy shit, some bad mojo went on in here. Worse than usual motel stuff even. My every muscle tensed and I trained my shotgun around, but nothing popped out. Whatever had happened here, it had been done a while ago.

With even more wariness I picked my way across the mess and towards the chair and the body on it. I eased closer and looked down on it. Well, that was Glott alright, and he was not looking good. His photo hadn’t been too pretty, but he now looked even worse. His skin was parchment thin and sucked against his angular skull. His eyes were sunken and staring like they were falling into pits, and veins bulged on his hands and neck. The fact he wasn’t moving at all was a bit concerning though.

Gently, I pressed the barrel of my shotgun against his cheek. “Hey,” I said, nudging him.

His head lolled and he toppled over like a broken puppet. Oh yeah. Dead as dead could be.

A sudden blast of sound screamed from the TV and I swung around towards it, shotgun raised. Shapes jigged across the screen through the static. Flickers of darkness beyond darkness. Glimpses of things with too many eyes. Too many teeth. A keening sound like jibbering laughter scraped my eardrums.

“Fuck me!” I swore, bringing my shotgun around and firing. The fireball billowed towards the screen, but then was swallowed by it like it had been sucked into a black hole.

Uh oh.

A wind began to pull at the room and me, sucking me towards the TV. I swore, trying to retreat, but the power of it was damn strong. And getting stronger! Blankets flapped past me and were sucked away into the set, shredding as they hit the screen. One of the overturned lamps whipped past me and vanished into the TV with a flicker, and the stupid painting of the sea shore smashed off the back of my head before the fragments were sucked away. I spotted Glott’s corpse tumble across the floor and hit the screen, momentarily trapped there before, with a cracking of bone, he folded up like a chair and was sucked away.

“Shit!” I swore, bracing myself even as I was dragged towards the portal despite my best efforts. A bedside table slammed into my leg, knocking me to the floor before it tumbled into the screen and vanished. My body was practically lifted off the ground by the pull of the suction. Only by frantically grabbing the leg of the bed was I able to halt my draw into the black hole of the screen.

“Shit! Shit! Shit!” I gasped, holding on for dear life, thanking every god under the sun the owner of the Bait’s Motel was so paranoid he’d nailed the beds to the wall and floor. But even that wasn’t going to be enough. I heard the groan of wood fighting to hold on, and it was now just a question which would give in first: my fingers or the screws.

I shoved my free hand into my pockets, fishing around. Aha! I yanked out the grenade I’d kept in there. Never leave home without it! I bit on the pin and ripped it out, cooked it for a few seconds, then let it go.

The grenade tumbled towards the screen, and just before it hit it exploded. I cringed as the ice spell burst, the tips of my boots frosting before the layer of ice enveloped the screen.

The suction stopped instantly and I slammed to the floor. Ouch. But I hadn’t a second to waste. Already I could hear the ice cracking against the power of whatever spell the TV had been enchanted with, and I had a sneaking suspicion I wouldn’t end up in Pleasantville if I went in there. I scrambled to my feet and ran at the TV, drawing my sword as I did. The ice cracked further, fragments breaking off, wind screaming through the cracks.

“Fuck! You!” I howled, and brought down my sword.

It slashed through the TV top to bottom. Sparks and smoke exploded from it, billowing around me before the two halves of the tv collapsed off the end table, smashing onto the floor.

Breathing hard and fast, I lowered my sword. When I recovered my breath I looked around the room grimly. A horde of housemaids couldn’t have cleaned it better. Anything not literally nailed down was gone. Even the ritual lines on the rug had been mostly scrubbed clean.

“Lovely,” I grunted, sheathing my sword again. And it had taken my favourite shotgun too. Balls. Fortunately, this was hardly the first time I’d lost a gun, and I had plenty of spares back at the house. But this was one dead end that had almost been literal.

Though, I mused, looking back at the beds, maybe it hadn’t been a total loss. What had been up with Glott’s corpse? A trigger for the trap? But the way I’d handled him had been like he was… drained. Had summoning Bob done that?

I drummed my fingers against my leg.

How very interesting…

Unfortunately, and much as I’d suspected, a thorough check around the place didn’t turn up anything more. Heading back out of the room, I made my way over to the car parked next to my truck. Trying the door, I found it locked. Well geeze, however will I solve that problem? Oh, right. Magic key.

I unlocked the door and rummaged through the interior. Even more Burger Boy trash mostly. I found Glott’s driver’s license pinned to the inside of the sun visor, so no question it was the right car, but not much else. Certainly no clue about Rebecca’s father.

“Damn,” I grunted, pulling back out of the car and mulling it over. Looked like a dead end. As for me? Well, I had some bad news to deliver…


Chapter 20. Bodies and Booze

Well, I’d had worse afternoons.

I was still playing over what had happened in the motel room when I pulled into my driveway. Parking out front, I got out and heard the crack of lightning and a flash from behind the house.

Shit.

Grabbing my sword, I booked it around the edge of the house. Shit shit shit! I kicked open the back gate and burst into the yard, blade upraised and ready for a fight.

Then I lowered it when I spotted Becca standing at the practice range, pistol in hand as she shot another can off a post.

She whirled at the sound of the gate, pistol aimed dead at me, but she dropped it a second later when she recognized me. “Cain?” she said.

“Hey,” I said, my heart slowing its panicked pounding as I sheathed my sword. “Sorry. Saw the lightning and thought something was going on back here. Since, you know, I told you to stay in the house and all…”

Becca had the good grace to blush a little. “Yeah,” she said, cradling the gun nervously. “You did. But I just… I figured it would be a good idea to get more practice in. And I didn’t go far, so…”

I frowned, but realistically I knew this was going to happen. I couldn’t keep her locked in the house like Rapunzel in some incredible jeans. “Right,” I said, brushing my hand through my hair. “Right. No, it’s okay. But I really do need you to stay in there if I tell you to. Things are… tricky.”

“How so?” she asked, her eyes sharpening. “Did you find something?”

Damn, she was quick. Still, I felt a tickle of pride at how fast she caught on. “Something, yeah,” I admitted, heading off towards her. “Found Glott.”

“You did?” she gasped, her eyes widening, the runes on her skin glowing as she squeezed the .38 in her hands. “Where? What did he say?”

“Not much,” I admitted with a scowl. “Looks like he had a bit of an accident.”

“What? Like, he slipped in the shower?”

“A bit worse than that,” I told her. “Seemed like he tried to perform a summoning ritual that… didn’t go quite right. Probably the thing that attacked me last night. When I found him, he looked like a raisin.”

‘He was dead?”

“Literally couldn’t get deader. He was sucked dry worse than the one human at a vampire dinner party.”

Her nose wrinkled at the comparison. “How did that happen?"

I shrugged. “Summoning something is a greedy magic. It takes a lot to bridge the worlds, especially if you’re in a motel room and using an off-brand TV as a medium. If a caster doesn’t have enough magic to properly bring through whatever they’re trying to, and they lose control, the entity will take everything it can to get more of itself into the material world. It’s why cults usually need a bunch of worshippers doing chants and things. Lets the strain get dissipated between them. Suffice to say, Glott definitely didn’t have enough.”

“Then what about my dad?” she asked.

I shook my head. “There was nothing in the room,” I admitted. “And nothing in the car. I hate to say it, but it looks like…”

“No,” Becca said, holding up a hand, her jaw tight. “Don’t say it. Please…”

I nodded, mouth tight as Becca lowered her head biting her lip as she stared at the ground, fighting to regain control of herself. I couldn’t blame her. She didn’t need it spelled out that dad was probably buried in a shallow grave somewhere in Arkham. In time, I was confident that Asmodei would find the body, but likely that was all.

As I did, I heard the familiar ring of my phone.  I flipped it out and checked the caller ID. Ah crap. Gritz again. Masking a sigh I answered. “Hello, sheriff,” I said. “What can I do for you?”

“Cain,” he gasped. “Glad I caught you. Got a little ah… situation down by the river. Body turned up just off the highway near Ducal bridge. Seems like your sort of deal…”

I frowned. “Alright. I’ll be there.”

I could hear the clear relief in his voice. “Good. Good good. Thanks, Cain. See you soon.”

“Sure.”

I hung up and turned to Becca, who had pulled herself together and was giving me a curious look. “Bad news?” she asked.

“Bad news. I need to head out and deal with something.”

“Yeah? Can I come with?”

I considered making her stay at the house, but Gritz had already seen her, and she could definitely use the distraction. Plus, I was a bit worried about leaving her alone. She might keep practicing like she was, and in her current emotional state, well… The house may be heavily warded, but I really didn’t need the rest of the backyard getting fried. Giving her a chance to cool down seemed ideal.

“Alright. Shouldn't take long, hopefully.”

A wane smile brightened her face a bit as she pocketed the .38, and I reminded myself to make her a holster for it too. Had a feeling she’d need it handy.

We hopped into the Chevy and took off down the road. Ducal bridge was near the border of the county, and after a good drive along I spotted a knot of cars marked with the star of the Bloch County sheriff’s department gathered off the side of the road.

Hmm…

Pulling up I got out, Becca following, eyes once more shaded with her glasses. Gritz stood near the embankment along with the local coroner bent over a body bag. A couple deputies idled not far, endeavouring to look like they were doing something productive besides not throwing up.

“Cain,” Gritz said in relief as he spotted me and hustled up. “Glad you made it.”

“Happy to,” I said, looking at the body bag. “Something happen?”

Gritz’s face paled and he cleared his throat. “Yeah. Sure did. Something… sure did,” he said, nodding at the bag. “Found this morning by a driver going down the road. Called us and well… Show him,” Gritz said.

The coroner shrugged and tugged back the sheet. I heard Becca gasp, and even I couldn’t hide a grimace. Shit, yeah. That was… not good.

I’d seen bodies in worse shape, but not many. It looked like someone had run over the poor bastard with a lawnmower made of teeth. Flesh and bone had been flayed and torn apart, mixed together with the tattered remains of clothes.

“We thought it might have been a bear or wolf attack,” Gritz said nervously. “But with everything happening, well…”

“Yeah,” I said, crouching down beside the body. “These aren’t marks from a bear’s claws. Not to mention…”

My frown deepened. I prodded some of the skin. “Is his skin… grey?”

“It ah… seems that way.”

My mind instantly went back to Glott’s corpse. Drained too, huh? But what the hell was it doing out here?

“...Yeah,” I said at last. “Something from beyond the veil definitely did this.”

“They did?” Gritz said, looking both relieved and ready to piss himself. Relieved because it was now officially not his job to deal with this. Ready to piss himself because he might find himself responding to a call and getting ambushed by something with a mouth like a blender.

“Yeah. Any ID on him?” I asked.

“Er, yes. Yes. Right here,” Gritz said, fetching out a plastic bag with a very wet wallet inside. I took it and peered at the license just visible through the plastic. Mitchell Herbert from…

“Arkham?” I said.

“Yes. Seems he’s from out of town.”

“Seems so,” I said grimly. “So how did he end up on the side of the road?”

“Hiking, maybe?” Gritz said. “Or taking a piss?”

“Then where’s his car?”

“You… think he was dumped?” Gritz asked, looking pale again as this job just edged a bit more into his jurisdiction.

“Could be,” I said slowly. I handed the bag back to him, careful to angle it for a moment so Becca could catch a look at the photo. “At any rate, I suggest you tell the mayor about this. If things like this are getting through the veil, then we have some serious trouble.”

“Y-you mean it could happen more?” he gasped.

“Could be,” I hedged. “So I suggest you tell the mayor to tell that moron Carriger that his store is causing some serious problems.”

Gritz gnawed on his lip. Poor bastard. It was no secret that Gritz had his job thanks to the mayor. Most of the mystic community and humans in the county liked him well enough, and the mayor threw her weight behind him to make sure he had the position. But this was largely because he was a complete wet rag and would do pretty much whatever she wanted him to. And the mystic communities trusted each other less than they trusted someone like Gritz. I also strongly suspected spinelessness to the mayor was why he didn’t quit the job and move elsewhere, despite the fact he hated dealing with the more magical stuff.

Still, I doubted if this news would really motivate the mayor to do anything. But any bit of pressure I could put on Carriger would be good.

“Let me know if the autopsy finds anything particularly interesting,” I said.

“Will do, Cain. Will do…”

I spared him a nod before rejoining Becca. Stone-faced, she followed me back to the truck and slid in beside me.

“So,” I began as I started the engine. “Recognize him?”

She shook her head. “Not at all,” she admitted. “Do you think… Do you think he was looking for me?”

“It’d be a pretty big coincidence if he was here for any other reason,” I said as we hit the highway. And though coincidences definitely happened, I wasn’t about to put money on this one being one of those cases. Which meant there was even more reason for her to keep practicing with that gun.

As we pulled up at the house I saw an all too familiar motorbike near the front, and an equally familiar wolf-girl in a leather jacket sitting impatiently on a stump. Cripes. What now?

Opening the door I got out with Becca and started towards the house. As soon as I did, Lorra bounded towards me. “Cain! Hey!” she said, her tail wagging furiously.

“Hey,” I said guardedly. My eyes ranged around the property, but I didn’t see the rest of her pack. “What’s up?”

“Brought something for you!” she cheered and swung out a sloshing jug. “Tadah!”

“...Moonshine?”

“Not just any moonshine!” she said eagerly. “Made by the elves up in the woods. Healing booze! The best!”

My eyebrows flew up in surprise. It was the best, in fact. Sure, there were elves who were ethereal, timeless beauties who hung around ancient realms of crystal and homes made from living trees, but Bloch County was a bit lacking in marble around here, outside of Kenny’s Custom Countertops. Besides, we didn’t get many high elves living in the area.

What we did have plenty of were the wood elves, who were an entirely different story. You never saw them in town, as they preferred the wilderness. They were also fiercely territorial and didn’t play nice with others. You thought sovereign citizens were bad? They didn’t have anything on hillbilly elves, whose moonshine was made of literal moonlight. And though they may have smelled like the Mystery Machine after an investigation into the ghost haunting old man Jackson’s marijuana patch, their magic was easily equal to their more cultured cousins. Just took a bit of a more… rustic form.

“How did you get that?” I asked incredulously. “They never give it up easily.”

“They didn’t!” she said happily.

My eyes trailed to her hand. “Is that blood on your knuckles?”

With a jingle of earrings, Lorra’s ears wilted a little. “Um… maybe.”

“Lorra,” I said with a warning tone.

“It’s not mine,” she said hurriedly. “And it wasn’t what you think! I didn’t kill anyone. But the elves wanted to see a fight, and they brought out Bubba Elron. It was all fine afterwards! He took a sip and was good as new. Well, sorta new. But he was missing those teeth before I fought him, I swear!”

I rubbed my forehead. “Lorra, I do appreciate the effort, but I’m really alright. I took a poultice this morning and I’m good as new. See?”

Lorra’s ears folded and her tail stopped wagging. “Oh,” she said, puppydog eyes glistening. She gave the jug another slosh. “Then um… I guess you don’t need this, huh?”

Argh, dammit. Now I felt like a right heel. Sure, she might have beaten the shit out of a redneck elf, but she did it to try and help me. And knowing the wood elves, he probably deserved it. Maybe I was being too hard on her. At this point, it was pretty obvious Lorra didn’t want to beat the crap out of me. She really was trying to make amends, or at least get into my good graces. And slapping a hand offered in friendship was never a good idea. Especially what said hand could break a boulder like it was a Ritz cracker.

“...You have anywhere to be?” I asked her instead.

She perked up a little, her tail giving a hopeful wag. “Nope.”

“Alright. Then, do you want to have a beer on the deck? I need to help Becca with her target practice a bit more tonight. You’re welcome to join us.”

Lorra practically bounced with excitement. “I’d love to!” she said. “Oh! Hold on! I got some beers too. You’ll love them! Real quality shit.”

“You okay with it?” I asked Becca as the wolf-girl dug into the pouches hanging off the sides of her bike.

“Are you?” she asked with a look of mild amusement. “She did try to kill you.”

I rubbed the back of my head. “Yeah. Yeah. But these things can be… complicated.”

“So I’m learning,” she said, patting my arm. “I’m fine with it.”

Colour me surprised. But I wasn’t about to argue.

Soon enough me and Lorra were sitting on the back deck, watching as Becca took potshots at the cans on the pegs. The wolf-girl was actually pretty fun to be around, cheering happily with me whenever Becca got a hit and offering some encouraging words when a shot went wild. Clearly she was used to being the life of the party. And her tolerance for alcohol meant that Becca had no shortage of cans for target practice.

Finally, as it started to get dark, Becca joined us on the porch and knocked back a beer with us. Sitting there with them, it felt strange how comfortable it was. Cozy and almost, well, homey.

But it was a good feeling, I had to admit. Even if Lorra did occasionally pepper me with questions about the Kennedy assassination for some reason. And as I took another sip of my beer, watching Lorra try and convince Becca to have a drinking contest, I smiled.

Maybe having others around wasn’t so bad…


Chapter 21. Suits

I was out training with Becca the next morning when I got another call. My hopes rose at the thought it might be Desiree, but hey, something from Luna was pretty good too.

“Hey,” I said, turning away as another flash of lightning from Becca’s pistol obliterated another can. “If it isn’t my favourite fox. What’s up?”

“Lots, as it turns out,” Luna gushed. “Listen, I think I might have had a breakthrough on Rebecca’s markings! But I want to double check just to be sure. Can you bring her in today?”

My spirits soared like a harpy on mushrooms. “Absolutely. We’ll be there in a bit.”

“Awesome! I’ll be waiting.”

I hung up with a smile. Excellent. Finally, some progress. “Becca?” I called, turning back to her as she took aim once more. “Pack it in. We’ve got a trip to town to make.”

She looked up from sighting her gun, static still crackling around the barrel. “Yeah? What about?”

“Luna thinks she might have figured something out about your seal.”

“Really?” she gasped, turning away from the targets and immediately focusing on me. “She say anything else?”

“No, but she’s hopeful. Worth a visit, at any rate.”

“I’ll say!”

Becca was practically shoving me into the truck to head down, and once we were I zoomed down the road for Springville. Town was pretty quiet today, and we made excellent time pulling into Foxfire and heading inside.

“Cain!” Luna yipped as soon as I came through the door, the fox-girl abandoning her desk to bounce across the shop and into my arms. She kissed me eagerly, and I was more than happy to return it, squeezing the kitsune in a hug that made her squeak and squirm in happiness, tails almost upending a rack of t-shirts with UFOs abducting cows on them. Breaking the kiss she bounced out of my arms and beamed at a somewhat annoyed looking Becca.

“So,” I said to Luna. “You had something for us?”

“Maybe,” she replied. “I think so, anyway, but wanted to make doubly sure. First rule of research is confirmation! Want to come into the back real quick?”

“Gladly,” I said, ushering Becca after the kitsune.

Once safely ensconced in Luna’s office (whose conspiracy wall was now focused around a picture of a shoe with ‘aglets: Secret listening devices?’ written on it), Luna turned to face us with a flick of her tail. “Alright!” she declared, clapping her hands together inside her long sleeves. “Shirt off.”

With a shrug Becca did so, revealing the tattoos that threaded her figure, just hidden by her bra. Immediately Luna crouched down in front of the other woman, the kitsune’s face pinched with concentration as she scrutinized the dark ink that covered Becca’s stomach and back. “Hmmm…” the fox-girl hummed, pink tails weaving around her, their bells glowing softly with magic. She nodded slowly. “Yeah,” she said. “Yeah. Just as I thought.”

“What? What did you think?” Becca asked, both nervous and frantic.

Luna straightened with a grim expression. “Unfortunately, it’s not a new kind of interstellar map meant to guide aliens on their journey back to Xanu like I first suspected.” She glanced over at me. “And it’s also not just a magic seal. There is a way to release much of the power if done in a certain way.”

My brow furrowed. “You mean…”

“Yeah,” Luna said with a sympathetic look at Becca. “These tattoos aren’t just meant to seal your sorcery. They were designed to potentially be used to channel it into a spell. A massive one.”

“You’re sure?” I asked.

“One hundred percent.”

“Sorry,” Becca asked, looking between us uncertainly. “But… what exactly does that mean?”

“It means,” I said, “that this seal wasn’t just meant to keep your powers from being sensed or leaking out. It was also designed to be used for something when unlocked.”

“W-wait,” Becca said. “Are you… are you saying my dad did this design so I could… I could be used for something?”

“Um…” the kitsune murmured and glanced my way.

Aw hell. I scratched at my cheek, but there wasn’t much point trying to hide it. “It’s possible,” I admitted. “But we shouldn’t assume. This mark that he put on you is some very old and very potent magic. If he got the design from someone, he might not have known everything that it did.”

“But… but he might have,” Becca said.

I could only nod.

Becca took a shaky breath, let it out. “And it… it might have had something to do with that cult, couldn’t it?” she said, looking between me and a now nervous Luna. “He might have been a part of it or… or something. But… but if it was, then why did he have me run away? What was it all about?” she asked.

“We just don’t know yet,” I told her. “We just don’t know.”

Becca shook and slumped down into a nearby chair, resting her head in her hand as she stared at her lap in dumbfounded shock. Stepping up beside her, I crouched down and wrapped my arm around her, tugging her close.

“Hey,” I said gently as I felt her shudder. “We’re going to figure this out. You hear me?”

“I just don’t know what to think anymore,” Becca sobbed softly. “I wish… I just wish dad had told me. I wish he hadn’t been hiding stuff from me.”

“I’m sure he had his reasons,” I said, which was cold comfort without a doubt, but not much else I could say there. Only the good professor knew what he’d been doing, and we just had guess work unless he turned up. I hoped he did, but given what Becca had seen on her way out, and the fact that there was no evidence in Glott’s car, well, I didn’t want to get her hopes up.

I held Becca like that until she stopped shaking and her breathing grew steady. Luna passed Becca a tissue and she dried her eyes with it, taking another shaky breath before she raised her head and gave me a weak smile.

“Thanks,” she said. “Sorry for the whole…”

“It’s fine,” I assured her. “Whenever you need me, I’ll be there.”

“Thanks, Cain. I… that really does mean a lot to me.”

I gave her another squeeze and looked up at Luna. “Anything else?” I asked.

“Well,” Luna hummed nervously. “I was kinda hoping to get a bit of clarity on some of the designs. Maybe figure out specifically what it was for.”

“Alright.” I patted Becca’s shoulder and let her go as I stood. “I’ll wait outside. When you’re done come meet me. We’ll go get some burgers. There’s a steak house run by a minotaur that’s absolutely to die for.”

Becca snorted, but made an effort to smile. “Sounds tasty.”

“You know it,” I chuckled, glad to see the effort at least. I left them to it, heading out of the shop.

Bell jingling behind me, I shut the door of Foxfire and leaned against the wall, letting my smile fade away. Though I’d put on a comforting front, this was some very unwelcome news. Dammit, Richard. What the hell were you doing? What is going on with your daughter? What the hell is happening around here? Too many questions, not enough goddam answers.

I sighed, hands in my pockets and rocking on my heels as I looked around the street. As I did, I saw a very unwelcome sight ambling my way.

Straightening slowly, my eyes narrowing, I watched as Carriger, his bodyguards, and that stupid Squirrely mascot for some reason came up towards me.

"Why hello, Cain," Carriger said amiably, moving for a handshake. "Good to see again."

"Is it?" I asked, ignoring the hand.

“Of course,” he laughed, smoothly taking his hand back and putting it into his pocket. “Surely you weren’t holding that unfortunate meeting back at my worksite against me?”

“Actually, I think I might have,” I said, noticing Baldy was glaring at me, and the mascot had started to dance and jive. “Shocking, I know.”

“Now now,” Carriger replied with a wave of his hand. “I understand we got off on the wrong foot, but I’m more than happy to let bygones be bygones. And I’m very eager to work amiably with our local slayer.”

“Is that so?” I asked. “You didn’t seem so jazzed for it last time.”

“Come now, give me a little credit,” he said. “You caught me off guard, showing up and making demands after all the work I put into building my store. Not to mention bringing good jobs to the area.”

“You mean all those construction goons you bussed in?” I asked.

His smile didn’t even twitch, but his eyes narrowed just a bit. “Ha ha, I was of course referring to the jobs working in the building itself. We’re offering very competitive wages, of course. Speaking of,” he added, segueing smoothly, “about your concerns with the building and location.”

This oughta be good. “Yeah?”

“After some time to think about it, and some advice from our outstanding legal team, I feel that, perhaps, you may have had a bit of a point.”

“Did I now?” I asked, crossing my arms.

“Quite so,” he said with a tilt of his head. “It would be pretty churlish of me to deny your offer, which was clearly made in the interest of public safety and entirely in good faith. Therefore, I’d be happy to have you come by the building in the next few days and take a look around. Just for the sake of transparency. And, of course,” he added with a vague gesture, “we’d even be happy to hire you on as a… contractor, shall we say.”

That got a raised eyebrow out of me. Damn. His lawyers must have shit the bed when they found out about the body by the bridge if this was where things were going. Suppose I shouldn’t be totally surprised. It was easy to ignore work hazards until someone got mauled by interdimensional beings. Then fingers started pointing, lawsuits started getting drafted, and the press got their field day.

Still, it did line up pretty well with what I’d been hoping for, so I couldn’t really complain here. I needed to find out what was going on in that building. Especially if horrors beyond our reality were sneaking through and ripping apart tourists. Only Florida could get away with that sort of thing.

“Sounds fine,” I said. “Though let’s hold off on the contractor bit. At least, until I get a look at what we’re dealing with.”

“Of course. And with greatest…”

He trailed off as I heard the bell of the shop door jangle. I glanced back as Becca stepped out, and when she saw Carriger the blonde stopped dead.

Her eyes widened, and Carrigers’s did too. He straightened slowly, and even the mascot behind him had stopped mid-floss.

"Rebecca Hann," Carriger said with sudden interest. "What a… surprise to see you here."

"Carriger," she breathed, her tone cold.

I looked between them. "You two know each other?" I asked.

"Passingly," Carriger said silkily, the moment of surprise wiped from his face and the smile back on it. "What a pleasure to see you here. I was very worried. I heard you’d disappeared."

"I bet you were," she said bitingly.

Carriger glanced back at me. "Well," he said, stroking his chin, "I can see you’re in capable hands. Excellent. Keep in mind what we talked about, Mister Cain. You have my number?"

"No," I said.

"I’ll send it along," he replied. Then, turning, he snapped his fingers and sauntered away, Baldy giving me another withering glare, Squirrely moonwalking after them.

Once they were gone, I turned to Becca.

"So, you know our creepy billionaire?" I said.

She nodded once, watching the retreating figures. "I do," she said. "He’s one of the trustees at Miskatonic."

“He is?”

Becca nodded and swallowed. “He was always talking to my dad about his work. Was a big sponsor for expanding the university’s collection of artifacts. And for archaeological expeditions…”

"Well," I breathed, jaw tightening as I watched Carriger duck into a sleek black car, Baldy and Squirrely somehow squeezing in behind him. “Isn’t that interesting….”

Becca glanced quickly at me. "You think he might have something to do with… with what happened to my dad?"

"Could be," I said, watching the dark car cut into the meager traffic and speed away. "Not a lot of coincidences when magic gets involved," I told her. "Coincidences are what we call it when gods start playing chess with people."

"Really?"

"Oh yeah," I said. "And I have a feeling they’re playing a very bloody game this time."

Becca looked at the departing car nervously. "Should… should we go after him?" she asked.

I considered it, but what did we have to go on? Just a gut feeling. "No," I told her. "Not yet. We don’t have any proof."

“Of?”

“Anything, really,” I said with a shrug.

"So… what do we do?" Becca asked.

"I," I told her, “am going to put in some inquiries. And as for you,” I continued as I took her shoulder and led her away from the shop “You are going to practice the hell out of your magic."

She nodded once, her face growing serious. "All right," she said.

"Atta girl," I told her, patting her on the shoulder as we headed back to the truck, my mind whirling. The hairs on my arms were tingling with a sense of approaching danger.

Seemed time was no longer on my side…


Chapter 22. Ambush

I got the call from Desiree late that night.

Just a simple message: Got the goods.

There was also a kissing lips emoji, which implied she expected a bonus for this one, but fuck it. At this point I’d be willing to let her ride me to the dregs to get some info I could fucking use.

I grabbed my keys and got up from the couch, turning away from the TV I hadn’t really been watching anyway.

"Where are you going?" Becca asked, twisting around from where she’d been sitting as I moved around it.

"Gotta see a demon about some information," I told her. "I’ll be back soon."

"Oh. Alright," she said, sitting back down uneasily. "Be careful."

“Always am,” I assured her, then headed outside and got in the truck.

The night was deepening as I drove. The air felt charged and the sky rumbled now and then. A storm? Maybe. Didn’t feel like the right kind of weather. Everything felt tense. Maybe it was my imagination, I wasn’t sure.

It was near eleven by the time I pulled into the strip club, its neon sign buzzing and washing everything in a bright red. Roland was waiting at the door, and before I said a thing he jerked a thumb inside.

“She’s in her office.”

“Thanks,” I said, hurrying past him

Guttural rock music pounding from speakers inside the club. An eagle harpy was on center stage and halfway through taking off the stars and stripes, and I spotted a bunch of Lorra’s pack howling and enjoying the show. The wolf herself was at a table with several others, but the second I entered her head went up, nose twitching as she caught my scent. She turned, looking around and when she spotted me she waved me over, but I shook my head and headed for the back, ignoring her resulting pout. Cassie was there too, and the mohawked wolf-girl scowled at me, but I had even less time for her.

“Come on in, Cain,” Desiree said at my knock, her voice a low and throaty purr.

I did so, stepping into her lair. The succubus was idling behind her desk, painting her nails a pitch black. She smiled lazily when I came in and capped her polish, blowing on her fingers

“There you are,” she said. “You came fast.”

“Yeah, well, things have happened, and I think your info is more important than ever,” I said, planting a hand on her desk and leaning in. “Do you have something?”

"Oh, I do," she said with a suggestive flick of her dark eyebrows. "I really do. And I don’t think you’re going to like it."

"I’ll take it anyway," I said.

"That’s the spirit," she said and lifted a roll of blueprints onto the desk. “Here we are. The floorplan of Carriger’s new location.”

I shook my head. “How did you even get ahold of these things?”

“Let’s just say people often share things they shouldn’t with my girls.”

I’d believe that. Many a man had been fucked over by a pretty face and a need to impress. For my part, I unrolled the blueprints right on the desk, eyes narrow as I took them in. Even at first glance the floor plan looked weird. But the more I looked at it, the more I felt my guts twist in horror. No way. No goddam way. I ‘d been worried about the place before, but this was even worse than I imagined! I mean, I knew all department stores were places of misery and manufactured evil, but I assumed most weren’t built purely for that. Well, aside from Walmart.

But this…

“Holy hell,” I breathed.

“Yes,” Desiree said with an idle look at the diagrams. “Not very good, is it?”

“I’ll say,” I said. “Do you know what it is?”

“Not quite my cup of tea, but the whole layout reeks of black sorcery,” she admitted.

“Worse than that,” I grunted. “These structures here. And the way these columns are arranged, the basement here. And these runes… these are the same ones as that fucking cube. Desiree, this whole store is basically a giant fucking altar of summoning!”

“Is it?” Desiree said with a raised eyebrow. “How strange. Though it makes sense, given what else I dug up about your new friend. Turns out he’s not quite the businessman he pretends to be."

"Colour me shocked," I growled. "A millionaire is a dick? Go figure."

"Oh, he’s not just a dick," she told me. "As it turns out, our friend is deeply involved in certain circles."

"What kinds of circles?" I asked.

“Well,” she smiled. "Apparently my contacts report that those men he’s been bussing in to build the store and work in it? Well, I’ve talked to my girls and trawled through some social media, and a bunch of them have all got something in common."

“What?”

A flash of pearly fang gleamed in her smile. “A certain affection for a spidery tattoo.”

My eyes snapped to hers. The connections flashed. Rebecca’s father. Miskatonic’s patron. The construction. The outer thing who’d come after me. It all led here. Fuck! I hated when cosmic forces conspired. It always tangled me up in the webs of fate. Literally, in this case.

But I didn’t have time to hang around cursing my ill luck, because I suddenly remembered Carriger’s face when he saw Becca. I realized in a flash just what those markings on her were for. Ritual lines. In’Guliat. And here was its goddam temple to be summoned in, disguised as a fucking department store.

Becca.

Who was all alone in the house.

I jerked upright in horror. Yeah, my house could probably take a magic nuclear missile to the windows and be fine, but magic was really dangerous because it was subtle, and I had a sudden terrible feeling.

“I have to go,” I gasped, heading for the door.

“Wh- hey! What about my bonus!” Desiree protested.

“I’ll owe you!” I shouted over my shoulder as I burst out of her office.

I shot through the club and straight for the exit. I saw Lorra wave me over to her booth again, but just shook my head, registering her puzzled expression before I hurled open the front doors, practically vaulting into my truck. I crammed the keys into the ignition, and even the few seconds it took for the engine to start seemed too long. The second it caught I peeled out of the parking lot with a rattle of gravel, swung around, and shot towards the highway.

One hand on the wheel, my headlights groping down the road, I dug out my phone and quickly called the house’s number, but all I got was a ring. “Come on,” I groaned. “Come on!”

“The number you have dialed is not available. If you’d like to leave a message-”

“Fuck!” I swore, slamming down my phone. No. No, this was not good. It could have been nothing, but my every instinct was screaming something was wrong. Terribly wrong. Carriger was looking for Becca. His store was a ritual center. A focal point of power meant to act as a door into our reality, and Becca was the fucking beacon. She was a sacrifice to fuel an eldritch god’s passage into this world. He was going to come for her.

And maybe already had.

And that was when I made my mistake. The biggest one. So focused on the road ahead, I neglected my surroundings. Never noticed the intersection until the headlights winked on and an engine roared.

I turned my head in horror and saw the delivery truck barreling towards me, the massive Squirrely decal emblazoned across the hood declaring ‘Deals You’ll Go Nuts For!’

“Fuck!” I swore, hauling on the wheel, but there was nothing I could do before the other truck plowed into my side.

My seatbelt slammed into my chest, driving the wind out of me as my Chevy was tossed, rolling over and down the lip of a hill.

For a moment, there was only spinning. Pain. The world flipping end over end and the crunch of glass and metal.

And then, finally, it stopped.

I moaned in pain, upside down. Everything ached, but I knew I had to move. That was no accident. Which meant I was about to have some very unfriendly company.

Fingers numb with pain, I fumbled with my seatbelt and managed to unclip it. The moment it came free, I slammed into the roof, now the floor.

Ow.

Gritting my teeth, I reached for the door, struggling to wrench it open. It finally did when I gave it a kick, and I crawled out, clinging to the side of my ruined truck as I hauled myself to my feet. My head swam and I nearly blacked out again, but I managed to keep my legs under me and steady myself.

Shouts rang out. I looked up, seeing figures at the top of the hill, silhouetted by the glow of headlights.

Fuck. Had to move.

I pushed myself away from the truck, stumbling forward. My body screamed in protest, but I staggered further down the small slope, practically tumbling down it. My breath came hard and heavy, my head pounding like a war drum as I forced my way through the thick underbrush and among some scattered trees.

"He was over here!" one of the voices called.

"He can’t have gotten far," another replied, one I recognized from meeting Carriger. One of his toughs. Baldy.

Oh yeah. This was going to be a problem.

Flashlights stabbed through the darkness, their beams cutting through the underbrush. I swore, ducking down as they flashed near me. I didn’t have my shotgun or my sword, and I’d been too addled to look for them in the wreck, even if I could have gotten them free. But that didn’t mean I was defenseless.

My head was starting to clear and I fumbled at my boot, fingers wrapping around cold steel. I pulled the knife free, blade shimmering with a low grade sharpness enchantment and ward against evil. But against regular humans it was just a knife.

Still, it would have to do.

Staggering behind a tree, I pressed my back against the rough bark, trying to steady my breathing.

The underbrush rustled as the men came closer. They were confident. Amateurs really. But a bullet to the brain from an idiot was as deadly as one from an expert.

I stayed still. Silent.

My grip tightened around the handle of the knife.

I heard grass and underbrush crackle under a boot behind the tree. A flashlight cut around my cover.

A figure stepped past my hiding place.

I moved.

My hand clamped over his mouth and yanked him against me. He grunted as he toppled back, my knife driving into his chest.

He gagged, struggling, but I drove the blade into him again until he stopped moving.

Panting, I pulled my hand away and looked at his face. I didn’t recognize him.

But I did recognize the tattoo on his neck.

A spider, and his uniform was a construction jacket with Carriger’s logo on it.

Goddamn it.

A flash of light hit me.

I barely glanced at the man with the light before I rolled as a shout rang out, followed by the crack of gunfire. Dirt burst near my foot as I scrambled back into the darkness.

"He’s over there!" a man yelled, coming after me.

Crap. Crap crap crappity crap!

I tumbled into the brush and tall grass, reached into my pocket, fingers closing around one of my shotgun shells. Quickly, I cracked off the top, pouring the spell components into my palm.

Figures moved toward me, their flashlights bobbing through the darkness, betraying their positions.

Perfect.

I jumped to my feet, throwing the components towards them and spitting out the words of the spell.

Magic flared, wild and unchecked. A burst of flame erupted across the clearing as the fireball engulfed the leading men. They screamed as they turned into living torches, their flailing bodies beating back the night.

The rest of the group reeled back at the flames, yanking their attention from me, and I rushed the shouting survivors.

The cultist I went for saw me coming and fired at me, but his haste threw his aim wide, and he only got the one before I was on him. With one hand I yanked the arm with the gun aside, and with the other I plunged my knife into his chest, right into his heart.

He gasped, body jerking against me, and I swung him around just as his nearest companion fired. The dead man’s body took the hit and I crouched, fumbling for the dropped gun and snatching it up. I returned fire, the revolver kicking in my hand, and the other gunman went down.

The chatter of an automatic snarled through the night. Several rounds hit me, the barrier on my jacket crackling as the impacts flung me to the ground. I scrambled back quickly, spotting Baldy cradling a SMG. Fucker brought a machine gun to a knife fight.

Bastard.

I rolled deeper into the darkness, going low and peeking from among the tall grass. More cultists moved into the light. Fuck. There was a goddam clown car of these bastards, and several of them were carrying heavier ordinance. My stolen gun wouldn’t do me much good against that, and I didn’t have enough tricks on me to last forever. I needed to get back to my truck somehow. I reached into my pocket for another shotgun shell.

Then heard the click from behind me.

“Show me your hands.”

I slowly did.

“Drop it.”

I dropped my stolen handgun and glanced back. Another of the cultists had moved up behind me in the dark, and had his revolver trained on me, the spider tattoo throbbing on his gun hand. His eyes gleamed in the dark.

"Stand," he ordered.

I did, slowly. The rest of the cultists moved in, all of them aiming at me. My barrier could take a beating, but it was designed for heavy, single blows. Not the kind of firepower I was looking at.

“Don’t suppose you’d like to outline your entire scheme for me here?” I asked Baldy as he ambled up.

“Boss might,” he said, shrugging as he took careful aim. “Not me.”

Damn.

Then I heard it. The revving of an engine.

Baldy’s expression grew puzzled and he turned his head back towards the hill, just as a motorcycle hit the lip with a roar, flying through the air.

Lorra.

The wolf-girl howled with glee from her seat, a chain swinging above her head. Her bike slammed down on the hill, fishtailing for a second before she got it back under control, tearing down towards the cultists.

“Awoooooo!” Lorra howled over the roar of the engine.

“Fuck!” Baldy swore, swinging around to take aim, only for Lorra to leap off her bike even as he opened fire.

A rain of bullets ripped apart the bike and it exploded, the flaming wreck tumbling through the brush, but Lorra was already well past it. She landed beside one of the other cultists and backhanded the man so hard his head twisted in a way no chiropractor could fix. In the same move she swung her chain, wrapping it around Baldy’s gun and pulled.

Unwisely, Baldy kept a grip on his weapon, a frantic pull of his trigger finger stitching the ground with bullet holes even as he was hauled right into Lorra’s fist. Her clawed hand burst out his back in a splash of gore, Baldy gagging as he fell against her shoulder like a drunk after a night of binge drinking.

"Kill her!" the cultist who’d ambushed me screamed, turning his gun from me and opening fire. “Shoot the bitch!”

Lorra barely flinched, just raising an arm to shield her face as every cultist opened fire on her, bullets chewing her leather jacket, deflecting off her magic reinforced skin. She howled and charged into them, her chain lashing out like a whip, her clawed hand ripping apart anyone who stood in her way.

I couldn’t have asked for a better distraction, and I took the opportunity to whip around and slice open the throat of the man holding me.

The cultist gagged, grabbed at his neck even as he toppled to the dust. I snagged up the man’s dropped gun and turned it on the surviving cultists, only to find it was already over.

Lowering my weapon, I sucked in a breath, my heart still hammering as I took in the battlefield, adrenaline pumping through my veins. Bodies were littered among the weeds. Shadows flickered and swayed from the fires still burning here and there.

“Th-thanks,” I told the wolf-girl.

“Any time,” she said, prowling up beside me. "You okay?" she asked, touching my face.

"No," I admitted. "I need to get back to the house."

She grinned. “Not a problem,” she said, nodding up to the lip of the hill. She took off for it at a run and I followed, stopping at my truck just long enough to retrieve my shotgun and sword before I climbed up after her.

On the road, the rest of her gang had pulled up, bikes revving and wolf-girls waiting on their leader’s command. A few more bodies of cultists lay scattered about, but I barely glanced at them. One of Lorra’s girls ditched her bike and passed it to her leader, who mounted it and gave the engine a rev.

"Hop on,” she said, nodding to her seat.

No argument from me. I swung up behind her, and she cranked the throttle. The bike roared, ripping off down the highway, the rest of her gang falling in behind us with howls. I held Lorra’s waist tightly, my jaw clenched as the miles vanished in our wake.

I only hoped we weren’t too late.


Chapter 23. Lost

Seeing my house come into view and still intact didn’t soothe my worries, and before Lorra had even brought the bike to a full stop I was off, charging for the door. I threw it open, barely bothering to deactivate the barriers.

"Becca!" I shouted.

No reply.

Panic surged, my chest tightening like it was in a vice.

"Rebecca!" I called again, louder this time as I rushed through the house, searching every room. The wards were still active. No sign of a break-in. But no sign of her either. “Rebecca!”

Lorra came in behind me. "You think she ran off?" the wolf-girl asked.

I shook my head as I thudded back down the stairs from a search of the second floor. "No. She wouldn’t have done that. Something got her to leave the house, then took her."

“What?” the wolf-girl asked

“I have a few ideas,” I admitted. Ones that scared me more than I wanted to admit. But there wasn’t time to panic. I needed to be calm. Freaking out was only going to make things worse.

Besides, I had a pretty good idea where she might be, and rushing off there would be a guaranteed suicide mission.

Instead I pulled out my phone, flicking through my contacts to Luna’s number.

"Can you get back to town fast?" I asked Lorra.

"Sure," she said, watching me curiously.

"Great," I said, as the phone rang, picking up on the fifth one.

"Whazzat?" Luna mumbled, her voice groggy with sleep.

"Luna," I said. “It’s me.”

"Cain?” she mumbled, and I could almost see her sitting up in bed with pink hair a mess, blinking away the sleep as her voice cleared. “What’s goin’ on?"

“Nothing good. Rebecca’s missing. I think the cult took her."

She inhaled sharply, all grogginess gone from her voice. "Oh shit!" she gasped. "What do you need?"

I was both surprised and gratified at how quick she jumped there. Though I hated to ask her for help in something this dangerous, I didn’t have a lot of options if I wanted to take care of things before they got really bad. And if I failed, well, I doubted anywhere on earth would be safe for long. "If we swing by in about twenty minutes will that be long enough for you to gear up?" I asked.

“For what?”

“To smash into a temple disguised as a department store, filled to the gills with cultists looking to summon up an eldritch god.”

She gave a humorless laugh. “Damn, Cain. Don’t ask for much, do you?”

“I’m sorry. I-”

“I’ll be ready,” she said gently. “Come by as soon as you can.”

I exhaled heavily, and for the first time since I left Desiree’s club I relaxed a bit. “Thanks, Luna. I owe you.”

“Damn right you do. But that’s okay. I love you.”

“Love you too,” I told her, hanging up. I sighed, running my hand through my hair.

“So,” Lorra said, grinning wildly. “When do we smash up this place?”

I looked at her in surprise. “We?”

“Of course,” she cackled, throwing her arm over my shoulders and tugging me flush against her side. “I’m not missing a rumble like this! Especially not with my mate rushing in to fight a god!”

For a minute I didn’t know what to say. It was one thing to be into a guy who could take you in a fight and… otherwise. Something else entirely to volunteer to take on an eldritch horror and an army of cultists to boot.

“I… thank you,” I told her sincerely, definitely not willing to turn down her help. Then I shook myself, disentangling myself from her arm. “Come with me.”

“Why?” she asked, following me deeper into the house.

“I have a present for you,” I told her.

“Present?” she asked, both intrigued and excited to judge by the sudden vigorous wagging of her tail. “What?”

“Something you can make very good use of,” I told her, leading her into the basement.

Lorra followed me down, and I heard her stop right when she saw the full breadth of my workshop.

“Holy shit,” the wolf-girl breathed as she started moving again, following me into the basement. “What is all this?”

“My sorcerous workshop,” I told her as I hauled down a belt and started loading magic grenades from a box. “Don’t touch anything.”

“I wasn’t going to holy fuck! Is that a bazooka?” she asked.

“It is,” I said, gingerly taking it out of her hands. “A prototype. Far from ready for field use. It keeps ripping open the fabric of space.”

“Oooh. Then what’s my present?” she asked, bouncing in place, downright manic glee on her face.

Realizing I’d better hand it over now before her wagging tail set something off that’d blow us sky high, I headed over for the items in question and pulled them down. Lorra’s eyes widened as I brought her the gloves, the knuckles plated with metal that seemed to glow cold.

“Woah,” she breathed, taking them. “This is what you meant?”

“They are,” I confirmed as I resumed arming myself. “Arcano gauntlets. Those things will harness your natural magic to focus every hit you deliver with them. You were strong now, but with those you’ll be able to punch through a tank.”

Lorra’s eyes widened. “Oh Cain,” she whispered. “This is… this is the nicest thing anyone’s ever given me.”

“Ready to give them a field test?” I asked as I hauled down an RPG and selected its grenade.

Mouth widening in a gleeful grin, Lorra pulled the gloves on and flexed her fingers, crackles of red magic crawling over her fists. “Oh yeah!”

I nodded, getting back to arming myself. But as I strapped on a belt of grenades, one thing still bothered me. How had Carriger been able to ambush me so easily? Not just with his truck of goons, but now I suspected he’d done it with Bob too. How had he known where and when to unload his monster, minions, and more at just the right time? The only connecting thing was…

Ah.

Of course.

Slamming a knife into its sheathe on my belt, I turned and grimly left the workshop. Lorra followed, her head cocking and ears twitching as she sensed the shift in my mood.

Throwing open the doors I headed outside and stepped onto the porch. The Hellhounds turned at my appearance, eyes running over my armaments with interest. For my part, I scanned them until I saw Cassie.

“You,” I growled, pointing at her.

The mohawked wolf-girl blinked. “Me?” she said blankly.

Lorra moved up behind me, ears flicking up and her head cocking with concern.

I stepped down onto the drive, slowly looking Cassie up and down, something that started to make her a bit uneasy. “Where is it?” I asked.

“Where’s what?”

“Your spider tattoo.”

I saw it then. The sudden start and her eyes widening in panic.

“What?” Lorra asked.

“Every time I was attacked was a time when your gang was around,” I told Lorra, my eyes never straying from the wolf-girl in front of me. “The first time at Desiree’s bar. The second time tonight. They knew where I was and where I was going.”

“S-so?” Cassie retorted, sneering. “More likely it was the demons that sold you out.”

“Maybe,” I agreed, glaring at her. “But why did you take that interest in my truck when you first came through town? Why did you try and attack me right there? Were you getting paid by Carriger first to try and off me yourself, and when that didn’t work you tried sikking Lorra on me? And when that failed too you fed Carriger information about my movements?”

The gang shifted around the wolf-girl, looking at her more intently.

Lorra stepped past me, her ears flat, her eyes narrow. “Is this true?” she asked, her voice a growl.

“N-no way!” Cassie said, looking around in a growing panic. “Alpha, he’s lying!”

“Then you won’t have a spider tattoo on you,” I said. “Will you?”

“She’s got one,” another of the gang said, looking harshly at Cassie. “Saw it in the shower. It’s on her shoulder.”

Lorra gave a feral growl and took a step forward. “Jacket off,” she snarled.

Cassie took a quick step back, but two other biker wolves moved up behind her and grabbed her arms. She tried to struggle free but they pinned her arms behind her. Lorra moved up, grabbed the other wolf-girl’s jacket and ripped it down from her shoulder with a single sharp motion.

There it was, plain as day. The tattoo throbbing with the malign power of the spider. Lorra snarled and grabbed Cassie by the jaw, forcing her to look at the looming alpha biker.

“Traitor bitch!” she snapped. “If I wasn’t in a rush I’d really show you pain!”

“A-Alpha! Please!” Cassie whined. “I never meant-”

Lorra grabbed her former underling’s head and twisted. I winced at the crack of bone as Cassie’s neck broke. The biker wolf’s head lolled grotesquely, her body sagging in the grip of the wolf-girls on either side.

I looked down at the corpse with grim satisfaction. It had been a bit of a risk pinning my evidence on her having the cult’s tattoo, but it was a pretty safe one. Someone like Carriger wouldn’t have relied on some biker without knowing he could trust her. And the best way to do that was to make sure she was a member of his little cult.

Lorra spat on the dead woman and looked to the pair holding her. “Bury this bitch,” she growled. “Then suit up! We ride for war!”

Howls of excitement went up front the biker wolves, arms pumping and bikes revving and growling with excitement. Well, I had my army.

Now, time to storm the keep.


Chapter 24. Shopping Spree

The construction site loomed before us, half-finished and eerie in the sharp glare of the floodlamps and streetlights. The Carriger sign itself was lit up too, but the sky above it was dark with roiling black clouds.

And even if that hadn’t been enough to tell me my suspicions were correct, the glowing barrier up around the entire place was more than enough for it. Now and then lightning stabbed from the roiling sky, clawing across the surface of the arcane shield before dissipating.

I stood just outside the edge of the barrier, weighed down by the absolute fucking arsenal of weapons I’d come with. None of which, however, would have enough power to crack that shield. Seemed Carriger had built the best that money could buy. I could almost respect him for that. Guy put a lot of thought, backup, and planning into this little ritual thing he had going on. I was still going to enjoy every second of killing him, but I respected the hustle.

Besides, I might not be able to slip through his barrier. But I had someone who could.

Behind me crouched Luna, the kitsune surrounded by her spellcrafting tools. The kitsune’s face was intent, while spell tags hovered in the air before her, her tails waving and weaving the magic she commanded as she worked on breaking the barrier.

“Almost got it?” I asked her.

“Almost,” she said, her face scrunched with concentration. “It’s a good one.”

“And you’re better,” I assured her.

A smile fluttered across her lips before her face knit again with concentration. “I can disrupt it, Cain, but not for long. And they’re gonna know when it breaches. This won’t be subtle.”

“That’s fine,” I said, glancing back at the rest of my plan. “We won’t be either.”

The entire Hellhounds pack were arranged back there, wolf-girls grinning eagerly as they watched the barrier shimmer. Some had guns. Others knives. A few just chains or bats. They really did look like a crazed biker gang.

Which was fine. That’s what I needed tonight.

Lorra grinned at me from where she leaned on the handlebars of her bike, which rumbled under her with a throaty growl. Her tail wagged eagerly and her eyes burned hot with excitement as she arched a bit, pushing her breasts out as she bared her fangs. “Ready for fun?” she asked, giving her bike a revving.

"Ready for something, that’s for damn sure,” I said, looking back to the store. A frontal assault wasn’t ideal. But nothing in this situation was. Besides, if my career had taught me anything aside from the twenty different ways to disembowel a chupacabra, it was how to improvise.

Luna grunted, a nimbus of pink magic surrounding her as she held both of her arms forward, energy glowing from them, her teeth grit. “Ready, Cain.”

I nodded, then swung myself onto the bike behind Lorra. I pumped my shotgun, chambering a round before I slung it behind my back.

Then, one arm around Lorra’s waist, pulling myself flush against her, I hefted the RPG onto my shoulder. “Ready?” I asked the wolfkin.

“And rarin’ to go!” she said, a roll of her hips grinding her ass against my crotch even as she leaned forward.

“Then time to cry havoc,” I said. “Do it!”

Luna gave a single nod. She let out a shout, her arms swinging wide like she was heaving open a door. Her spell tags flared with power and the nimbus of pink light blazed around her like a technicolour bonfire. The barrier quivered, rang like it’d been tapped by a hammer. Then, with a sound like shattering glass, it shattered from end to end, bursting apart.

“Let’s go!” I shouted.

“Awoooooo!” Lorra howled, revving the accelerator, her wheels squealing smoke before it tore across the parking lot and towards the store. Behind us I heard the other bikes snarl into motion, the other wolves howling with glee as they followed their leader for the brawl they’d been waiting for.

The breaking of the barrier hardly went unnoticed, as Luna had guessed. The front doors of the store opened with a dinging sound and a mass of people dressed as employees or construction workers poured out, all of them armed. Scattered gunshots rang out as they quickly took up positions around the exterior. There was a hell of a lot of them, though I wasn’t surprised. Anyone forced to work retail would want to see civilization destroyed.

Lorra howled with laughter and excitement, whirling her chain above her.

It was like a cavalry charge via motorbike.

As we drew nearer I swung up the RPG and fired. Testament to Lorra’s driving skill she barely swerved from the recoil, the rocket screaming towards the scattering cultists before exploding on the sign over the doors. In the smoke heaved down a mist spell, swathing the cultists in a blinding fog.

Gunfire erupted from the mist, but the cultist’s aim was thrown completely off, and bullets zipped past and around us. Lorra tore us into the mist with an explosion of white. The entrance of the store loomed suddenly ahead of us, glowing golden with its lights. What looked like a greeter still stood in front of it and was holding a semi-automatic. He yelped as Lorra braked hard, swerving the back of her bike around and slamming it into the poor bastard, sending him flying to crash into the store’s wall, further clearing out the mist.

“Thanks for the lift,” I said, dismounting and pulling out my shotgun. “You got these bastards?”

“Damn straight!” Lorra laughed, leaping down from her bike, red magic crackling from her gloves.

Sure sounded like it. The bikers had hit the cultists like a bag of nickels to a bookie’s head, the sounds of brutal hand to hand fighting all around us as figures danced and moved in the cloying mist. The muffled bark of gunfire was going off everywhere, but so were the howls of wolf-girls, the clash of metal, and the meaty thunk of blunt force trauma.

I nodded, turned and managed to take three steps towards the doors of the store before I almost got my head taken off by an arm like a mass of rebar.

I backpedaled as out of the smoke trundled the Squirrelee mascot, and goddam he was looking a lot less cute than last time. The costume he wore was bulging in all the wrong ways. One arm was about five times too big, and the other was a mass of squirming tentacles. The warped, cheery face of Squirrelee leered at me as the possessed mascot zeroed in on me.

“Sales! Sales! Saaaaales!” it screeched as it lunged for me.

I swept up my shotgun, but before I could fire a chain wrapped around the horror’s neck. Squirrelee looked down, and then was wrenched off its fuzzy feet as Lorra hauled on the other end of the chain, spinning the bulky bastard around twice, clobbering several other cultists before she let go, sending the mascot flying through the air to smash into a bunch of shopping carts, all arranged under a sign saying ‘Thank You For Returning Your Cart.’

“Go!” she shouted. “I got this!”

“You sure?” I asked.

There was a crash as Squirrelee tore out of the twisted metal of the ruined shopping carts, a scream neither human nor giant rodent escaping it.

“Oh yeah,” Lorra said, grinning with downright berserker glee as she slammed her new gloves together, red magic crackling from them as she faced off. “Let’s go, big guy!”

“Buuuy ooooone geeet one freeeeee!” Squirrelee shrieked and lumbered towards Lorra.

I hesitated for a second longer, but knew I didn’t have time to linger. I turned, leaving the battlefield of the parking lot and charging for the doors.

They slid open with a soft chime, and then I was inside. A handful of cultists were gathered around the checkout counters, some in their work clothes, others in the more classic dark robes. All of them turned at the dinging sound.

“Hey!” one said. “Aren’t you-”

I pulled the trigger.

Fire roared from the shotgun, engulfing the group and hurling their now flaming bodies across the tills, where their evidently extremely flammable robes continued to burn.

I moved forward, heading towards the center of the building. The whole place was fully set up, stocked, and ready for business. No doubt to lend more evidence of it being a genuine store. Gotta give it to Carriger, he didn’t half ass things.

Gunfire erupted from aisle 4, my barrier crackling as it ate several of the badly aimed shots. I swung about to see a small group of cultists lurking behind a display of discount canned food. I pumped my shotgun again, squeezing off another fireball right into their cover.

Cans detonated, superheating in an instant and exploding like legume grenades. A can of ravioli took out one cultist like a rocket. Some beans coated another in a sizzling mass of gravy, sending him screaming and writhing to the floor. I actually felt bad for the guy. But if anyone deserved to be burned alive by kidney beans, it was these assholes.

I hurried forward, rushing down the houseware aisle. I was halfway through it when a sledgehammer ripped through the shelf on my right and nearly took off my head. I swore, spinning around and unloading a fireball into the man on the other side. He didn't even have enough time to scream before he went up like a candle, flailing as he stumbled through the gap. I kicked him out of the way and kept moving. As I did I heard footsteps racing down adjoining aisles to head me off. Tucking my shotgun under my arm, I unhooked two frost grenades from my belt and tossed them over the shelves.

They went off with a deafening boom mixed with screams, a freezing chill and jagged ice fountaining into the air as I hurried onward. Didn’t have to worry about them at least.

I checked my mental map of the store from the blueprints I’d seen. The maintenance area should be just ahead, and the focus of this horrible ritual. I slowed as I reached the end of the aisle, crouching and sneaking a glance out around the corner of the shelf.

I yanked my head back a second later as an absolute barrage of bullets chewed through the cheap wood and metal of my cover. But that glance showed me what I needed. The doors to the maintenance rooms marked STAFF ONLY were absolutely swarming with cultists, all barricaded behind what looked like half the sporting goods section.

I heard a pop and distorted shriek from everywhere. “You shouldn’t have come here, Cain!” Carriger’s voice crackled from the PA system.

“Yeah?” I shouted, peeking through a bullet hole and at the barricade, spotting the man in question astride an overturned canoe, mic in hand like some renegade from the climax of Les Miserables.

“Oh yes. You should have stayed in your little house, cowering before the coming storm. Not that it would matter. For this world ends tonight, and a new one will at last take shape. One forged by the faithful. Forged for the powers to be!”

“Why bother?” I demanded as I loaded a few more shells into my shotgun and snapped it shut, considering my chances of storming the barricades. Even with magic, I didn’t like the odds against that kind of firepower. Had to be over a dozen cultists, and they hadn’t skimped on the weaponry this time. Some of them were wearing what looked like tactical gear. Didn’t get that from the bargain bin, that was for damn sure. And though I had plenty of confidence in my enchantment and barriers, it was never a good time to take a hollowpoint to the chest. “You’re richer than some countries. Why do you want to destroy the world?”

He laughed caustically at that. “You think that’s enough? I have millions, true. My business is worth billions, yes, but what is that? I’m still only a man. Only mortal. If you cut me, I bleed. I age like any mere mortal. I’m not some higher being for all my fortunes. But that changes tonight! When the old ones descend upon this world, I will be elevated! I will be a god among men!”

I nodded sadly. Yeah. That’d do it. That was always the problem with people. In the end, they were just people, and even the richest weren’t immune to fear and their own humanity. You could be one of the smartest men in the world and still end up trying to treat your cancer with an all fruit diet. Then mystical artifacts got involved and, well, there was a strong horseshoe between smelly weirdo living in a basement larping as the Unabomber, and a billionaire nut who gets hit with an existential crisis.

Another similarity was, I mused as I lifted my head and looked at the shelves of sugary drinks around me, I tended to be the one who ended up dealing with both.

“You know this won’t work,” I said as I drew my sword, finger gliding along the flat and illuminating the runes. “Becca doesn’t have enough power to cause a true breach.”

“How little you know!” Carriger laughed riotously. “She has more power within her than you can dream! She is the heir of immense magic potential! Incredible arcane might! Why do you think her father inscribed those marks on her? Empowered her! She will be the vessel of greatness! She will open the way! This sacred site was built upon a faultline in the world, and with her power and its purpose, we will tear the veil and reality itself asunder!”

“Sure she will,” I said, swinging my sword before me, blue light rolling off it, cold as winter’s bite. Bottles began to shudder. Cola, energy drink, carcinogenically dyed orange brew quivering in answer to my call. “And I’m sure you and your friends will totally ascend to godhood, and not become monster food.”

“You think you’re so clever? You think you know it all! But you’re a fool like the others. Now come out, Cain! And face me like a mere man.”

I shrugged. “Alright,” I said, stepping around the corner. “You asked for it.”

Carriger looked genuinely surprised when I made my appearance. Then he saw my sword, saw me draw it back. His eyes widened.

“Fire!” Carriger screamed, his gun coming up.

I swung my sword forward, and like someone had dropped a roll of mentos into every bottle of pop in the place there was an explosion. Sugary drinks, abruptly unbottled water, even the sprinklers fountained, joining every other liquid in the beverage section and beyond as it surged around me on a wave of carbonated destruction. Cultists shouted and broke, some firing desperately at the dragon of water that swept past me and for them. I spotted Carriger screaming and shooting at the wave, his eyes wide with horrified panic.

Then the liquid hit. Slammed into the barricade like a flash flood of root beer and Dr Pip. The wave crashed through the barricade, ripping it apart. Men were flung about, slamming into fragments of canoes, barbeques, and other cheap, made in China commercial crap.

I swirled my sword, the blue light blazing from its runes as the mass of water concentrated, continuing to spin around in a cyclone of liquid, then I slashed upward.

Like a geyser the water fountained, slamming bodies, crates, boxes, and miscellaneous camping gear into the ceiling. Cultists were crushed in the sudden explosion of water, trapped and battered in this final upswell.

I swung my sword down, the enchantment dying, spent. But it did its job. Everything that had made the barricade fell with a deafening cacophony, bodies mixed in with the crush. None of them were moving anymore, battered to broken heaps.

Breathing hard, I let my sword hang at my side as I took the damage in. Then I raised my eyes, and looked at the doors they’d been guarding. Now free and clear.

And spilling a purple light from within.

Setting my jaw, sword in one hand, shotgun in the other, I walked towards it. Here it was. Final boss time.

Reaching the door, I kicked it open, and stepped into the light.


Chapter 25. Torn Apart

It wasn’t bright in the room that served as the ritual chamber. This kind of magic didn’t work that way. It was dark, and the violet glow was that kind of light that only made the darkness deeper. Like it was a cloak around the colour, seeping into reality. The darkness that lived between stars.

It poured out of the ceiling, washing into the room and lapping about the black altar built into the center of the room. Here and there pallets of product sat like stones in a river of darkness, but the altar was the centerpiece. It rose out of the floor, ancient and terrible. Odds were it was an original. Plundered from some forgotten temple, dragged here by Carriger and set up for this event. There were no cultists inside, though whispers seemed to hiss in the air.

But there were two people.

One was Rebecca, bound to the altar, her eyes rolled back, her lips parted and the markings on her skin burning bright with the horrible purple glow. More markings, mirroring those on her skin, glowed in the altar like veins of power, channeled to four curving stone pillars that fed into the blackness that swirled on the ceiling.

And sitting on the steps of that dark altar was her father.

I recognized the professor in an instant in his tweed jacket, small spectacles, and mussed hair. He sat on the steps to the altar, his arms propped up on his bony legs, his head lifted, watching me through eyes burning red. But even with a glance I knew there wasn’t anything human in there. Not anymore. He looked like the professor, but it was just a mask of skin. Similar to Bob, but far better worn. A suit well-tailored, but a suit all the same.

The signs were there if you knew where to look. How his skin clung too tight to the bones beneath, stretched like parchment over a grinning skull. His eyes burned, not with life, but with something else. Something behind them. A presence that shouldn’t have been there.

"Cain," he said, voice a raspy whisper like sandpaper on skin. "What a pleasure to see you again."

“Cut the crap," I replied, stepping further in. My grip tightened on the shotgun. “I know you’re not the professor, In’Guliat.”

“Do you now?” he said, slowly cocking his head. He nodded at the altar. “She didn’t.”

My gut clenched and fury tightened my grip on my shotgun. “I bet,” I bit out as I slowly circled him, taking in the room. “Carriger and Glott worked together to unearth the cube, then gave it to the professor. They said he was to unlock it, but it didn’t work like that. Did it?”

“Not entirely,” In’Guliat chuckled. “But it was partially. The real reason was to give me an opening. Every time he played with the cube, it opened him more and more to me. Allowed me greater access to his mind and body. I was sliding into him every time he worked it, and he was never the wiser.”

“You started taking him over,” I grunted. “Possessing him. And using the ambient magic Rebecca gave off in order to do it.”

“My follower you know as Glott realized some time ago what power the girl possessed. The professor asked Glott for help creating the sealing rune, and my follower did not forget. It was why the professor agreed to help with the cube. Poor fool.”

“But he made you work for it, didn’t he?” I said with a narrow look. “He realized what was happening and sent her away. And you never did get all his secrets, did you?”

The thing in the professor’s skin still wore that unearthly smile, but the eyes narrowed.

Now I was smiling. “He never told you where she went, did he? When he realized what was happening, he had her run before you could stop him. And he never revealed where she went. That’s why Carriger was so shocked to see her. He had no idea she was here, and neither did you.”

“...Quite right,” In’Guliat said, cocking his head up again. “But we had our alternate plans. I had my servants put it into action long ago. Build my temple here where the space between realms was thin, and my fellow beings could enter your world through a breach. It would have taken longer, more sacrifices, but we’d manage. Eventually. The end would be the same.”

“Which is why Carriger was trying to kill me,” I said. “Take out the slayer before I noticed what was going on and put a stop to it.” I grinned sardonically. “I bet the inspection was just a ruse to get me in here to kill me and bury my body in the foundations or something.”

In’Guliat nodded. “Precisely. Though he did manage to summon a lesser one of my kind to do the deed first.”

“Bob,” I said. “You were the third person in the car that came here,” I said as the final pieces fell into place. “In the motel room. Glott used the TV as a medium instead of the cube to finish bringing you into this world and take over the professor.”

“A pity my greatness was too much for him,” In’Guliat sighed. “I was quite… fond of the one you called Glott. My servant was a loyal one. I’d already devoured the essence of the other one on the trip here. Without the girl’s magic, I needed to renew myself. I fear I got a bit carried away.”

The dumped body by the bridge.

“Besides,” In’Guliat continued, “Glott was glad to sacrifice himself for my arrival. His whole purpose was in that. And I laid a trap when I was done for any who sought him.”

“You do realize you’d probably have only killed a cleaning woman when they finally went in there, right?” I said.

The eldritch thing shrugged. “No matter. Once I was here fully, I sent for Carriger to fetch me to begin preparing the ritual. One that would take the essence of every one of my followers to open the breach. But then, fortune smiled upon us,” he said, grinning wider, showing more teeth than should fit in a human’s mouth, “my servant saw the girl. Realized what had happened, and I came to fetch her back.” His voice smoothed, becoming human and gentle with parental tenderness. “She was so happy to see her father again, she was willing to believe the lie of his living. And then, I had her in my claws.”

A grimace twisted my face. “You’ve gotta be one of the biggest pieces of shit I’ve ever seen,” I said. “And I mean that with utter sincerity.”

He laughed, a sound like two buzzsaws running against each other. “Say what you will,” he rasped once more. “But the hour is nearly at hand. With her power, this temple shall force the realms together, and I will be unleashed, as will the others of my kind. We will rend this world’s sanity. We will devour all that it is and make it our own.”

“That’s not going to happen,” I said, hefting my shotgun.

His head cocked again. “Ah, so it comes to this?” he chuckled as he began to grow. “Well, I hardly need this body anymore anyway…”

His skin split.

Before I could fire, four monstrous, spidery legs ripped out of his back, two of them launching at me.

I ducked to the side, the legs spearing into the concrete where I’d been standing a second before.

“Ah ha ha ha!” In'Guliat cackled as his other legs planted themselves into the floor, heaving him into the air, mandibles tearing open the skin of face as he opened wide, spitting a glob of webbing at me.

I dodged the first, tucking into a roll, and as I got back to my feet my shotgun was up. He spat another mass of webbing at me, but before it could reach me I fired.

The fireball burst from the barrel, consuming the wad of webbing before travelling on and engulfing In'Guliat in a sudden sheet of inferno.

He screamed, a sound like steam whistling from a cracked pipe, swaying furiously as he tried to pat out the fires.

I chambered another round and fired again, the blast throwing him sideways and off the altar, swaying atop his spidery legs as they skittered furiously about. I ducked past him, taking the steps of the altar two at a time until I reached the top.

“Becca!” I shouted.

She didn’t answer, but her eyelids quivered. I looked at the chains on the altar and drew my sword. I swung frantically, the enchanted steel crashing into the links, shattering the ones on her arms in a crash of sparks. I took out the one on her leg next, then swung up my sword for the last.

The impact came out of nowhere, smashing into my ribs and hurling me off the altar. I hit the ground, wind knocked out of me as I rolled to a stop, my barrier crackling. Fighting to get my breath back, I planted a hand on the floor and fought up to my knees, only then realizing my shotgun was gone, flung across the room and against some pallets. And I’d dropped my sword too by the altar.

Fan-freaking-tastic.

A glance was all I got, because then In’Guiat leaped off the altar, hissing, what was left of his human skin hanging off in charred, ragged strips. Like some monstrous spider imitating a human he stalked there, mandibles clawing at the air.

“Wretched mortal!” the thing seethed. “I will flay your skin from your bones and feast on your soul for all eternity!”

“You have…” I gasped as I groped for my holster. “...any idea how… many times I’ve heard that?”

“This will be the last!” he snarled, forelimb rising.

“Doubt it,” I wheezed.

A spear-like leg stabbed down.

I swung up my revolver and fired.

The demon shrieked, reeling back, ichor spraying from his face. I rolled as his leg stabbed blindly for me, then heaved myself to my feet, still shooting even as In’Guliat skittered back. I knew normal bullets wouldn’t hurt him much, but it gave me an opening I needed. The second I had the chance my hand dipped to my belt, pulling free a spell grenade. I yanked the pin out with my teeth and hurled it at him.

The explosion of cold magic made the air shriek. In'Guliat howled, half his body coated in jagged frost. I grabbed another grenade and threw it, this one fire, the explosive blast scorching the demon as it burst against him. The third one flew, this one a medusa bomb. A wave of light exploded in front of the reeling horror, consuming the forelegs he raised to shield himself, and when he tried to stand on one it cracked with a sound like a breaking branch.

In'Guliat fell to the ground hard, and as he did, I raced for my fallen shotgun. I snatched it up and spun around in time to see his body bulge, more spidery limbs ripping free. His arms splitting open in favour of writhing tentacles. His face a twisting horror of squirming feelers.

“MORTAL FILTH!” the avatar of interstellar madness screamed, mouth like a tunnel of teeth as he reared up and skittered towards me.

I fell back, firing frantically. Bursts of fire exploded against the monster, staggering and shredding flesh and ichor, but the bastard just kept coming, ignoring the pain. Ice exploded against him. Fire. Another medusa, but as fast as I stripped away the skin it grew back even more monstrous.

I fired another fireball, engulfing In'Guliat’s bulk, and pulled the trigger again, only to hear the soft click of empty.

Shit.

A forelimb ripped out of the smoke and fire, the chitinous tip stabbing into my shoulder, shattering my barrier. Agony ripped through me as I was slammed back, pinned against the wall like a butterfly in a display case.

“How… ironic…” I gasped.

In'Guliat leered out of the smoke. Mandibles like tentacles writhed. Skin flowed with hues and rippled, bulging. Five mismatched red eyes glowed hatefully down at me, another three oozing ichor.

“No more,” In'Guliat snarled, a voice of slobbering madness and rage, gullet heaving and teeth rippling like greedy fingers. “No more! It’s over, Cain. Over!”

"Yeah," I choked out, grinning madly. "I agree."

In'Guliat blinked his surviving eyes, then cocked his head, listening, finally noticing what I had some time ago.

The keening of the ritual had stopped.

Lightning crashed into the demon like the hammer of God, his forelimb wrenched out of my shoulder as his eldritch bulk was hurled across the room. He slammed into a pallet hard, legs flailing, screeching in pain.

I sagged against the wall, grabbing my shoulder, but I ignored the pain, my and In'Guliat’s eyes going to the same place.

Becca.

She floated above the altar, my sword in her hand, used to sever the last chain that had bound her. A nimbus of cold blue light rippled around her. Her hair floated in the air and her eyes burned like white stars. Her tattoos glowed radiantly through her clothes, and lightning cracked from her like a localized storm.

"Bastard," she spat, her voice layered with fury, resounding with power.

For the first time, I saw fear in In'Guliat’s many eyes.

“Becca,” he said, voice shifting back to the professor’s. “Please, I-”

Oh, that was a mistake. I actually cringed at the sudden renewal of murderous fury in Becca’s face. She swung her arms up, lightning boiling in her fingers as she hurled them forward, a storm’s worth of electricity searing through the air and slamming into the horror.

In'Guliat screamed and writhed in agony. "Becca," he wailed. "Don’t—"

"Don’t you dare use that voice with me!" she howled.

More lightning surged from her, tearing into In'Guliat’s body, ripping apart flesh and bone.

“How dare you. HOW DARE YOU! HOW! DARE! YOU!” she screamed.

The spider writhed, shrieking as lances of lightning hit him with a thunderous boom, his cries losing her father’s human tone and becoming a gibbering wailing of pain and terror. All of it growing weaker, fainter.

Until, at last, the avatar of a god was nothing but a blackened heap, already crumbling to ash.

Becca’s arms fell to her sides, the storm in her subsiding. The light illuminating her tattoos fading as she slowly floated towards the ground.

Heaving myself towards her, I caught her with my good arm as her toes touched the ground. She slumped against me, and I did my best to ignore the static snapping into my face. Her eyelids fluttered open and she looked towards me, a smile lighting up her features.

“Knew you’d… come for me,” she said.

“Promised to protect you, didn’t I?” I told her gently.

She smiled, then glanced back over at the body that had been her father. A shudder wracked her. “Was he…”

“There was nothing left of your father in there,” I assured her. “Nothing.”

She bit her lip, and though I could see relief in her face, there was regret too. It was a hard thing to accept, but I held her close.

Then I heard the groan.

I looked up sharply. The rift in the ceiling wavered. The dark pit of it tinted red and swirling. I felt the air plucking at me. The groan came again, and I realized it was the pillars and walls creaking. Bending.

Aw fuck.

“We gotta go. Now!” I said, helping Becca towards the door.

“Wh-what’s happening?” she gasped.

“Rift’s disrupted. Nothing’s holding it open, so it’s slamming shut. And it’s gonna take a lot of things with it!”

As I said it the wind picked up, sucked towards the remorseless maw of the hole in reality itself. Becca recovered her feet and raced with me towards the doors, which slammed open, flapping on their hinges.

We burst out of them and into the store itself, hobbling through the ruined aisle. Detritus from my battle with Carriger and his cultists dragged past us and towards the open door, some of it scraping before lifting up and hurtling at us. We both had to duck as a spin rack of magazines almost took our heads off.

We were bent against the sucking wind now, fighting for every step. Not helping was that neither of us was exactly in good shape. Blood loss was telling on me, and Becca was drained after channeling all that magic.

“Fuck,” I gasped. “What-”

The front doors of the store burst in with a crash and snarl of an engine. Lorra tore down the aisle on her bike, wheels skidding as she swung it around to a halt in front of us. The wolf-girl grinned at me, blood splattering her, especially her fists.

“Need a ride?” she shouted over the howl of the wind.

“Gladly,” I gasped.

Cackling with glee, the biker gal helped Becca onto the bike behind her, then me. With my good arm I held me and Becca tight to Lorra’s back as she revved the engine and took off for the smashed in doors.

In even that pause the pull of the rift had grown stronger. Whole shelving units were tearing off their foundations. Bags of chips and the entire houseware section was being sucked past us. Lorra swerved several times to avoid some tills, shelves, and an entire refrigerator loaded with yogurt.

Then we hit the front door, soaring out of it and across the battlefield of the parking lot. The rest of the Hellhounds had gathered at the far end, watching in awe. Lorra joined them, skidding around to a halt, and together we watched the department store turn in on itself. A black hole devouring much of the building, roofs and walls inverting as they were sucked into it until the rift shrank too small to eat anymore.

Then, with a final sound like a vacuum cleaner sucking up a piece of paper, it was over, silence suffocating the air as the surviving walls of the store wobbled a moment.

Then collapsed inwards with a deafening bang.

“...Wow,” Lorra said, then grinned. “Awesome!”


Epilogue

"So let me get this straight," Gritz said, tapping a pencil against his notepad. "A massive cult was hiding inside the department store, financed by a billionaire. They got a professor from up in Arkham possessed by an eldritch… thing, and were gearing up to sacrifice his daughter in order to open a rift to an immaterial plane, all to let beings beyond reality consume the world. You went in there with the help of a biker gang of wolf-girls, fought your way past the cultists, saved the girl, she killed the avatar of an eldritch god, and then the building was destroyed by…” Gritz peered at his notepad. “...A feedback of sorcery that ripped reality asunder, and tore most of the building into the immaterium plane.” He glanced back up at me. “That about cover it?"

I rolled my bandaged shoulder and nodded. "Pretty much," I told him.

Gritz gave me a long look, then sighed and set his notepad down on my kitchen table. He rubbed his face. "This isn't going to be easy to explain," he groaned.

“You have plenty of evidence,” I reminded him. “Every mystics in town felt that feedback. Hell, they probably did all across the country. Not even the mayor is going to be able to brush this one under the rug. Though,” I added with a grimace, “she’ll probably deflect it somehow.”

“You really shouldn’t talk about her like that in front of me,” Gritz complained.

I shrugged. After last night, pissing off the mayor wasn’t a major concern of mine. Probably should be, but fuck it. I’d dealt with enough crap the last few days.

Gritz sighed again. “I suppose I’ll make all the reports. Honestly, Cain, this is a pretty big one. We’re probably going to get more attention after this.”

"Yeah," I admitted. "But probably better than having a giant eldritch spider and its pals tearing up the town."

"One of these days, that excuse ain’t going to be enough," Gritz said.

“Maybe someday.”

“And the girl?” he asked with a glance past me and deeper into the house.

“Safe,” I told him in a voice that suggested any further digging wouldn’t be welcome. “Still recovering from the whole thing. But doing better.”

For a moment Gritz looked like he was considering pressing the issue, then he flipped shut his notebook. "Well," he said as he tucked it into his jacket and heaved his bulk out of the dining room chair, "if that's it, that’s it. I guess I'm done here."

“Thanks for coming out,” I said, getting up and offering my hand. “If you need anything else, you have my number.”

“I sure do,” he said, shaking my hand. “And… thanks, Cain. Can’t imagine I’d have enjoyed waking up to whatever tomorrow would be without you around.”

“It’s my job,” I said simply.

“Maybe. But a lot of people owe you their lives.”

I just nodded. What else was there to say? I was a slayer. It was what I did. Then Gritz picked up his hat, put it on, and waddled out the door.

When it shut behind him, I sat back down, leaned back into the chair and let out a breath of relief.

Well.

That’s that.

Alright, it probably wasn’t. I was going to need to send a report to the Slayer Society, and odds were they’d send a crew to make sure there wasn’t any evidence of further eldritch influence on the area. And while I was checking in on that, I’d also be dealing with the inevitable other issues that always cropped up. That kind of magic being thrown around was bound to get the wild mystics riled up, and like Gritz said, I just bet we’d be getting plenty of outside issues drawn to the area because of it.

I sighed, rubbing my forehead. Things were about to get very busy.

"Everything work out?"

I looked up, smiling wanly as Becca entered the room.

She still looked tired, her eyes red and raw from crying, but there was that old steel in her. The same one I saw the first night I met her. She was dressed in an extra large shirt that ghosted around her hips, and I couldn’t see what, if anything, she had on under it.

The sight of her made my heart quicken and my exasperation ease a bit. Hard to stay annoyed with such a gorgeous young lady around.

"More or less," I said. "This little shindig was a bit bigger than usual, and involved some important people, so there’ll be repercussions. But I’ll deal with it. As for you?” I said. “With the Brotherhood mostly dead or being hunted down, you won’t have to worry about them anymore. Which means you can get back to your normal life."

She gave a thin laugh. "I don't think I'll ever be able to do that," she said, taking a seat on the edge of the table, her palms planted on the old wood as she leaned back, idly kicking her legs.

"No?" I asked her, the question coming a bit slower, as my attention was more immediately interested in the way her shirt rode up, but not quite enough.

"No." She looked out the window. "Life comes at you fast," she said.

"That it does," I said. “But all the same, I know a few ways to make it easier on you. You can go back to university and finish your degree. I can put in a good word in the coven up in Arkham and they can help complete your training. And I’ll ask the slayer up there to keep an eye on you and check in often, just in case. Even so,” I added, “nobody with any brains will try to fuck with you now.”

“You mean,” she said, lifting her arm, a crackle of static lighting up between her fingers, “because of this?”

I nodded.

She snorted, flicking away the arc. “I get the feeling these cultist types aren’t exactly the smartest.”

“True,” I chuckled.

“Besides,” she added, with a sly look my way, "Kind of seems like you could use a hand."

I blinked. "Me?"

"Well," Becca said, shrugging, shirt hitching an inch higher on her creamy thighs, "you really could last night. Or else you would have been spider food."

"To be fair," I told her, "I had just fought an army of cultists to get in there."

"I guess," Becca hummed as she leaned in towards me. "But I imagine next time might be a bit easier with someone like me on your side."

"Are you kidding me?" I asked incredulously. "You want more of this?"

"Well," she admitted, blushing a little, "it is exciting. But I could do without it."

"I imagine so," I told her.

"But," she added, reaching out, resting her hand on mine, her baby blues looking into my eyes, "I can't do without you."

Okay, now I was surprised. Not shocked, exactly, but still surprised. "Really?” I said. “Even after all this?”

“Even after all this.”

“I… I don't really know what to say."

"You don't have to say anything," she said.

Then she leaned in and kissed me.

Her kiss was shy, sweet, yet filled with a longing that begged to be reciprocated.

So I did.

My arms moved around her and I eased her into my lap, tugging her close against me. Her ass settled against my tenting crotch, and I realized that she wasn’t wearing anything under that oversized shirt.

And yet…

I broke the kiss reluctantly, breathing hard. “Becca,” I said. “I… you should know that I’m kinda of… in a relationship. Several relationships, actually. And-”

“I don’t care.”

I blinked. “You don’t?”

A blush tinged her cheeks. “Well,” she said, wriggling on my lap, “This is a whole new world for me, Cain. And there are gonna be some changes. Gotta stay with the times. And,” she added, stroking my cheek, “With my man.”

“...Sounds like a plan,” I said. And hell, if she wanted me even after everything else, who was I to say no?

Besides, as our lips locked again and I felt how heated her kiss was becoming, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to stop if I wanted to. And I really… really… didn’t want to…

My hands moved all over her. Skimming over the tight fabric of the baggy tshirt. I slipped it under the hem, and well well, seemed she’d even foregone a bra.

“Someone was feeling naughty this morning,” I chuckled.

Becca flushed. “W-well, I… Mnnnn!” she moaned as my other palmed the plump softness of her breast. My fingers rolling the hard, sensitive nub of a nipple between my fingers. I could feel the quiver of desire work through her, her body arching against me. Her ass pressing down on my cock.

“Good thing I like you a little… naughty,” I breathed into her ear.

“Cain,” she gasped, squirming in my lap and against me. “I… oh fuck. Please… I want it so bad…”

“Me too,” I grunted as I rose out of the chair. “I want you, Becca.”

I felt her shiver at those words. Her body pressed against me harder, a whimper of excitement escaping her.

Fuck it.

We stumbled into the living room together, practically fighting to get out of our clothes. Admittedly I was the one who had to work the most on that. Becca’s shirt fairly flew off her, revealing the nakedness her tight clothes had long implied, her skin swirling with tattoos that faintly glowed a soft blue. She gasped as I palmed her breast, her nipple a hard, sensitive nub that made her groan as I tweaked and rubbed it with my thumb.

“Cain,” she gasped. “Ohhhh f-fuck!”

I captured her lips again. Kissing her hard and lovingly. We managed to reach the couch and the both of us practically fell into it. I half-rose, still kissing her, my hand moving between us and palming her pussy, my thumb stroking her lower lips tenderly, whimpers and moans escaping the gorgeous former coed. Again I felt a pang of guilt. She was giving up a lot to be with me. Long nights. Danger. With her power, she could do a lot. And maybe she would, some day.

So I’d better give her a hell of a reason to stick it out.

Her eyes were molten, looking up at me, her red lips plump from our kiss and desire. Parted with her hot pants as she reached up, cupping my face.

“Cain,” she breathed.

My heart ached with love for her. I dipped down again, kissing her softly. Lovingly. She moaned, arching under me, my lips working with hers. Our tongues entwined. She whimpered and panted, hips rolling as I continued to stroke her until she was hopelessly slick with arousal. I slid my fingers along her entrance, pressing gently inside her as her hands roamed over me, delicate fingers growing bolder and more sure.

“Cain,” she gasped between our lips. “Oh fuck… Cain…”

“I’m going to make you feel amazing,” I promised her.

“I know,” she said, blushing hot.

I grinned and left her lips, moving to her neck. I nibbled on the sensitive flesh, drawing a squeak and a shuddering groan from her. She clutched my back, her fingernails digging into my skin, her muscles trembling as I grasped my cock and pressed forward, rubbing the tip against her entrance. A strangled moan escaped the gorgeous woman beneath me, and I swear her tattoos glowed faintly from her desire.

“Oh Caaaaain,” she groaned. “Don’t… nnn… t-tease meeee!”

“But it’s so fun,” I told her, nipping her neck again, making her whimper and shudder.

“Pleeeeease!” she gasped.

I chuckled, but relented. And with a lazy motion of my hips I pushed into her.

Becca cried out, her body tensing, tightening around me as I began to thrust into her. “Mnn! Cain. Oh… oh f-fuck, Cain, that’s… ah… that’s good. Ah!” she gasped as I bit her neck, stroking the spot with my tongue as she whined and wriggled under me, her own hips shyly rocking, riding up to greet my thrusts. “Cain… ah… oh f-fuck, Cain, that’s… that’s good.”

It was good.

Amazing, really.

She was so tight. So beautiful. So perfect under me. Her scent filled my nose. The warmth and softness of her body filled my hands. Her hands clutched me lovingly. Desperately. Her body tensing with my every thrust. As I lifted my head from her shoulder and looked into the heat of her eyes, I felt my pulse quicken with love for this amazing woman. Brave. Fierce. And so very, very sexy.

“I love you,” I said, the words coming with a throaty growl, and I felt the shiver of desire in her as her inner walls tightened deliciously around my cock.

“I love you too,” she said, the words practically panted.

I grinned, leaned down, and captured her lips again. Her eyelids fluttered and a soft moan came from the gorgeous sorceress as I resumed my thrusts, the whole couch creaking as I rode her. Pushing her towards her inevitable peak.

And she was getting close.

So close.

I could hear her breath hitching every time I filled her. I could feel her tighten with my every thrust. The flutter of her inner walls growing closer. Tighter. I sped up, fucking her into the couch so hard the side table thumped. Her hands gripped my back again, holding on for dear life. Her nails dug into my skin with delicious pain to mingle with the pleasure.

“Cain” she gasped, lips parting, her pants coming quick and fast. “Cain, I’m… I’m almost… I’m gonna… O-ohhhhhhh!”

Her orgasm hit her hard. Her whole body tensed under me, her inner walls squeezing as she cried out with pleasure. The feeling was so potent. So powerful! The way her pussy quivered around me was more than I could take. I groaned, giving her a last few heavy thrusts before I bottomed out in her, burying my cock in her tight body as I finally came.

“Ohhhhhh fuuuuuck yes,” Becca sighed in satisfied bliss, her breathing coming in pants as she slumped atop the couch, looking more than satisfied with herself.

“Enjoy that, did you?” I asked, stroking her cheek.

“Very,” she said with a giggle.

“Then you’re gonna love round two.”

Her eyes snapped open, shock and excitement burning in her eyes. “T-two?”

“To start,” I hummed, sweeping her into my arms and carrying her towards the stairs. And I just might have to give Desiree thanks next time I saw her for all the practice.

As it was, Becca managed round two and some of the foreplay of three before she flopped onto the sheets of my bed, sweat beading her naked body, breathing laboured but oh so very satisfied.

I lay next to her, admiring her figure. Taut. Muscled in all the right ways, her dark tattoos crawling over her form like it was emphasizing her figure. Fuck but she was amazing. Reaching over, I brushed some of her hair back over her ear.

"Are you sure you want to work with me?" I asked. "It's going to be dangerous, and there's going to be a lot of late nights."

Becca laughed breathlessly and rolled her head to look at me, a smile dancing on her lips. "I can live with that," she said, pulling me back into another kiss.

And hell, you know what?

I probably could, too.

End
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