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Author’s Note


This is a HaremLit action-adventure story with a GameLit system.

Where's the Starting Character Sheet?

Alex's powers are a bit of a mystery in this one, so we decided to move the starting character sheet out of the initial chapters.

If you’re curious, you can find Alex’s starting character sheet, in its entirety, at the end of the book. His final character sheet (after any changes or progression) is there as well.


Cosmology and Other Books


Fate’s Enforcer takes place in the Fateforged Universe, and has some fun cameos and crossovers with other books we’ve written. You’ll find several cameos from elements in Dark City Girls by Adam Lance and Michael Dalton, as well as Isekai Emperor, also by Adam and Michael.

Each story in this universe uses a similar system and lore, and there are some overlapping events. We’ve written these to be Easter Eggs, not required reading. But if you’re looking for more fun stories in this world, now you know where to go…

***

Book and Audio Links

You can find Isekai Emperor here. Amazon: https://www.amazon.com/Isekai-Emperor-Light-Hearted-Base-Building-Adventure-ebook/dp/B0CW1J8DRG

The Audio is here. Audible: https://www.audible.com/pd/Isekai-Emperor-Audiobook/B0D38DD5M9?action_code=ASSGB149080119000H&share_location=pdp

Fate's Enforcer will have an audiobook out as soon as we can finish editing it!

***

Engage With Us!

We have a romance Patreon. Link: https://www.patreon.com/AdamLanceWrites

We also love chatting with fans and collaborators alike on Discord at https://discord.gg/GXn8csy2gg.


Prelude: Alex’s Recruitment


One Year Ago

“Help me! He’s got a knife!” The girl’s terrified voice carried through the thin apartment door.

Dropping his laptop bag, Alexander kicked at the door. It moved but didn’t open. Backing up five feet, until his back brushed the second-floor railing, he charged forward, slamming his shoulder against the wood.

CRACK!

The wood made a loud cracking sound, but still didn’t give way.

“No! No! I didn’t do nothing!” The frantic girl’s cries came again, this time with the high wail of desperation.

Adrenaline spiking, Alex grit his teeth, backed off, and slammed his shoulder against the wood again, right next to the jamb. Pain radiated from the impact, but the door buckled and finally swung open.

Momentum carried him a few steps into the grimy old apartment. He caught details of the place in a flash. It was an open space, with the living room, kitchen, and dining area all connected. Everything was dirty and reeked.

A man wearing leather biker gear stood in the middle of the living area, maybe six feet away. He had a little, green-skinned girl with red hair tucked beneath one arm. She shrieked, and Alex recognized the voice.

Before he processed what was happening, the man sprinted into the couch and through the wall. Both the attacker and the girl vanished like some sort of magic trick.

The girl’s screams continued, echoing as if her captor had taken her into a vaulted cavern or amphitheater.

“What the fuck,” Alex muttered, but gave chase.

He passed through the couch and the stained wall like the biker had. Everything went black as a sensation of motion, or tearing, ripped across his skin.

The next thing he heard was the sound of his cheap shoes slapping across paving stones. His eyes kicked in a moment later, and he discovered he was charging across a dimly lit cave.

What in the Harry Potter bullshit is this? He thought just before he slammed into a smooth, roughly carved wall.

Crunch!

He hit the wall at a sprint, barely stopping himself in time to avoid a concussion. The feeling of his nose breaking was both familiar and painful.

I hate not being able to taste my food, he thought as he pushed off the wall and reached up to staunch the blood.

“You’re not allowed to start the trial hurt,” a familiar, Irish-accented voice called from nearby.

Turning, Alexander looked for who had spoken even as he felt at his nose. The break, along with the pain, was gone. There’d been no transition, no rush of sensation or anything else to hint at how the trick happened.

One second, his nose was a pancake. The next, back to its standard off-center tilt.

Then he saw who’d spoken.

“Matty?” Taking a step from the wall, Alexander barely stopped himself from rushing over. His brother had changed since they’d seen each other last.

Matthew stood at the entrance to a cave tunnel, side-lit by several floating, glowing orbs. The tattooed man, with one hand wrapped around a gray staff, was wearing jeans and a button up shirt beneath some sort of strange medieval-style tabard. It bore the symbol of a sheet of torn cloth with a shield atop it.

Like Alex, Matthew was tall, well over six feet, and had dark, intense eyes. He returned Alex’s gaze with a flat, almost angry, regard.

“You just had to do it, didn’t you?” Matthew accused. “What did they get you with? Was it a screaming woman, or maybe a drowning cat?”

“Huh?” Out of the corner of his eye, Alex saw three other men in the chamber. Each a deviation of the same note: all were between twenty and forty, and well-built, with the look of experienced fighters or former military. “Matty, what’s going on here?”

One of the three glowing orbs bobbed up and down, and a lyrical voice pulsed from within the light. “Veil Warden, the Fates have deemed this group complete. Your Tablet has been updated with instructions.”

With a rolling gesture, Matthew extended a hand. A platinum computer tablet appeared out of the air. It slid between his fingers and produced a gentle white-silver light as he studied the screen. “They brought my brother in. I want an easement.”

The tablet glowed, and the dancing light bobbed. “You may provide the group with two pieces of advice, Warden. That is all.”

Scowling, Matthew dropped his hand. Instead of falling, the tablet collapsed to a pinpoint of light, then vanished. “Okay, you four, I’m going to give you the briefing. First of all, you’ve seen enough magic to know it’s real. Right? I don’t have to pull a Gandalf or anything, do I?”

A man with dark, Middle East or Mediterranean skin, said, “Am I dead? The child was drowning. I jumped in...”

“And I ran into a fire,” another man, short and Hispanic, added.

Matthew held up four fingers. “You all experienced the same basic thing. First, there was a test of the body. You probably had to climb or hit something. Then one of the heart, which is to weed out the assholes who’d let puppies drown or kids die. And then there was courage. I call that the test of stupidity. It’s the one that shows all of you are too damn brave for your own good.”

“And it’s lethal?” The last member of the group, an Asian man, asked. “I jumped down a well. There’s no way I survived that fall.”

“Almost never,” Matthew replied sharply. “You could have died but didn’t. That’s the important distinction. Spoiler: there is no truck-kun. You’re not in an isekai story. This is a recruitment ceremony focused on Earth, not the Fae Wilds.”

Feeling lost and out of his depth, Alexander said, “Matty, what are the Fae Wilds?”

His brother waved the question down. “You’ll probably spend time there, depending on your assignments. Assuming you survive this next part, anyway. Okay. Now that we’ve...”

“You held up four fingers, mister,” the Asian man interrupted. “But you only listed three things.”

“Good catch,” Matthew said with a wry smile. “That earns you a pip.”

At his decree, a metallic screen appeared against the nearest wall. It listed their names: Alexander Colin, Jared Ahmed, Miguel Cortez, and Akira Tanaka.

Beneath each name was some sort of tracker. It was listed: Combat, Social, and Intellect. Akira’s board had a single blue dot next to Intellect.

“The last thing you all have in common is that you lack ties. If you die during the trial, no one will miss you.” Matthew gave Alexander a pointed look. “Just to be clear, I would miss you. But I wouldn’t report it. That’s the distinction.”

“What’s this trial? What’s going on here?” Alexander’s mind spun, trying to adjust to a rapidly changing scenario. Aspects of what he saw made sense, at least from a theoretical perspective. He and his brother had both spent enough time in the military to play lots of RPG games, or experience the wonders of Baldur’s Gate Three, but this was a bit much to take in.

Matthew gestured with his staff. “That’s enough. I’m going to go through the announcement and rules.”

Alex tried to speak, but found his voice gone. He saw the other three men also doing something similar. The Hispanic guy, Miguel, walked up to Matthew and threw a punch. Before it landed, Miguel appeared on the far side of the cave.

“Rule number one: if you see someone wearing the mantle of Fate, don’t attack them. Until I take this thing off, I’m virtually indestructible.” Touching his tabard with one finger, Matthew’s tone changed, becoming distant. It sounded like he was reciting something from memory.

“You all are here because there are vacancies among Fate’s ranks on Earth. Those who work for Fate have free will and are vulnerable when they are not on duty. Keep that in mind.”

Extending a hand, two of the orbs landed on his outstretched palm. Each produced a subtly different shade of color, one white and one yellow. Instead of mixing, the lights overlapped, as if each occupied a subtly distinct reality.

“You are here to prove your worth to the Fates. If you do, you’ll be given a rank and title.” The yellow globe flashed. “Behind me is Faith Core. It’s a very special dungeon. Why and how it’s special doesn’t matter. You’ll figure it out once you get inside.”

Matthew lifted his staff, pointing the tip over his shoulder at the cave entrance. “Inside, you will be tested on the three pillars-combat, social, and intellectual. For each challenge you overcome, you’ll earn a pip just like Mr. Akira did earlier. Once you achieve five successes in any one category, you’ll be permitted to face an ultimate challenge. Only then will you be awarded your Tablet and allowed to choose a class.”

The platinum Tablet he’d interacted with earlier reappeared, hovering beside his face. “In addition to a class, you’ll be granted a block of abilities. These vary from one person to another, depending on your assignment.”

An apple appeared out of the air. Letting the staff fall against his shoulder, he caught the fruit. He held it out, letting the four silent witnesses watch as he crushed it as casually as he might have wadded up a sheet of paper.

Is this how he was always so strong? Alexander thought, eyes wide as he remembered their time in basic training. Matthew had seemed inexhaustible, and strong enough to lift a car. Was this mysterious “Tablet” thing the source of that power?

“The Tablet is the carrot at the end of the dungeon,” Matthew continued. “With a class, you’ll become more than human. If you’re familiar with role playing games, don’t get confused. The Tablet doesn’t simply make you into a fighter, or a bard, or whatever. The potential is closer to superhero than Legolas.”

Alexander gave his brother a skeptical look, and Matthew hesitated. His tone faltered as he went off the script. “Book Legolas, not movie Legolas. Yes, if you get one of these classes, think of it more like movie Legolas.” Seeing Alexander’s amused nod, he resumed the instructions.

“The stick is that if you survive, you’ll work for the Fates, just like me. That makes you a target. I can pretty much promise that whatever job the Fates give you will be for the good of someone. Usually a lot of people. Your job will be to keep the balance, across both worlds and among the gods. It’s a lot. Which is why the Fates need help. If you don’t succeed, there may not be another qualifying candidate for a while. Every hole in their defenses leaves room for imbalance. That could lead to a lot of death. We’re talking about wars, plagues, and supernatural invasions. You get it.”

Dropping his hand, which showed no evidence of the apple, Matthew took a step back. He twisted, grabbing the staff, and pointing it at the cave entrance.

“This is not a zero-sum game. You can all work together or go separately. In the end, you could each end up with an assignment. However, and I cannot stress this enough, these trials are lethal. You can die here. If you want to opt out, once I’m done talking, you can just turn around and walk back through the wall. You will not receive this offer again.”

A wave of pressure lifted from the room, and Alexander felt his voice return. “You said it’s a dungeon, right? I assume that means fighting and running?” He looked down at his rumpled, faded suit and dress shoes.

Matthew drew his staff around and pointed. An empty wooden table sat near the wall, behind where the candidates stood. “If you choose to enter, each of you may request three reasonable items. They will appear there.”

“Any three items?” Miguel snarled, whipping around to glare at the table. “What if I wanted a tactical nuke to send you back to hell where you belong?”

“I said reasonable for a reason. And if you want to leave, feel free. Just walk into the wall.” If the man’s threatening tone affected Matthew at all, it didn’t show.

Akira shifted in place. The man was dressed in a pair of khaki slacks and tennis shoes. His white T-shirt was stained in patches. Looking from the dungeon entrance to the table, he asked, “Can I get money? Could I ask for cash, then just walk out?”

Matthew crossed to the table. When he held his hand out, a stack of bills appeared beneath his palm. “Here’s fifty thousand dollars. The catch is that you can’t take the wall exit. You want something from this table? Then you have to go through the dungeon to exit with it.”

“And once we go in, there’s no way to leave until we get five of those things?” Akira glanced at the scoreboard.

“Eh. Technically, you don’t actually have to make it to the very end. There are optional offramps. If you can get to one of those, you’ll be able to return home with the cash. I probably wouldn’t recommend doing anything involving a bank with the notes, though. While fae money looks very real, the serial numbers... not so much.”

Jared, who had been content to watch the exchange, walked over. He reached down and, with Matthew’s shrugging acceptance, ran his fingers across the bills. The man was dressed for exercise, in sweats. His shoes were well-worn and as dirty as Akira’s shirt. “And if we take one of these offramps, we’ll be free to go?”

“Any gift that the Fates give always has a price,” Matthew said. It sounded like an announcement and a warning.

A light bobbed up and down. “That’s one, Warden Matthew. One left.”

“Are you fuckers seriously considering this?” Miguel waved at Matthew, the table, and the cave in general. “We’ve obviously been kidnapped. This asshole is like the head of some twisted theme park, and you’re going to take a ride?”

Ignoring Miguel, Akira scooped up the money. “Warden, can I get a military kit?”

Matthew nodded, “Sure. What kind?”

“Infantry would be good. If you’re throwing in weapons, it would be great to get a spare magazine or two.”

“Sure.”

A backpack appeared on the table. Next to it was a folded set of clothes, boots, and a rifle. Two spare magazines lay on top.

“And that only counts for his second requisition?” Jared said, reaching out to run his fingers across the clothes. “It feels real. Heavy duty, too. Try the shoes on, Akira.”

Akira gave Jared an acknowledging look. Sitting down, tugged his shoes off and tried the boots out.

“It’s a kit. Kits count as one item,” Matthew said.

Alexander saw motion out of the corner of his eye an instant before Miguel darted for the table. The leanly muscular man snatched up the rifle and spun, eyes wide as he aimed for Matthew.

Reflexes kicked in before his brain caught up. Taking a short step, Alex slammed his arm into the barrel of the rifle, knocking it off course as the first rounds hit the cavern wall. Wrestling for control of the weapon, both men went to the floor.

Akira, one foot in a boot, scooted away. Jared joined him.

Standing in the middle of the cavern, completely nonplussed, Matthew watched the fight with feigned detachment.

Alex jammed his elbow into Miguel’s torso and used leverage to shove the rifle out of alignment. Miguel adjusted, preventing Alex from getting enough of a mechanical advantage to claim the weapon.

“Get off me,” Miguel snarled. “I’m going to shoot that guy.”

Rolling, Alex pinned the smaller man to the ground. He slammed his forehead into Miguel’s nose, shattering it to a bloody pulp. Miguel squirmed, hooking his legs around Alex’s waist. The smaller man wrestled him in an attempt to create distance between them.

Alex saw the bloody mess of his opponent’s face and mentally winced. He knew precisely how that felt.

“You’re not going to shoot my brother.” Alex brought his elbow up and into his opponent’s neck. Applying pressure, he growled, “Let go or I’ll crush your damn throat.”

Instead of replying, Miguel found the trigger again. He shot once, directly into Alex’s thigh.

Bang!

Not only did bright, hot pain lance through his leg, but his ears started ringing from the close report. That fucker shot me, he thought. Part of his brain was doing the calculations, trying to assess the damage and how much time he had before he went into shock or bled out. It wasn’t his first time being shot, but it was the first time without armor and padding between him and the bullet.

With a growl, Alex brought his elbow back and down, slamming the strong bone into Miguel’s throat. He felt something crunch, then the man vanished.

Matthew said, “That’s one Combat pip for you, Alex. Good job.”

“Wait, what?” Alex was standing, his pain gone. His pants were missing an entire leg, and blood smeared from his upper thigh all the way down to his bare foot. Even the annoying buzz in his ears was gone.

“Contestants aren’t allowed to enter the dungeon injured. I told you all, this isn’t a zero-sum game. Attempts to murder other participants are a disqualifying event. Mr. Miguel won’t even remember what happened. He’ll wake up feeling like he did something important and continue with his life.”

Jared looked from Alex’s leg to the floor, which had a puddle of still-wet blood where he’d fallen, then swallowed. “If any of us didn’t think this was real before, that certainly paints a clear picture.”

Scooting back over, Akira collected the second boot. He tugged it on, pulling the laces tight and standing. After an experimental step, he said, “Perfect fit.” He looked from Jared to Alex. “I don’t know about you two, but I could use the money. I’ll take two stacks of cash and this gear and see how this goes. If you two want to work together with me, I wouldn’t mind that either.”

A second stack of money appeared next to the first. Opening the backpack, he pulled out the contents. There were folded bags of meal replacement kits and a flask of water, along with multiple pairs of socks, a combat knife, and other odds and ends. Putting the socks to the side, he stuffed the cash into the bag.

“Are we sure we’re doing this?” Jared asked. “We all agree magic is real, and this guy,” he waved an arm at Matthew, “is apparently that guy’s brother.” He jerked a thumb at Alex.

“Alexander.” Alex grumbled, since it seemed Jared had forgotten already.

“I just mean that I think it’s safe to say at this point that this trial or whatever? It’s legit.”

At the words, Matthew sighed in relief. “Thank goodness. Sometimes, the applicants take hours to agree that what I’m saying is real. It’s the most boring thing you can imagine.”

“Hold that thought, Jared.” Alexander crossed the room to his brother. “When you came home, you were different. Is this what happened to you?”

Matthew grimaced. “Not this. No. And don’t ask more. I couldn’t explain any of it even if I wanted to.”

“What if I join this little club of yours? Could you explain then?”

Looking uncomfortable, the Warden admitted. “I would be allowed to tell you, yeah. That’s not to say I’m trying to incentivize you into...”

“I’m going,” Alex said. Turning, he walked over to the table. “If I get to figure out what happened to my brother for damn near twelve years, it’s worth it. Besides, like he said, it’s not like I have a lot to lose.”

Jared pointed at the backpack. “If we’re all in, I’ll take one of those kits, too.”

A second backpack and wardrobe appeared next to the first.

“How long will we be down here?” Alex asked.

Matthew said, “The average trial takes a day or two. If you go exploring for side quests and bonuses, it could last for weeks, or even longer.”

Two balls of light bobbed over, hovering next to the Warden’s shoulders. “That almost counts as advice, Warden. Be careful of your words.”

It’s like those sprites, or fairies, or whatever, are keeping Matty in line. Why? What’s actually going on with them?

The questions would have to wait until later. Instead, he said, “Does this dungeon have monsters, or inhabitants? One of the tests is social, and you told us we’re not obligated to interact. Does that mean we’ll have locals to talk with?”

Ding! Alex’s scorecard grew by one Intellect pip.

“Potentially,” Matthew said, dropping back to his lecturing voice. “The dungeon will test you in a variety of ways. You could encounter monsters, or creatures from the Fae Wilds. Some may aid you and some may try to trick you. If you favor one type of test over the others, you’ll find more of that along your path. The test isn’t about forcing you to do what you’re not good at.”

Jared lifted his new rifle, looking through the sights and getting a feel for the weight. “I don’t like it, but combat sounds simpler. I’ll lean into that. If monsters in here are what I think they are.”

“They probably are.”

“I’ll take a clip of grenades, and a stack of cash. If grenades are allowed, that is.”

“Grenades are.”

A woven cloth strip with six grenades appeared next to a stack of cash on the table.

Grinning, Jared said, “Between the guns and grenades, this should be easy. Especially if we’re getting a combat point each time we fight someone.”

Matthew watched, saying nothing. Alex studied his brother, reading his expression.

There’s more to this, he thought. There’s a deeper meaning. Or maybe different prizes. This isn’t as simple as it seems.

“I’d prefer to think my way through problems,” Akira said. “I’m fine shooting, too.” He rubbed his chin, studying the cave entrance. “This looks a little bit like the cave in Indiana Jones. Alex, would you ask him to give us a map?”

“Good idea,” Alex said, offering his fist. The two bumped, and Alex turned to his brother. “I’ll take a combat kit, a map, and whatever currency is valuable to the locals.”

A folded piece of parchment labeled “Fated Dungeon – Levels 1-3” appeared next to a leather pouch, and a third backpack and kit. When Alex picked the bag up to check inside, he found solid gold coins.

“Local currency? Why?” Jared asked.

Alex began changing into the new clothes. Years of military service had long since worn away any bashfulness he had. “Yeah. If we’re facing social challenges, money greases wheels. It just makes sense.”

“I get that. But what made you think of it?”

Halfway into tugging his boots on, Alex shrugged. “Believe it or not, I’m a Lawyer. It’s my job to think about what people want.”

Ding! Ding!

Alex and Akira both got Social pips.

“Now that your requests are fulfilled, my job is done.” Matthew gave his brother a long hard look. It wasn’t a glare, but it was full of meaning. “It’s likely none of you will see me again. Either you’ll head back to Earth, or you’ll die. I have one last piece of advice before you start. Assume everything you see, no matter how mundane or odd, is an opportunity. There’s a lot more to gain here than just cash, or even a Tablet.”

With that, the Warden and the globes of light hovering near him vanished.

Scoreboard Update
Alexander: Combat (1), Social (1), Intellect (1)
Akira: Combat (0), Social (1), Intellect (1)
Jared: Combat (0), Social (0), Intellect (0)


Inventory
Alex: Infantry Kit – 4 Magazines of ammunition, 500 gold coins, floor map (1-3)
Akira: Infantry Kit – 4 Magazines of ammunition, $100,000
Jared: Infantry Kit – 4 Magazines of ammunition, $50,000, Grenades (6)



Chapter 1: The Quest


One Year Later

“Wake up. We’ve got a quest!”

Alex woke to the feeling of papers crumpling beneath his cheek. Sitting up, he reluctantly pried his eyes open and looked around. He was at his desk, inside his shoebox of an office. Hints of daylight streamed through the cracked blinds.

It was morning, maybe after ten.

“Check your tablet.” The wizened, Russian-sounding woman’s voice called from the pack of cigarettes nestled in his breast pocket.

“It’s too early for that,” he complained.

Smolder snorted. “It’s after ten. Do I need to remind you we’re nearly broke? A quest could help!”

With a reluctant sigh, Alex said, “Fine. Whatever. I just hate this part.” Then he activated Veil Perception.

An electric thrill of power rolled out of his core and into his face. It felt like someone grabbed his eyelids and yanked them open.

Veil Perception: You can see through illusions, enchantments, and fae misdirection. Using this ability requires conscious activation and deactivation, but it has no maximum duration. Bonus: Your Tablet will remain invisible on Earth by default. Using this power will allow you to see and interact with it covertly. Warning: Use of this ability can be distracting.
Dungeon Upgrade: With 30 seconds of concentration, you may pierce the Veil and see into the Fae Wilds.


Colors exploded to the limits of their pigments, making his relatively plain office distract his attention with each new discovery of beauty. Bills and their splashes of red warning ink never looked so good. A spot of platinum-colored light pulsed in the air in front of him, just below eye level to gain his attention.

Reaching out, he made a pinching motion. The Tablet appeared, expanding into a screen that looked like a standard computer tablet by way of an aristocratic wizard hellbent on enforcing good penmanship. The swirling calligraphy on each letter was difficult to read, even after a year of being an Enforcer.

“I need to find a way to change the font on this thing,” he muttered, reading the screen.

At the top was a box with the word NOTIFICATION! Flashing on it. Below that was a simple menu.

· View My Character Sheet
· View My Notes
· View Completed Quests
· View Outstanding Quests
· View Bounties
· Local Area Map
· View Local Area Accords and Agreements
· Review Fate’s laws
· Other


He tapped the button for the notification and a sub-menu popped up, filling with text.

Notice: A student has gone missing from Winchester Academy. Directions and details about the school have been attached to this quest. Your mission is to locate the missing student. A team of Kitsune investigators has done an initial round of investigation for you and will be over shortly to provide a briefing. The text of their information has been attached to this quest. If you discover one of Fate’s laws has been violated, your tabard will be made available.
Reward: [25%] of the remaining experience needed to reach level [3], with a potential bonus depending on difficulty.
Do you wish to accept? [Y]/[N]. Be aware that rejection of the quest may result in reassignment to a new region.


That was a big reward, especially for a simple hide and seek style quest. Focusing on the Tablet, he asked, “Why would the Fates be interested in a missing student?”

Query Reply: Mei Meng is considered one of the most promising mages of the last century. Furthermore, the Dean did not alert law enforcement when she missed multiple classes. The Fates have sensed an intersection of events that may require an Enforcer’s presence. If you discover problematic behavior, additional quests may be assigned.


He looked around his office. “Will I get access to the accounts for this one? I could use a stipend for my time.” The Fates, or their agents on Earth, maintained several legitimate accounts. Sometimes, they made funds available to their agents. That had happened all of once since he’d returned from the test in the Fate Dungeon.

Query Reply: No. This is currently classified as a Category Two event. Funds will be made available if it is upgraded to Category Four or above.


“Typical.” Sighing, he pressed the button to accept the quest. When he did, several additional tabs appeared, including:

· Quest Management
· Quest Details
· Known Details about [Mei Meng]
· Known Affiliates of [Mei Meng]


Ignoring the information for now, he came to his feet. As he stood, the tired office chair squeaked, its wheels carrying it backward until it collided softly with a nearby bookshelf. The shelves, laden with an array of legal tomes, shuddered from the impact, causing his framed Nevada Bar certification to quiver and clink.

“I don’t suppose we got any paying work while I was napping?”

The pack of cigarettes wiggled in his pocket against his chest. “Nothing worth mentioning.”

Alex grimaced and walked over to the little refrigerator beneath the window-mounted AC unit. He was nearly out of water, and the stack of same-day expiration sandwiches he’d gotten last week were looking a little off.

“Days like this make me wish I could accept bribes.” Unwrapping a sandwich, he took a bite and guzzled it down with water. It was terribly unsatisfying.

Smolder crawled out of his pocket. The charcoal black demon, which resembled a cross between a spider and the tip of a cigarette, pulsed her red core in a flare of casual disapproval.

Fixing her two swirling furnaces for eyes on Alex’s face, the demon said, “If you release the second binding, I’d be glad to help with money.”

“I know,” Alex said, finishing the bottle off and tossing it onto the overstuffed trash can. “You know how I feel about that. It’s one thing when it’s time to feed you. It’s another to be selfish.”

“Look, you know I only want what’s best for you, right?” Smolder’s intense gaze softened, as did her tone. “I’m just worried about you, boss. You’ve got one best friend, and she’s an old pact demon. Maybe if you won’t accept my help, you’d consider going out a bit? Maybe if you met some real people, you’d make connections and get invited to events. You know, the kind of things that get lawyers paying jobs.”

Before Alex could reply, a knock came from his office door.

“Alex!” a pair of women’s voices called in near-harmony from the hallway. “We’ve come to give you the briefing.”

Smolder crawled back into the cigarette pack in his breast pocket as Alex crossed the floor and opened his door.

Two women stood in the hallway. Like all Kitsune, they looked practically identical, even if they weren’t biologically related.

Lana, the slightly taller of the two, had chin-length black hair and an adorable, upturned nose. The athletic woman was wearing a uniform that might have passed as a police outfit in another country. Her button-up blue shirt strained a little as it contained her chest, reducing her breasts to a modest swell, and her pants showed off the delightful curve of her hips.

Veil Perception revealed the fox ears atop her head.

Her partner, Laura, had longer, lightly blue-tinted hair that curled and blended into the black of her maid’s outfit. The outfit was borderline scandalous–skintight, ornate, and frilly. It included a ruffled petticoat skirt that showed quite a bit of thigh. She, too, had the ears of a fox on her head. One of Laura’s tails peeked out beneath her skirt as she closed the door and gave him a peek of black lace before dipping out of view.

Without waiting for his permission, the two blew past him into his office.

“Let me guess,” he said, turning to watch his guests as Laura set down an actual, honest to gods, picnic basket on top of his desk, “you two got the assignment to investigate the missing student?”

“Yup!” Laura said brightly. She tidied a few papers out of the way before opening the basket’s lid where she pulled out several wrapped items, at least one of which appeared to be a sub sandwich. Several bottles of water and a thermos followed.

Alex walked over, indicating the food. “What’s all this?”

Both women gave him an even look. “Remember the last job we worked together? Your stomach nearly gave us away during the stakeout.”

“Did not,” he said.

“Did too,” Smolder said, cackling with amusement.

Both kitsune glanced at Alex’s pocket, but neither replied to the demon’s announcement. They’d learned the hard way about engaging with the creature.

Grrrrwl

As if to accentuate the moment, Alex’s stomach chose that moment to growl. The girls burst out in laughter as he, with a mock-glare, grabbed the wrapped sandwich and took an experimental bite.

Provolone, pepperoni, and salami flavors sang in his mouth like a chorus of joyful cherubs. He had to bite back a moan of sheer delight as he went back for seconds.

Without waiting for permission, Laura walked to his refrigerator. Bending over at the waist, she began cleaning out the remaining food. “Alex, you didn’t eat any of this, did you? It’s expired.” She sounded scandalized.

Alex, who’d been torn between enjoying his food and glancing over to get a peek, just muttered. “It’s probably fine.” The statement lacked conviction, even to his ears. “Also, can we talk about why you’re dressed like that? And could you not flash me your ass? I’m trying to eat.”

“He noticed your ass,” Lana said brightly. “We’re wearing him down.”

Standing, Laura gave him a dangerous smile. There were dimples. “Oh, you know what they say about the kitsune. We just can’t help ourselves.” She crossed the room, collecting the rest of the packaged food from on top of his desk and carried it back to the fridge.

This time, she bent over even further.

Alex groaned. “That’s not an explanation. You’re fae law enforcement. What’re you doing wearing a maid outfit?”

Dropping some of the flirtation, Lana said, “Laura’s been stationed at the Golden Gate. She’s investigating some strange new arrivals. We think...”

“Nuh-uh-uh! None of that,” Laura said sharply. “You remember the last time we told him about one of our investigations? He just had to help. We all know how that ended up. I swear, I’m still finding bits of Jello in the worst places.” She gave Alex an equally sharp look. “Because someone refused to help me get it all out.”

“You kept asking me to use my tongue,” Alex protested around a fresh bite of sandwich. “I have a rule. I don’t sleep with law enforcement. It could cloud my judgment. Now, what’s this about new arrivals? Is it something you need an Enforcer for?”

Laura shook her head, sticking her tongue out at him.

Lana gave him an apologetic look. “Sorry, Alex. She’s right. We can’t keep getting you involved in fae affairs. We stopped by to give you a briefing about Mei Meng. The fairy said it would make sure you got the briefing, but you usually have questions.”

“Would you mind giving me the ten-thousand-foot overview? I haven’t had time to read anything,” he said, waving at the papers on his desk. Some of those were overdue bills. “You know. Working hard this morning.”

Both kitsune eyed his rumpled suit. For all their banter, the fae police were quite observant, and intelligent. They were also kind enough not to call him on the misdirection.

Laura said, “Mei Meng is twenty-six. Her parents are both scholars out of California. Among the Earth-born magical community, she’s considered a prodigy. She’s been attending Winchester Academy for the last four years. It’s a college just across the Veil. She should graduate this year. We interviewed her professors, who said she’s a bit of an introvert. They have no clue what might have happened to her.”

With a mental command, he summoned his Tablet and pulled up Mei Meng’s dossier so he could skim it as Laura gave him the rundown. “This says magic tracking isn’t working?”

“Right. Her professors think she might have fallen into some sort of pocket dimension or anti-magic circle. She specializes in pocket dimensions, especially those with extra-planar entities in them.”

“Extra-planar entities? Are you talking about demons?”

Smolder said, “Nah. We demons are native to the Fae Wilds. Extra-planar crap is stuff like gods, or great spirits. We’re talking aether here. Things beyond the Fates’ purview.”

“Aether? Outside of the purview of the Fates?” Alex had an abrupt, sinking sensation. “I didn’t even know that was possible.”

“Remember what you learned during your trial, boss. The Fates aren’t gods. They might be god-like, and can see a lot, but they aren’t omniscient and they sure as hell aren’t omnipotent. No one ever said they were the only powerful entities in existence.”

Recognizing that they might be dangerously close to veering off topic, Alex tried to bring the discussion back to Mei. “I’ll want to investigate the campus. I see you left a map in your notes. Thanks.”

“No problem,” Laura said, crossing over to stand next to him and her partner. The girl was an inch or two over five feet and looked up at him with a serious expression. “You’ll want to check the Accords out. We highlighted some sections relating to the mages for you in the dossier.”

At the mention of the Accords, Alex groaned. “I keep meaning to review those. There’s just a ton of them.”

The Nevada Accords were thousands of individual pacts and agreements, all of which were horribly out of date. Most were written in languages other than English. Technically, if he was called in as an Enforcer, it would be his job to oversee them. So far, that had only happened a few times, and, thankfully, only for minor disputes. His tablet had supplied what relevant information he needed.

“We’d be happy to help you study,” Lana said. Her tone was professional, but her eyes were dancing with mischief.

“Just say when,” Laura agreed, bobbing her head in an excited nod.

Tempting. They were always so very tempting. With effort, Alex peeled his eyes away and returned to skimming the incident report. For all their flirting, the girls did an excellent job providing documentation. He found what he’d been looking for quickly.

“It says here that her last point of known contact on this side of the Veil is a woman named Grace Crosby. Grace is a puca? Want to fill me in on what sort she is?”

All beings born as fae were, to some extent, shaped by human fantasy and belief. There were dozens of types of ‘elf’ as he’d learned the hard way during his trials. He knew what a traditional puca was. He also knew better than to assume Grace Crosby would be one.

“She’s a bunny girl,” Lana said. “She has to lie every few sentences, or it does all sorts of bad things to her. You’ll have to be careful about reading into what she’s saying, and there’s no point in using a skill or spell. Truth spells don’t work on puca.”

“Great. A potential witness who has to lie.” Alex shook his head. Nothing with the fae was ever simple. “What do you mean she’s a bunny girl? Is she half hare or something?” He imagined a woman with a rabbit head. It would make for an interesting interview, particularly if Veil Perception was active.

“Closer to the anime depictions,” Lana explained. “Take a little hint of Easter, a dash of anime, and then dab in the old Irish folklore and you’ll get pretty close. Anyway, she and Mei met in the Fae Wilds. The two became friends and Mei helped her register to cross the Veil.”

“So, where’s Grace now?”

Laura glanced down. “Um. At the Golden Gate. She works as a cocktail waitress.”

Barely suppressing a glare at both of them, he said, “And your case and mine aren’t related?”

“We don’t think so. The casino just happens to be a place where lots of fae end up working for a while, during their transitionary period. It’s probably just a coincidence.”

“Right.” He didn’t believe that for a second.

Laura’s expression brightened. “Hey! If you’re going to the Gate, could you give me a ride? Lana has other work to do, and this could save her a trip.”

“Oh, that would be nice,” Lana said, as if the idea had just occurred to her.

Both women looked up at him with bright, beseeching hazel eyes. “We’d be very happy to treat you to dinner at a nice restaurant as a thank you.”

Despite just having eaten two sandwiches, Alex’s stomach voiced its loud approval of the idea.


Chapter 2: Fae Friendship


Before they left the office for his car, Alex disabled Veil Perception. The last thing he needed was to be distracted by Laura’s ears, or the signs of other fae living in the city. Normies didn’t like when people reacted to things they couldn’t see.

“This one, right?” Laura’s frilly skirt bounced with every step she took toward Alex’s Honda Civic. The vehicle dated from when he’d gotten out of the military, and was showing signs of its age, despite his best efforts to keep it maintained and clean.

“Ah, yep. That’s us. I’ll need to stop and grab some gas.” He took a quick peek through his wallet just in case the Fate’s had changed their minds about opening the vault. No dice. He slid behind the wheel and tried not to worry about one more charge on his credit card.

“No problem,” Laura chirped. She wasn’t tall, but she managed to carry herself like her legs were ten miles long. As she folded herself into the front seat, he couldn’t help but wonder how anyone could mistake her for a human. She wasn’t trained in dance, so far as he knew, but the way she moved was far too graceful for anything less than a top performing dancer.

Maybe that’s why so many fae matriculate to Nevada, he mused. They blend in.

Her shifting drew his attention to her white thigh-highs. Yet again, he found himself questioning his stance on not engaging in romantic behaviors with local law enforcement.

He started the car, which kicked on the AC. It took several seconds before the blasting air cooled.

As soon as I get my next payday, I’m getting the freon recharged.

Pulling out of the little shoebox complex that held his office, he tried not to let his passenger’s proximity distract him. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Laura as she worked her fingers around the tops of her stockings. Something silvery glinted, leading him to guess she had some sort of weapon or communications device concealed there.

She hesitated, then glanced up, meeting his eyes.

Honk!

A car horn from behind forced him to look away. He’d nearly driven into an oncoming lane of traffic and had been inches away from a head-on collision.

Laura said, “Why do you do that?” Her tone was sincerely curious, all flirtatious banter gone.

Alex kept his eyes on the road this time. “Do what?”

“Well...” She shifted, letting one hand come to rest lightly on his arm. The touch was gentle and brief, but earnest. “Why do you deny your desires so much? You’re an Enforcer. That gives you as much magic as any fae. More, probably. You clearly are interested. Why hold back? Or is this an Alex thing?”

He cleared his throat. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

“Just what I said. You’ve been working as an Enforcer for nearly a year now. Don’t you think it’s time to actually learn about the people you’re responsible for? You know, actually mingle?”

She leaned over until he saw her peeking up at him through his periphery. “You humans have rules about mingling. Fae do not.”

Alex tried centering himself on the old standbys–tricks he’d learned in Catholic school to cool his head. Reciting the lyrics of old songs didn’t have the same effect they once had.

Clearing his throat, he flicked the turn signal on. Peeling off the thoroughfare and into a gas station, he parked the car next to a pump. Once they were stopped, he turned in his seat enough to give his companion his full attention.

“It’s dangerous.”

“Oh?” She said, casually fluffing the ruffles of her top. “What is?”

“I’m Fate’s Enforcer in Nevada, Laura. It’s my job to oversee the Accords here. You’re local law enforcement. You may not see a problem with a lawyer getting into bed with the cops, but there are valid ethical concerns. It might not be prohibited, but that doesn’t mean I won’t worry.”

“Are you saying you can’t separate your personal and professional life? Didn’t you tell us that you used to be in the Special Forces?”

She had him there.

He took a breath, trying to navigate his own complicated feelings. Was he even ready for...whatever the kitsune was offering?

“I don’t do casual relationships. Hooking up doesn’t work for me.”

She smirked. “And who says I want something casual? Showing interest doesn’t mean I want to hit it and quit it, Mister Enforcer. I’m single. You’re single. What’s wrong with discussing a relationship seriously?”

“Even if we were to put the ethical concerns to the side, what sort of position would that put Lana in?”

“Ah.” Laura stopped messing with her blouse. Now that Lana’s name came up, she seemed to be a bit more serious. “Do you understand the extent of the bond between me and my partner?”

“Well, no. I mean yes! I know you’re bonded but, it’s more than just the bond that makes this kind of awkward for me. Frankly, other than a couple of cases we’ve worked together, we haven’t spent real time together. I don’t know you. With everything going on in my life right now, I’m not sure I can handle any...distractions.”

His pocket moved in an infinitesimal twitch, and he could practically feel what Smolder wanted to say.

She said, “Would I really be a distraction?”

Shifting in her seat, she leaned close again. If she was aiming to look innocent, the effect was ruined by the ruffle-framed swell of her cleavage that threatened to spill from her maid’s outfit.

“Yes!” He cut her off from saying more and opened the car door to escape. “Yes. Gods, yes. You’re distracting to me right now, in fact.”

His admission went a long way in mollifying the fae in his front seat. Alex’s compliments, accompanied by the resettling of his pants to hide his body’s honest reaction, meant she had no reason to doubt his words. He thought he even saw a less-than-innocent smile on her lips through the window.

Once out of the car, Alex inhaled sharply. Dry air blasted his lungs, and heat baked his shoulders and head, making him regret wearing the sports jacket. Pulling it off, he went around the back of the car and grabbed a hangar he kept there for the purpose. He hung the jacket up on an interior lip and closed the door.

Laura’s dancing eyes met his as she tracked his progress over to the pump.

“Why do I feel like she’s going to keep asking until I agree?” he murmured, feeding the gas nozzle into the car.

Smolder made a gentle snorting sound. “Are you complaining?”

“Between you and me?”

“Of course.”

“Not really.” The last year had been challenging. After finding out about the wider world, and the fae, Alex hadn’t been properly motivated to grow his practice. Deep down, he wanted a good reason to spend more time with the hidden folk.

He just needed to make sure he wasn’t doing it for the wrong reasons.

The digital numbers on the pump display quickly ticked past his budget’s limit, but he filled the tank all the way up, anyway. A quest meant that he’d likely be running around town, and it even sounded like he’d be crossing the Veil. It was best to be prepared for anything.

He took his receipt and got back into the car. Laura was waiting for him with a wide smile. He noticed her pronounced canines.

My what lovely teeth you have, Grandma.

Immediately, he was suspicious. “What?”

“You said that we hardly know each other.”

Alex started the car and reset the mileage meter, unsure of where this conversation was going. “Yes? We’ve only worked together twice, right?”

She nodded as he eased out of the station and back into traffic.

“So, for me, a mortal, that’s enough of a relationship to share lunch and I can give you a free ride to work. We’re... acquaintances.” He rolled the word around in his head, but it didn’t quite feel like enough to describe their easy comradery. “The point is, working together a few times is ‘I hardly know you’ territory, not ‘jump into bed’ or ‘we’re ready to discuss dating’ territory.”

“I see! Okay, well I think that, at least, is a fixable problem.”

“You want to work together more?”

“I want to get to know you,” she said in a gentle correction, touching his arm again. “We can try this mortal style if that’s more comfortable for you. Like, dinner maybe? I hear it’s your custom to do that kind of thing. So, let’s go eat somewhere!”

Did she just ask me out on a date? He was flattered, but a little confused. He’d just laid out all the reasons they shouldn’t date, hadn’t he? Now she was excitedly reading each passing restaurant sign.

“Look! A Waffle Hut! And there’s a Pizza House. I love pizza.”

“Too cheap,” Smolder chimed in. “Our boy needs to be wined and dined.”

“Unbelievable,” Alex grumbled, but felt some of his reluctance melting away. What was wrong with going on a date with a gorgeous, interesting kitsune? He cast around for an excuse, anything that would slow the momentum of this conversation. He wanted time to think it through, at least.

His eyes landed on the maid’s outfit again.

“Wait. You have to work, don’t you? We can’t have dinner.”

“Not tonight,” she said, managing to pout while simultaneously sounding agreeable. “But that doesn’t mean I’ll be busy once the case is over.” Her cheeky smile returned in full force. “I’ll tell Lana you agreed to go on a dinner date with us.”

“Wait, ‘us’?”

“Well, yeah. Us. Lana and I share everything. You knew that, right?”


Chapter 3: Grace Crosby


The Golden Gate was off main street, nestled among other, larger casinos. It was the oldest casino in Vegas, and it showed. Alex thought it looked more like a movie theater than anything else, especially compared to the other resorts.

When he and Laura got out of his car, she gave him an affectionate, impulsive hug. “I’ll make sure Lana knows about our date!” With an impish grin, she scampered off toward an “Employees Only” entrance off to one side of the building.

“I don’t understand you, sometimes,” Smolder said from his pocket. “The girls like you. Maybe more than like you. You haven’t been with anyone for at least as long as we’ve been together. Why not make a serious move?”

Alex looked down at his pocket. “Didn’t I literally just explain this? Besides, I just agreed to a date. You should be happy.”

“A little happy, maybe.”

“Mhm. Okay, we’re in public. Enough talking or I’ll turn you upside down. The last thing we need is someone taking an interest in a man speaking to his own pocket.”

The pact demon glowed a sullen shade of dull orange. “Meh. Fine. Whatever.” With that, Smolder’s ember core winked out.

Crossing the parking lot, Alex turned his mind away from relationships and to the casino.

The Gate’s entrance was a long rectangle framed in glass and steel. It sat recessed beneath a shadowy awning, one that concealed most of the interior from view. Given the relatively early evening and the heat, there weren’t many people outside.

Alex checked his watch. I might be here too early. Still, he walked through the sliding glass doors and into the cool, smoky interior.

Biting back a cough at the haze-filled air, he walked past several beeping slot machines and into the interior.

Like most of the casinos in Vegas, the Golden Gate felt like walking into a chilled cave. He passed a cluster of older women sitting in a line, all chattering while they fed coins from buckets into slot machines.

The back half of the building looked like it had been recently renovated, with walled off sections to one side and another with frosted glass. Arriving at the blackjack and craps tables, he looked around for signs of an employee who could help him.

As if on command, a middle-aged woman with a world-weary smile crossed the floor toward him. She was dressed in a button up shirt and slacks, and had her ID clipped to her chest. It read, “Matilda.”

“Mr. Colin, it’s a pleasure to see you.” Her voice came across as professionally affable. “My employer wishes to extend a warm welcome.” She held out a plastic card. “Compliments of the house.”

Alex eyed the card. It probably had several hundred dollars loaded on it. Part of him knew he needed the money, but he also knew he couldn’t accept it. Besides, I’m here on a quest for Fate, not professional business. Not that I’d take a bribe anyway…

“Your employer?” he said, keeping his hands at his sides. “Who is that? It can’t be Dwayne Saulkin?”

“It is.” Smile faltering, she slid the card back into her pocket and grimaced, as if hearing something that made her uncomfortable. Alex glimpsed a low-profile earpiece tucked in one of her ears. “Is there anything else we can do for you? Mr. Saulkin is more than happy to clear his calendar if this is for official business.”

Alex considered what he knew about Dwayne. The man was a literal troll, and had immigrated to Vegas from the fae realm decades ago. He was also one of the few creatures legally allowed to bring other fae from the Wilds onto Earth. As far as he knew, Dwayne’s operation was all above board.

At least as far as the Fates are concerned, he corrected mentally. The Fates didn’t care about little things, like drugs or money laundering, or even human trafficking. Those would be on fae authorities, or human ones, to investigate. As long as the troll wasn’t violating Fate’s laws, Alex was expected to be hands off.

“I’m here on business, but it’s not for Dwayne. I’m here to interview one of your girls. Can you point me to Grace Crosby?”

“Grace? She isn’t at work yet. I don’t believe she’s due for a few hours.” Matilda seemed about to say something else, but hesitated. Speaking out of the side of her mouth, she said, “Are you sure? I know you said this guy is some sort of lawyer, but giving out staff addresses to regular people isn’t... Ah. I see.”

Pulling a card out of her pocket, Matilda walked over to a staff kiosk. She nabbed a pen from the sleepy looking young woman at the desk and wrote on the back, offering it to Alex after she was done.

“This is my card,” she said. “It’s got my personal number on it. Grace’s address is on the back. You can call me if you have any issues.”

“Sure. I appreciate that.” He accepted the card and left for the address.

***

Grace’s apartment complex was three blocks away, nestled between a construction zone and several long-term hotels. The U-shaped building faced away from the main streets, so he had to drive around the back, out of view from civilians, to get access to the rooms.

Pulling into a parking lot, Alex had a clear view of a recently demolished strip mall and several miles of unadorned desert.

When he got out of the car, a wave of heat slammed into him like a ton of bricks. It baked the asphalt, sending a veritable wall of heat into the air. He guessed it was over a hundred and ten degrees, if not more.

His first level class ability prevented him from suffering small amounts of damage, but it didn’t stop the discomfort at feeling the sweat boiling out of his skin. Standing next to his car, he rolled up his sleeves.

“Boss, I can feel something in the air. Someone’s doing something violent nearby.” Smolder pitched her voice low, but urgent.

Alex didn’t reply. Smolder rarely spoke where regular folk might hear, but when she did, it was out of urgency. Hazarding the peace of those who didn’t know about the magical world certainly qualified. He turned, sweeping the apartments for signs of trouble.

Two men wearing T-shirts and jeans were exiting one of the second story apartments. One had a gun aimed at the open door. After a few seconds of terse shouting, a woman stepped into view. She was wearing jean shorts and a bright pink tube top on a body that looked photoshopped.

Tracking up her body, Alex saw the woman’s expression was stressed. As the door closed behind her, Alex saw the number on the apartment door.

He’d found Grace right as she was being kidnapped.

Scanning the parking lot, he sighted an old pickup truck idling next to the stairs leading up. He walked over quickly, keeping an eye out for either of the thugs to see him. To her credit, Grace wasn’t going quietly.

“What’s this about?” she said, her syrupy sweet voice carrying loudly. “I have my visa. You can’t do this. Do you have any idea who I work for?”

With the sounds of her protestation keeping the escorts’ attention, Alex went to work. First, he took a quick photo of the truck’s tag, then glanced through the rear window for a driver. When he didn’t see one, he closed the distance and checked the truck’s bed.

There was a tarp, a crowbar, and a fresh pack of zip ties. He grabbed the crowbar and continued around the vehicle.

“The boss said he’s got some questions, but if you make me kill you, I will.” One man snarled. “You know, no one is going to do anything about another dead fae.”

Another dead fae? All sorts of alarms went off in Alex’s head as he got into place beneath the stairwell.

The stairs were black wrought iron and provided a barely adequate shield from view as he heard the first footsteps clang from above.

“I know everything,” Grace said, sounding earnest. “You two are real smart to do this.”

Her confession seemed to shock the men. “Uh, okay then. Keep going.”

They know she’s a fae, but not what kind she is, Alex observed.

Sneakers hit the asphalt. A second later, the backs of both men came into view as they continued their forcible escort.

Alex lunged, slamming his borrowed crowbar onto one of the thug’s shoulders. He hadn’t put any points in his Strength attribute yet, but he was far from a weak man. He was also tall and had the element of surprise on his side.

Crach!

He hit the guy hard enough to crack bone.

“Hey, what?” The second guy turned, just in time for Alex to backhand the crowbar into his face.

It wasn’t a solid hit, but it was enough to guarantee he’d earned the attention of both kidnappers.

The guy who took one to the jaw spun fully, one hand moving to his face and the other jerking his gun up.

“Boss!” Smolder cried in warning.

Alex twisted, jerking to the side as the shot went off.

BANG!

The bullet grazed his side, slicing a thin furrow across his abdominal muscles. He felt his legendary class kicking in, absorbing some of the damage. It was still enough to leave him bleeding.

With a determined look on her face, Grace darted between the two attackers. She wrapped her fingers around the shooter’s wrist, dragging hard to throw the man’s aim off and forcing the next shot to go wide.

Alex brought his crowbar down on the gun, knocking it free.

The first man took the opportunity to shove Grace back. “C’mon, man! We ain’t supposed to let the cops get involved.” Grabbing the shooter, the man with the hurt shoulder tugged his friend back to the truck.

Bending down, Alex snatched up the gun. Every instinct told him to shoot the tires on the truck out. But then what?

I’m not my brother, he told himself, exhaling and watching the men peel out of the parking lot. The gun went into the back of his waistband.

Looking at Grace, Alex waved. What a hell of a hello. “Grace, right? I’m Alex. I’m hoping you can help me find out what happened to your friend Mei?”

Standing a few feet away, wide eyed, she studied him for a solid few seconds. “You’re here about Mei? That’s what they wanted to talk to me about, too.”

A few expressions flashed across her face: suspicion, thinking, and finally decision. “Uh. Mister? You’re bleeding.”

Alex looked down. His side was covered in blood. It didn’t feel that bad, though. He’d had worse since earning his Tablet. “It’ll be fine. I’m mostly worried about Mei. Well, now I’m kinda worried about you and her. How about we go someplace safer where we can talk?”

She looked from him to his car. “Yeah. Sure. Let me go grab my purse and emergency supplies. Give me five minutes?”

“Sure. Do you mind if I come with? I’d like to wash the wound out, just in case.”

“Of course.”

As he followed her back up the stairs to her apartment, Alex activated Veil Perception again. In the split second before he summoned his Tablet, he got an excellent view of Grace’s muscular, thick backside and the plush cotton tail. She had rabbit ears, too. Other than that, he saw little difference between her fae and human forms.

His Tablet displayed a notification.

Notice: You’ve suffered [3] points of damage. Your class reduced this to [2] points. Based on your Endurance attribute, you will fully recover in [24 hours].

“No problem,” he said beneath his breath, leaving Perception active, just in case he needed it.

Grace’s apartment was tiny, little more than a bedroom, kitchenette, and shower. Vanishing into her bedroom, she said, “Feel free to clean up. I just need a few hours.”

“Hours?” he asked, then stopped himself. She’s a puca, remember. She has to lie to survive.

He was halfway through cleaning up when she appeared in the open doorway to the bathroom.

“I have everything I...oh, well, hello there, Enforcer.” Her eyes were locked on his abdomen.

Smirking, he wrapped a towel around the cut, then pulled his shirt into place, and buttoned it back up. “I’ll have to wear my jacket if we go anywhere public. We should be good to go otherwise.”

“I’m ready whenever you are.”

They made their way out and down the stairs and to his car. Turning Veil Perception off he replied “Those men had to be thralls. That’s the only thing that explains them knowing what you are. If they were asking about Mei, that just makes things even more complicated. Do you have any idea where she might be?”

Adjusting to the seat, Grace fiddled with the seatbelt until it settled in the valley between her breasts. The strap drew her tube top even tighter, revealing the outlines of her nipples.

Keeping his thoughts on pure professionalism, Alex cranked the car and pulled out of the parking lot.

She said, “Last I heard, she was going back to campus. She has a dorm room there.”

“That works.” He turned down a street in time to see two police cars coming in from the opposite direction. Thank the Fates for good timing, he thought.

“Do you have any idea why the thralls were trying to grab you? The way they talked about the fae made it pretty clear they haven’t been totally read in.”

“They didn’t say. Those guys just showed up at my place with a gun and told me someone wanted to ask me questions. They just referred to him as ‘boss.’” She shrugged.

Thralls were mortals licensed to have knowledge of the fae. The Fates allowed various political factions on Earth to issue those licenses, provided they used the mortals wisely. Humans were useful, as long as they kept their secrets from the Dreamers. Once they started becoming problematic, however, folk like Alex got involved.

Blabbing about the fae was a direct violation of Fate’s laws.

He said, “Boss, huh? That doesn’t narrow it down by much.”

Carefully maintaining the speed limit, Alex ran through a list of likely fae men in Vegas who had spare thrall licenses. Even with wealth and influence, few would risk such an overt breach of Fate’s laws. The number of men he knew who might be willing to do so were small, but as it turned out, Grace’s boss, the owner of the Golden Gate, was among them.

“I went to the Gate to ask for you less than an hour ago. It wouldn’t make sense for Dwayne to send men to collect you, not if he already knows I’m working an official case.”

“Actually, it does,” she said, with a totally straight face.

“She lies as good as any demon,” Smolder said cheerfully.

Alex caught Grace’s eyes as they widened and darted down to focus on his shirt pocket. “Don’t!” he warned in a growl. “Don’t respond. If anyone but me talks to her directly, it activates the easement.”

“Easement?” she repeated, locking eyes on his shirt. “I’ve only heard that in terms of a...” Realization hit, and her tone went from curious to terrified. “You’ve got a fucking pact demon in your pocket?”

“She is my familiar.” He patted the pack of cigarettes fondly. “And I’d prefer you to not use that tone about her. Smolder can be quite sensitive. People are so prejudiced about her kind for no reason.”

“Some reason, to be truthful,” Smolder corrected brightly. “Most of my kin lack my quirky good nature.”

Alex interjected, “Anyway, let’s focus on getting Mei found. Once we have, we’ll regroup. Anyone who’s willing to move this openly has to have a pretty serious reason.”

“Okay.” Grace settled back in her chair but kept looking over at his chest pocket. “So, what do you need from me?”

“Let’s start with the basics. When did you see her last? I have the report, but haven’t had time to review it.”

“We went to a show together three days ago. She was acting very distracted. Like, she kept looking around, or fiddling with her phone. When I asked her about it, she wouldn’t explain. I think she was going to go discuss what was bothering her with someone on campus.”

Glancing in the rear-view mirror to make sure no police cars had whipped around and started following, Alex turned off the main road and toward the interstate on-ramp. From his brief skim of the document on Mei, he remembered access to the college was several miles north of the city.

“Could it have been a boyfriend or something ordinary?”

Grace shook her head. “Mei stays away from the dating lifestyle. She’s going for the maximum purity inheritance.”

“Ah. Yeah. I think one of the Accords mentions those.” Suddenly, Alex wished he’d spent more time studying the local laws. When he’d gotten awarded his Class, he’d spent points improving his Sharpness attribute. It gave him a near-photographic memory, but only when he made time and applied it.

It is only my first year as an Enforcer, he told himself. Speaking of which...

“Hey. Grace, how did you know about me being an Enforcer?”

She snorted. “Are you kidding? We all know. Everyone in the fae and supernatural community in the entire state knows who you are. It’s why everyone does their best to hang out with you at every opportunity.”

It took him a few seconds to guess which part of what she’d said was a lie, only the last line. “That makes sense. If I’m the big bad wolf, everyone will want to know who I am and avoid me, right?”

“Yup.”

I wonder if they know I’m only the wolf some of the time? Unless the tabard is on, I’m just like them. Well, like them except with a Legendary class and my Enforcer template. But still. That’s basically regular.


Chapter 4: Across the Veil


Alex took an off-ramp leading to an apparently abandoned gas station. The road next to the station was clear and pristine, as if the asphalt had just been pressure washed.

Parking to one side of the road, Alex reactivated Veil Perception and summoned his Tablet. He used the equivalent of a magical search function, in stupidly curly wizard script, to get the details on accessing the college.

“What’s it like being an Enforcer?” Grace asked once he was done. Once again, he was struck by just how sweet she sounded. It reminded him a bit of Marilyn Monroe–with an undercurrent of sexuality that just came naturally.

“Eh. There’s not much to it, really.”

“Really?”

“It’s about what you expect. I have responsibilities to make sure the Fate’s laws are upheld. That’s really it.” He pointed further down the road. “Ha! I was right. This is the crossing where we need to go.”

“That was an awful way to change the subject, Mister Enforcer.”

He chuckled. “Was that the lie or the truth?”

“You may never know,” she retorted in a playful, sing-song voice.

“I like this lady, boss,” Smolder said. “Cool as a cucumber.”

Grace eyed his pocket, but resisted an evident urge to reply.

He resumed their trek, driving them down the clean road. Through Perception, Alex saw magic gleaming across the surface. An illusory shimmer floated above the pavement, revealing what mortals would see if they’d followed. It looked like the same road, just broken and pitted.

To a regular, vanilla mortal, it would seem undrivable. To an Enforcer and a fae, they could see what really existed there.

The air ahead of the road crackled and creased, like long-abused paper. It indicated a place where people had crossed the Veil repeatedly, and recently.

“We’re going through,” he said. “You ready?”

“Absolutely.” Wincing, Grace leaned back in her chair. One hand slid over to grip his thigh.

He looked down before giving her a sharp look.

“Need touch. It grounds me.” The meekness in her voice managed to come across as honeyed and sultry, but with an undercurrent of genuine terror.

Puca, Alex. Remember, she’s not human. Fae are wired differently. “Fine,” he said, focusing on his Tablet. The ability he sought appeared in scrawling text.

Pierce the Veil: Twice per day, you may cross the Veil. You may take up to [5] willing people with you for the crossing. These numeric values increase by [1] at class level 3, 5, 7, 9, 11, etc.


Extending a hand, he made a gentle brushing motion. As if the wall between worlds was nothing more than a gossamer sheet, the air in front of the car began to scrunch and bunch. A rush of sensation flowed across his body, rather than through it, as the Fate-granted ability activated.

Light rippled and bent, revealing a starlight corridor in the air. On the other side, maybe half a mile away, the darkness faded out, and the road resumed, only in a forest setting rather than the Nevada desert.

“I love this part,” Smolder said excitedly.

Grace’s hand twitched against his thigh, and Alex drove them into the darkness between realities.

Sensation broke. Causality unwound. Alex watched himself as he drove into himself. He felt the car as if it had entered his chest. When both versions merged, he saw his past unfurl.

Every decision he’d made leading to this moment happened simultaneously.

He was back in the dungeon, fighting for his life.

He was six years old, crying because his brother had left him with their asshole father.

He was eighteen, getting ready to enlist. Matty appeared at the door to their rickety old house, tattooed and with the eyes of a killer. Alex saw his brother’s eyes, saw the age in that young face.

But then Matty smiled and all the years dropped away.

Alex was deployed on his third tour, fighting a running battle against an enemy in the dark. Bullets flew, and blasts sent debris cascading down an embankment near his position.

Matty appeared out of nowhere, grabbing Alex like a bag of sand. Moving with impossible speed, the younger man carried Alex away from his defensive position.

Before Alex could open his mouth to protest, a missile struck where he’d been hiding. The world exploded in a flash of color and pain.

They emerged on the other side. Alex surfaced from the memories, exhaling as if he’d been holding his breath for minutes. Pain lanced through his thigh, and he looked over to see Grace’s haunted expression.

She broke down into a sob, leaning onto his shoulder. “C.... can we stop the car?” She pleaded between sobs.

“Of course.”

He pulled over and she scrabbled at the armrests, folding them up until she had enough room to crawl onto his lap. She pulled his arms around her, then began to cry in earnest. It was harsh at first, with full-bodied, shaking sobs, but eventually she quieted into a steady sniffle.

“S...sorry,” she said between chattering teeth. “Bad, bad memories.” Her fingernails clutched at his shirt urgently.

There was nothing sexual in the girl’s fear or hurt, and Alex reluctantly allowed his guard to drop. “There there,” he murmured into her platinum white hair, enfolding her tightly in his arms.

She’s an immigrant from the Fae Wilds, he thought, realizing whatever she’d fled from, and whatever she’d seen from her past, must have been awful.

Her sobs gradually faded to wet hiccups, and the hiccups petered into sniffles. Eventually, after maybe ten solid minutes, Grace sheepishly peeked up to gauge Alex’s reaction. “I’m sorry,” she said, still breathing deeply. “I lost my family when I was young. That crossing was...brutal.”

“You don’t have to explain,” he murmured, reaching up to tuck a stray bit of hair from her face.

At his contact, she visibly relaxed. Her shoulders eased and she disentangled herself enough to settle back into her side of the car where she struggled to get her seat belt back on. “Thank you,” she said, brushing away another rogue strand of hair. “Puca crave touch. It’s what grounds us. Without it, we can lose ourselves in emotion.” Then, without breaking tone, she added, “Also, I’m really glad you’re an asshole.”

Ignoring the last statement, Alex put the car back into gear and pushed the gas.

The place they’d crossed to was verdant. Ancient trees, with trunks too thick for Alex to encircle with his arms, framed the paved road all the way to a gravel driveway that led to the picture-perfect college campus.

“This doesn’t look like I expected,” he said, pulling to a stop. There were only two other cars in the parking lot, which was next to a two-story dorm.

“You were expecting something a boy wizard would attend?” Grace asked. Her composure was restored, but her eyes were still rimmed with red.

“We are in the Fae Wilds.” He looked up toward an endless blue sky. He saw a thousand different flying creatures flitting overhead. At least one of them resembled a dragon. “I don’t visit often. Actually, I’m kind of surprised the Fates allow this place to exist at all. Veil crossings are the heart of most of our problems on Earth.”

“That sounds like an awful question to ask someone in charge about.”

They got out of the car and began walking along the grounds. There were lots of people, most in their mid-to-young twenties. All were wearing school uniforms, but the wardrobe was off. The girls’ skirts were too short, barely mid-thigh, and their shirts were cut to show far more cleavage than was appropriate.

Even the guys they saw were wearing tight pants.

“I don’t suppose you know why they’re all dressed like they are one scene away from being in a fan-service anime, do you?”

Grace laughed softly. “That’s a better question for one of them. I’m pretty sure it has to do with the magic in sex.”

“Sex magic?”

She shook her head. “No, magic in sex. Mei told me about it once. She said once you’ve got magic awake in you, when you have sex, there’s all sorts of ways to connect with whoever you’re doing it with. Knowledge transfers, special spells. The whole nine. Apparently, there’s two types of mages, those who fornicate and those who withhold.”

“Huh?”

“Mhm. If a mage remains a virgin until a certain date, they get a big boost of power, or something. You’ll have to ask her.”

“Um. That’s kind of interesting.” I really need a couple hours with the Accords about this school, he thought, determined to make the time as soon as possible.

After several minutes of walking toward the center of campus, they were stopped by a trio of girls wearing bookbags. The girls eyed Alexander up and down, then a blonde gasped. “I think that’s the Enforcer!”

“That’s me,” Alex said.

“You’d think with all this notoriety, you’d get an actual salary,” Smolder observed from his pocket.

One of the girls started to reply, but the blonde clamped her hand over her friend’s mouth. “Sherrie, shh. Can’t you see the aura? That’s a pact demon in his pocket.”

“I’m perfectly tame,” Smolder protested.

Alex tapped his pocket. “That’s Smolder. Just don’t address the demon directly and you’ll be fine. We have a...complex contract. This lil quirky raisin of joy won’t pop out if you don’t address her directly.”

“Raisin of joy?!” the demon squeaked indignantly.

Relaxing visibly, the blonde released her friend. They both went back and forth from studying his pocket to Alex’s face. “How did you bond one that powerful? That aura is insane.”

“Would you believe that Smolder asked me to be her friend?”

All three of the students burst into laughter. “Demons....? Friends? Ahaha!”

Clearing her throat, Grace said, “Ladies, would you mind pointing us to where the Dean’s offices are? Or maybe where Mei’s room is? We’re looking for her.”

“Mei? Mei Meng?” The blonde furrowed her brow. “She’s over there,” she pointed at another dorm. “Second floor. Room twenty-seven, I think? And the Dean’s office is back there, down that covered walkway. It’s the tall building in the back. You can’t miss it.”

A short, dark-haired girl piped up, “Do you know what’s going on with Mei? She hasn’t been to any classes in a couple days. I’m starting to get worried. If there’s an Enforcer here...” She trailed off, eyes wide. “She didn’t break one of the laws, did she?”

“Not to my knowledge,” Alex said frankly. “Thanks, girls.”

The group moved off, talking excitedly, and glancing back over their shoulders. No doubt there’d be gossip tomorrow, but that wasn’t really his concern.

Smolder said, “They are hypothesizing about sleeping with you and if that would give them access to Fate powers. Typical mages.”

“Do you know a lot about them?” Alex replied.

“A bit. Remember what I told you about the Fae Wilds. Every region is different and has subtly different rules. For all I know, mages taught at this school behave totally differently than others I’ve met.”

“Fair enough.” To Grace, he said, “Let’s visit her dorm first?”

“That’s what I was thinking.”

Walking together, the two crossed to the campus. As they neared the dorm where Mei was supposed to be living. Alex saw a variety of spells, like overlapping domes of light, wrapping around the building and door. Each window was equally warded. His vision ability didn’t tell him what any of the spells did, but he did get an idea of their relative strength based on how saturated the colors were.

“This building is covered in magic,” he said, stopping at the door leading to the interior.

A sign on the outside read, “Buildabeak Dorms.”

Grace shifted to give him an amused look. “I’m very surprised to hear that.”

Chuckling, he tried the door. Magic popped and fizzled as Unbound activated. A few seconds later, the door clicked open.

Unbound: You are capable of breaking almost all bindings, be they magical or physical. This only applies as it relates to quests specifically granted by the Fates. If a binding would prevent you from accepting or completing a quest from the Fates the binding is removed.


“That’s a neat trick,” she said.

“Sometimes.”

The interior was just a long hallway flanked by evenly spaced rooms. A stairwell and elevator to one side led to the second story. Moans came from several rooms as they made their way upstairs toward Mei’s door.

As they passed a door, Alex hesitated. “It sounds like there’s a lot of people in there.”

Grace’s bunny ears, which were silky and white-looking, with bright pink interiors, twitched. “Five. I think it’s all girls.” That observation made her hesitate. “How does sex magic work between girls? Do they have to...” Bringing her hands up, she folded them together in a scissoring action.

“Focus, Grace,” he said, biting back a laugh.

The door to Mei’s room opened at his Unbound touch, revealing an area practically covered in spells. To Alex’s Perception, they lay as thick as cobwebs in the air, stretching from one side of the tidy space to the other.

Alex held Grace back before she could walk in. “I don’t know what these spells do, but this room is full of them. There’s no sign of her, either. Feels like no one’s been here in days.”

The puca girl hesitated, tensing against his hand. Her face signaled concern as she scanned the area. “Her bed is still made, and her makeup kit is out.” She folded an ear, pointing with the tip. “I think maybe she got ready to come see me, but never made it back to her room after our field trip.”

Alex felt his stomach sink. If Mei hadn’t come back to sleep in her room, she might not even be on campus. That left a lot of daunting possibilities on the table. With magic and Veil walking involved, it would be easier to count the number of places she couldn’t be than the opposite.

Smolder said, “Want me to come out and take a look at the spells? I can. Just say the words.”

The offer was a good one, but not without consequences. “No,” Alex said after a few seconds. “You said it yourself, magic isn’t your specialty. Before we go throwing weight around, let’s at least give the Dean a chance to explain himself.”

“Explain himself?” Grace said.

“Walk and talk.” Closing the door, Alex led her out of the building. As the two crossed the campus again, this time aiming for the forest near the Dean’s offices, he explained about his quest. “The Fates saw a convergence of events, but no details. Apparently, Mei is promising enough to merit direct intervention. The Dean didn’t report her missing, and that’s got them worried.”

“Who would he even report her to? Don’t the kitsune operate on Earth?”

“Sure, but Mei is from Earth. She’s got parents over there. Their jurisdiction should still apply.” Alex might not have memorized all the rules of the Accords, but he knew jurisdictional basics well enough.

The path leading to the Dean’s building was paved, with a decorative canopy providing shade. Trees and shrubs framed the area, sculpted to create a series of private spaces on either side. Alex saw several benches sitting in isolated little meditative zones as they went.

“This is nice,” Grace said, eyeing the benches with a hint of yearning on her face.

“Do you miss the Wilds? I can’t imagine going from a place like this to the desert of Nevada.”

“It’s great.” Her voice was flat. “I just love how the air dries my skin out, and how there’s nothing green to enjoy. I especially like how all the salads taste. Yum yum yummy in my tum tum tummy.”

“Say what?” The bunny girl doesn’t like salad?

They were moving at a steady pace, passing the enclosed areas every couple of steps. At her strange statement, he looked over at her and glimpsed a flash of pink from Grace’s side of the path.

She snorted and was about to say something else when Alex held a hand up. “Wait. What was that?”

“What was what?”

Backpedaling, he looked for the source of the color. “There!”

Between two bushes, barely a few inches apart, was a tiny sliver of space that glowed. Alex pressed his face closer, peering through the keyhole-like opening. Through the glow, he saw a foreign landscape. It resembled something out of Asia, with ornamental embellishments, including an elaborate pagoda. Sitting beneath a plum tree in full blossom, chained to the ground, was a girl with bright pink hair.

It was Mei.


Chapter 5: Mei Meng


“What is it?” Grace asked, following his gaze.

“You don’t see her?”

“Her who?”

“Mei. She’s right there.” Alex took a step back to point directly at the narrow gap leading to the strange landscape.

The puca shook her head vigorously enough to send strands of long white hair fluttering across her face. “I absolutely see everything you’re talking about.”

“Hrm.” Leaning over, he extended a probing finger between the bushes.

Bright sparks flew as something powerful resisted the pressure. It felt like syrup, thick and cloying, had wrapped around his digit to hold him in place. A deep purple and black ripple of electricity rolled away from the point of contact. Little tines of energy, like little claws emanating from the ripples, lashed out at his hand and struck his skin. It stung but did no damage.

“Smolder, what’s going on?”

The cigarette pack shifted. “I need to see this one. Permission to leave the case for this purpose?”

“Granted.”

With a sighing sound, Smolder extended long, spider-like limbs out of Alex’s pocket. Lifting her burning, coal-like body free, the pact demon rotated toward the point of Alex’s finger where it made contact with the magic. Twin hellfire eyes regarded the effect for a moment, then widened.

“This is an aetheric seal. It’s from one of the powers between worlds.”

Alex’s gut reaction was to yank his hand away, but he held steady. “That’s god stuff, right? Elder beings? Things like the Fates?”

“Sort of, yes. Good news: in these Fae Wilds, it has to obey the local rules. You should be able to pull out or push through.”

“Will do. You should go back now.”

Smolder quickly crawled back into the pack of cigarettes. “Be careful. Aetheric magic can have strange side effects.”

“Understood. I’ll be careful.” Alex was only level two, but his legendary class gave him advantages when dealing with magic.

How bad could it be? It’s just a barrier.

He leaned forward, pushing against the impediment.

Magic cracked, shattering and splintering as he forced layer after layer of spell to peel apart. Then one of the purple bolts struck his arm hard enough to deal damage. His Tablet flashed a notification.

Notice: You have suffered [5] points of damage from an [Aetheric Crackle] spell effect.


Notice: You have gained an Echo of [Aetheric Crackle]. You will retain this ability for [2] minutes.


Description – Aetheric Crackle: You may project Aetheric electricity from any point of your body. It has a maximum range of [15] feet and will deal between [6-12] points of Aetheric damage to any struck target. This attack is [seeking] and [splintering], meaning it will actively fork to strike multiple targets.


Bright, hot pain lanced through Alex’s body, leaving him shaking. It hurt more than it had any right to, as if the spell were trying to claw his very core out. He felt the tip of his finger pass through the barrier into free air space. The girl on the other side of the barrier turned and was watching him appear, her eyes huge and filled with awe. Above her, on the limbs of the plum tree, he saw a flock of ravens appear out of nowhere.

Ignoring the injury, Alex grounded himself in his purpose. I’m here to save that girl. Nothing else matters.

Grace gasped behind him. “I can see her! Mei! We’re coming for you! I brought the Enforcer!” She was screaming the words right in his ear.

It was loud enough for Mei to hear. The girl’s face transformed into a bright smile before she pointed at the tree and waved desperately over at them.

It’s a warning. Alex watched the birds, seeing more of the purple electric energy dancing across their feathers. Let’s see how those assholes like a taste of their own power. Leaning his shoulder into the barrier, he engaged his legs, using the leverage to force through the doughy resistance.

Another bolt of electricity struck his back on the way through, this time only dealing a small amount of damage. Now that he’d Echoed the effect, he was resistant to it.

Special Enhancement (Due to Dungeon Reward): You suffer 50% less damage from any source you have Echoed.


He crossed into a realm of lush grasslands and plum blossoms. A chill wind swept through the air, ruffling his hair.

CRACK!

Glancing back, he saw the barrier between the college and this new place was gone, leaving only a jagged outline of where the enchantment had been.

Impatient, Grace rushed through the opening. She pushed past him and ran across the grounds with the speed of a humanoid bunny and grace of a fae. When she reached Mei, she bent down to sweep her friend into a hug.

The puca either hadn’t noticed, or couldn’t see, the birds.

Making his way to the girls, Alex saw a thin metal chain around Mei’s ankle connected to a stake in the ground. A hint of amethyst magic danced across the chain and its anchor.

Caw! The birds burst into the air, rushing toward him.

Even ready for their attack, he barely got his hands up in time. Several clawed feet scored across his forearms as a flurry of feathers and death descended upon him. As points of damage ticked his health down dangerously, sapping him of strength and focus, he saw his Tablet flash out of the corner of his eye.

Notice: You have been damaged by a [Aetheric Raven Murder]. Do you wish to replace [Aetheric Crackle] with this new effect? [Y]/[N]


“No,” he said, both to the Tablet and the attacking birds. Gathering his will, he curled both hands into claws. Purple lightning, tinged with an outline of platinum white, exploded from both hands as he activated the Echo.

Aetheric Crackle burst from his fingers, seeking prey. Each bird it struck exploded in a fountain of feathers and magic.

At first, the swarm didn’t understand the danger. They kept diving to attack, only now, as they came close to one another to dive bomb him, the lightning jumped between them. They were being destroyed and deflected by their own magic. When their numbers dwindled to less than a tenth of what they’d been, sounds of challenge became confusion and alarm.

With fresh blood streaming down his forearms, head, and chest, Alex held his hands up, willing an unrelenting cascade of Aetheric Crackle to continue its grizzly assault.

The last of the birds attacking him vanished a moment later.

Free of his attackers, he saw the final bird circling Grace. It dove, cawing and pecking at the puka girl. She replied with some sort of magic of her own. With each attack, the bunny girl seemed to shift to one side, then the other. It looked like she was teleporting, but Alex guessed it was some sort of illusion.

He ran over, feeling the cost of all that blood loss. A glance at his Tablet, still floating just out of the periphery of his vision, showed that he had five hit points left.

A lucky shot or a few more claws and I’m fucked, he thought drunkenly, racing to protect both girls.

“I got this,” he heard himself say.

Smolder burned in his pocket. The little pact demon was angry enough that Alex could feel the heat against his chest. “Set me free. I’ll teach them about real power.”

Ignoring the demon, Alex crossed the distance until he was within range of the bird. Lifting a hand, he activated Crackle again. His borrowed spell tore the magical creature from the air.

When he finished looking around for more attackers, he discovered Mei looking at him with wide, almost horrified, eyes. “What you just did is impossible.”

“Not so impossible,” he replied, taking a knee next to her. He took the length of thin chain between his two hands and pulled. Familiar magic reacted, resisting his effort. Another cat’s lash of lightning struck his skin, dealing enough damage to his dwindling health to make him see double.

His Tablet flashed into his periphery.

Notice: You are down to [2] hit points.


“Yeah, yeah,” he slurred, not giving up. “We’ll rest after this.”

He was vaguely aware of Grace’s hand on his back. “Alex, you need to stop. You’re bleeding out. This is just making things worse. Alex! Stop!”

Snap!

The chain peeled apart and vanished, leaving Mei’s ankle free. He fell back, landing hard on the ground. Darkness chewed at the edges of his vision, stealing his focus. He was vaguely aware of Grace wrapping an arm around him.

She felt nice. Warm, soft, and comfortable.

Another, much smaller, body pressed against his other side. Mei said, “We need to get him to a place where I can use some healing magic. It’s not my forte, but I know at least one spell to help, and it takes a bit to cast.”

“Back to your dorm room, or somewhere else?” Grace replied. “We came in his car, if that helps.”

“Actually, it does. I know a place up the road. Let’s go.”

The girls worked together, keeping Alex on his feet until they were outside of the strange pocket dimension. Once free, Grace tugged his hand, directing him back across campus.

“No. Not that way.” Mei’s expression was tight.

“Why?” Grace asked.

“We need to avoid anyone and everyone. I didn’t get attacked until right after I confronted the Dean. If he’s involved, anyone could be.”

“That’s fucking great,” Grace announced happily.

Alex didn’t have his wits together enough to process just how deep the problem had just gone. Between otherworldly forces and the Deans of magical colleges potentially being involved, he knew he was in over his head.

Notice: You have defeated a [Level 4] aetheric spell and monster swarm. You have earned a bonus reward. You have earned [25%] of the experience required to reach level [3].


Notice: You have located Mei Meng faster than expected. You have earned a bonus reward. You have earned [25%] of the experience required to reach level [3].


Notice: You have rescued Mei Meng from a potentially lethal situation. You have earned a bonus reward. You have earned [50%] of the experience required to reach level [3].


Congratulations: You are now [Level 3].


“Gee, thanks,” he muttered to the Tablet, dismissing the notice with a mental command.

“You’re welcome,” Grace replied, thinking he’d been talking to her.

“Thank you for saving me back there, Mister Enforcer,” Mei added. “I don’t know how long whoever it was who kidnapped me meant to keep me alive, but when those birds popped up, I just knew I was fucked.”

Emerging from the foliage behind the dorm rooms near the gravel parking lot, they quickly crossed to his car. By the time they got there, Alex was already feeling a bit better.

Thank goodness for that 16 Endurance score. “I can drive,” he said, gently disentangling himself from both girls.

“Are you sure?” Grace asked, biting her bottom lip as she stepped back. The front of her chest was smeared with his blood. “You look great, but I’d be happy to drive.”

Alex wasn’t prepared for the mental gymnastics required to determine how much of her statement was a lie. “Nah. I got it. Mei, hop in the passenger seat so you can tell me where to drive. If you know a place we can stop for a little while, that would be great.”

He might be feeling a little better with the extra hit point from leveling up, but that wouldn’t sustain him. A mildly playful fae cat could claw me once and I’d be done for, he mused.

They piled into his car and Mei gave directions down a bumpy dirt road that led them further into the Fae Wilds.

“How much further?” he asked a few minutes of rough travel later. They’d gone from forests to rolling hills that were dotted with chest-high shrubs. The sky was darkening rapidly as clouds blew in from out of nowhere. When he glanced up, he glimpsed hints of magic crawling across the horizon.

A flash of pink hair caught his attention out of the corner of his eye as Mei leaned forward to see where he was looking. “We’re not far now.” Whispering beneath her breath, she cast a spell and cursed. “Someone is throwing weather magic at us. We need to get indoors.”

“Can you tell what level it is?” Smolder asked. “It would be tip-topper if Alex could get storm powers for a little while.”

Mei’s attention snapped to Alex’s pocket.

“Don’t!” Grace shouted, reaching up to slap a hand across Mei’s mouth. She quickly explained the situation. “Don’t talk to her directly. That’s the easement.”

Mei nodded, and said, “Got it,” when Grace lowered her hand. She spoke to Alex, “I’m talking to you, Enforcer, and no one else. Is that clear?”

“Crystal,” he said.

“I’m not sure about the level since I don’t have a Tablet. There are some analytical spells in the library at school that are supposed to be able to classify things like Tablets do, but that’s not how real magic works.”

“That’s not helpful.” One of Alex’s class limitations was based on level. If the requirement to use an effect was two levels higher than his current class level, he couldn’t Echo it. They’d been lucky the aetheric spells back at campus were of such a relatively low level.

If those were low level aetheric spells, what would higher level ones be capable of? The thought came and went. It wasn’t time to borrow trouble.

They came to Mei’s destination just as the first drops of rain fell.

It was a mansion, perched atop the windswept peak of a hill. Towering imposingly, it looked like something out of an old movie, with huge, curved wings that swept gracefully outward, as if preparing to envelop the landscape. Tall, round spires with domed caps and ornate white columns framed the entry, supporting four-stories of windows and brick.

At the center of this formidable facade lay a once-grand fountain, its cracked and bone-dry basin now overgrown with tangled vines. The scene, framed by the roiling storm clouds, exuded an aura of ominous threat and old secrets.

“Why does this place look like something out of the fifties or sixties?” Alex asked as the road transitioned from dirt to cracked pavement.

“Because it was,” Mei said. “When the college was first built, the Fates assigned a Warden to oversee things. That Warden and the first Dean both lived there while the construction was completed. Once it was, the Dean moved out, and the Warden used this place as a base of operations for a while after. Since then, it’s fallen into disrepair. Technically, it’s off limits to students.”

The way she said “technically” suggested mischief.

He gave her a look. “I’m guessing not every student obeys that rule?”

“Just me, that I know of,” she admitted, then added in a more defensive tone. “And it’s not a rule. Not officially. It’s just so far away that most students avoid the risks.”

“Do you visit often?”

“Eh. Just a handful of times. I found some books inside, ones that have helped my research.”

Smolder grumbled, “Mages should not interfere in the affairs of the Fates, nor their Wardens. Fate magic touches the boundaries between worlds. Fucking with those boundaries is how you get aetheric wars.”

Mei ignored the demon. “Go all the way to the top and park behind the fountain. It’s got a little slope on that side, so it should be enough to conceal us from view if someone comes looking.”

Following her directions, Alex parked on the pavement near the column-framed doors.

Wind rushed through the valley between the mansion’s wings, howling like a living thing. It was strong enough to jostle the car. The first raindrop hit like a rock, heralding what felt like a rip in the sky. Rain and wind buffeted the vehicle harder with each second, laced with foreboding magic.

Studying the sky with a deepening frown, Mei cursed beneath her breath. “We need to get inside. The door is unlocked, so we should be good to just run in since the mansion is still warded against attacks.”

At a crack of thunder, Grace jerked her door open. Pausing only to grab her travel bag, she raced up the front steps and through the entry. Alex and Mei followed shortly after.


Chapter 6: Barely an Inconvenience


Craaaack!

A harsh clap of thunder rolled through the mansion, the sound so loud that it shook windows in their frames.

Lightning strobed just beyond the cloudy windows, flashing bright enough for the purple-blue shine to illuminate the mansion’s interior. It revealed a space that hadn’t been properly cleaned in decades.

Dust covered everything. It spun in the air, adding a brown-gold haze to their first view of the place.

The entry was massive, high-vaulted and echoing. Two moth-nibbled couches flanked the entry hallway, and a thick rug led back into a circular antechamber. Halls branched off the chamber, and a flight of spiral stairs led up to the mansion's wings.

Alex noted many footprints on the carpet, but all of them looked to be from the same dainty feet. It looked like Mei had been correct in her guess that this place was avoided by the other students.

Boom!

The door rattled as a bolt of lightning struck the wood, sending a near-instant thunderous roar that felt like it was vibrating the entire building.

Grace jumped, yelping and folding her ears down tightly. She crowded in against Alex, ducking her head against his shoulder and trembling.

“This is getting bad,” Mei said, not sounding much better than her friend. She, too, moved closer to Alex. “I don’t suppose you can use some Fate magic, or Enforcer stuff, or whatever to help?”

“Good question.” Alex brought up his Tablet. It appeared next to his face, glowing with two notifications.

Notice: Aetheric interruption detected. Your Tablet’s connection to Fate has been interrupted by aetheric power. This will trigger a Warden’s intervention. Expect assistance as quickly as it can be summoned.


Notice: You are in a Warden’s Sanctuary. Enforcer, due to the presence of the Aether, you are authorized to pair with this facility. Do you wish to proceed? [Y]/[N].


He chose yes.

Previously invisible glyphs around the building began to glow with gentle, platinum light. Elaborate calligraphy appeared above the door frame and windows.

Lightning struck the door again and again. This time, there was no noise, and the wood didn’t rattle.

“It looks like I was able to activate some of the defenses the previous Warden installed,” Alex said, dismissing the Tablet and looking around to see what else might have changed because of the pairing.

Other than the ambient glow of protective magic, it didn’t seem obvious what had happened.

“There are other enchantments in the building,” Mei said, gently pulling away and straightening her clothes. “I should be able to activate them once I can cast my healing spell on you.”

In the clash of silver and purple light, Alex got his first good view of the girl.

Mei was Asian, and a little over five feet tall, with a slender build. Her long, curly hair was cotton candy pink, and she was wearing a school uniform. Unlike the girls on campus, she had pants and a thick sweater, rather than a skirt and blouse. Her bare forearms had visible tattoos, one of which resembled a cat playing with a dangling moon.

“I wouldn’t mind a little healing,” he admitted. The drive had given him time to recover some of his stamina, but he could feel the severe drain to his vitality. As his brother had said in the beginning, having a class granted by a Tablet was closer to being a superhero than a Dungeons and Dragons character class. Pain was still pain, however.

Grace reluctantly moved away and took a seat on the stairs. Curling up in a ball, she watched as Mei recited a series of liquid syllables. Fingers dancing, she traced an outline of his body, moving all the way around in a circuit once, twice, then a final time. When she was done, two new notifications appeared.

Notice: You have been healed [3] points of damage from a [Minor Restoration] spell effect.


Notice: You have gained an Echo of [Minor Restoration]. You will retain this ability for [2] minutes.


Description – Minor Restoration: You may mend anything (including living beings or objects) by [2] hit points. Be aware, because you do not use mana to power it, you also do not need to cast this spell as a ritual. This dramatically reduces the casting time. Range: 3 feet. Casting Time: 10 seconds.


“How do you feel?” Mei asked, backing up.

“Hold that thought.” Holding a hand out, fingers and palm aimed back at himself, Alex made a slow squeezing motion, Echoing the spell. He kept going until he felt well enough to handle another fight. When he was done, he cast the spell on Mei.

“Okay, hold on,” Mei said when he used her own spell on her. “How did you do that? You can’t have learned my spell that fast. It’s fucking impossible.”

“What’s impossible about it?” Smolder asked from his pocket.

Giving the mage a look of warning, Alex quickly said, “What’s impossible about it?” He crossed to Grace, repeating the process. Once he was up close, he saw she had suffered numerous, long scratches on her arms and across her torso. Bits of her bloodied tube top had nearly been carved into ribbons, exposing wounds on her full breasts.

Much to his relief, and mild regret, the spell also worked on her clothes, restoring her modesty.

Mei said, “You’re casting spells that should cost a ton of mana, and you’re doing it repeatedly. That lightning spell back inside the Splinter Realm had to have cost a ton of magical energy, but you just kept casting it like it was nothing.”

“I’m better now, thanks,” Grace said, catching Alex’s arm and giving him a squeeze. She looked like she needed the contact.

“You’re welcome,” he murmured, then went back to casting the spell on himself. If he was lucky, he’d be at full health by the time the Echo ran out.

Turning to Mei, he said, “I have a legendary class. It’s called Echo Parasite. I’m told it was created to help people like me fight against magic users and fae.”

“It makes you a man of men, is what it is,” Smolder announced. “If we can get him some proper levels and skills in combat, Alex will be as good as any Warden.”

Mei’s eyes narrowed thoughtfully. He saw her bright blue eyes as they darted across his body, assessing. “How does it work?”

“Um. Mysterious Fate magic?”

Mei’s face scrunched, her eyebrows drawing tight in an expression she probably intended to convey consternation. It just looked adorable, instead.

Chuckling, he said, “How about we find a way to get warm and maybe find some other clothes or something before we go into how my class works?”

Waving at a window through which the raging storm was still visible, he continued, “We probably have time. My tablet was cut off, so a Warden should come to investigate why I suddenly went offline, but it may take time.”

A high-level Warden would make quick work of a simple weather spell, no matter how it was crafted.

“Oh. Hmm. Clothes and such.” Mei chewed her lip thoughtfully. “There are rooms and bathrooms here, so it stands to reason that there might be clothes. I know there are comfort enchantments, at least. A little mana should be enough to get us hot water and what-not.”

“Shall we split up and search?” Alex offered.

“I’d love that!” Grace said brightly, bouncing to her feet. Only the shadow of terror, deep in her eyes, revealed the truth of the lie.

“Yeah, I’m going to go with the puca on this.” Mei moved over to her friend, giving the taller girl a hug. “Let’s all stay together for now. I can tell you where the bedrooms are that might have dry clothes. That should be a good place to start.”

She pointed up the stairs. “I think the left wing was where the Warden stayed. The right was for the original Dean. Maybe we can start there?”

“Sure.” Alex led the way. Once they were at the second level of the mansion, he saw how Mei had come to her conclusion. The left hallway had the Fate crest mirrored on both walls. Gleaming silver glowed gently on the shields that overlaid the cloth fabric. To his senses, the effect was warm and welcoming.

The right side of the staircase had similar arcane-style glyphs, but those did not produce any light.

He took them to the left, where they began exploring. After the third, well-appointed, but empty bedroom, he asked, “Mei, I thought you already looked around this place?”

“Just a bit, and mostly downstairs where the library is. There’s a creepy sort of feeling about the place. Like it’s haunted. You know? Oh! What’s this!”

He’d been about to respond that the mansion didn’t feel haunted at all to him, but stopped. No doubt being a Fated Enforcer gave him advantages in a building constructed for a Warden.

Looking over, he saw Mei had discovered a wardrobe full of women’s clothes. “Will they work?”

She pulled out a sleeveless, shimmering blue dress. It looked like something out of an old magazine, with a cinched waistline that flared at the hips. Elaborate lace flowers adorned the hem.

“Oh! I love it,” Grace said, moving to peek into the wardrobe for another option. She pulled out a similar style of garment in blush pink. Holding it up to her neck, she said, “It may be a bit small, but this should do.”

Standing next to Mei, with her petite physique, Grace’s height–which was an inch or two shy of six feet–stood out. She had broader shoulders and hips than Mei, too.

“Should fit me just fine,” Mei said with a vaguely smug look.

Lifting the bag she’d brought from her apartment, Grace said, “I have some things in here, too. Panties and such. You’re welcome to share.”

“Thanks!”

Alex waved further down the hall. “My turn.” He’d healed himself but had run out of the Echo before he could mend his blood-soaked clothes.

It took two more rooms, but they finally found what he took to be the original Warden’s bedroom. There was a large, four-poster bed carved from what looked like a single piece of silvery wood. Chests of drawers and a wardrobe stood closed, all covered in a layer of dust, lined up like sentinels along the wall.

With only the minimal illumination of the protective glyphs to see by, Alex opened the wardrobe.

Several bespoke suits filled the space. The shirts had elaborate embroidery around the cuffs and buttons. When he touched them, a sharp stab of static passed between his fingers and the cloth.

His Tablet appeared.

Notice: This fabric has been crafted by a high-level crafter and enchanted by Fated Acolytes. As the original owner is no longer in possession of the cloth, you are authorized to synchronize with them. Would you like to do so now? [Y]/[N].


He chose yes.

Each suit in the wardrobe blossomed with gentle light and adjusted in size and shape, growing to match his height and physique.

“Oh! You found suits. I love suits,” Mei said from behind him. Grace was standing next to her and was nodding in mute approval.

Ignoring her comment, he said, “Can you show us where to get cleaned up and maybe juice up those comfort wards? After, I want to know everything that’s happened to you since you went missing.”

That announcement dampened the mood, but only a little.

Alex expected Mei to choose one of the many bathrooms attached to a bedroom, but she led them back downstairs to a spa-style room lined with marble. It had a walk-in shower and a tub large enough to fit six or seven people in the middle of the space. Using a little magic, she activated spells inset in the walls, and steaming water poured from the tap and into the tub.

“Ladies first,” Alex said, preparing to walk into the hall.

“I’d rather not be separated.” Grace blurted. Something passed between the girls, some silent communication that had less to do with magic and everything to do with friendship, and they both nodded.

“Just turn around until we’re in the water,” Mei said over the sounds of rushing water. “You said you want to ask questions. We might as well do it while we’re soaking.”

He began to protest, but she cut him off. “I haven’t had a proper bath in days, and I want to take my time. This seems like the safest, most efficient way to do it.”

“Fine.”

Alex turned in the doorway, leaning against the jam and looking out into the empty hall. This place seemed way too massive for just two guys. He tried to imagine what kinds of things the Warden and the Dean had gotten up to while living here. If the two dresses were any indication, he imagined the Warden must have had a wife, or maybe a few girlfriends.

After the water finished running, he heard some small settling splashes.

“You can turn,” Grace said.

He did, and was only mildly sad that none of the details of his lovely companions were visible in the darkened, shadowy confines of the bathroom.

Grace bobbed up and down in the water as if she couldn’t stay still. Her shoulders surfaced and submerged rhythmically, but she stayed close to Mei with her back turned to Alex. He caught a tease of stark tan lines as she sometimes rose above the waterline, but little else. “Can you tell us what happened to you?” she asked her friend.

“I told you about the weird stuff happening around campus, right?”

“Um. Maybe. I vaguely remember. A bit. Let’s start from the top, for Alex.”

“Oh. True.”

Mei drifted back against the rear of the basin, settling against what Alex assumed was a seat. Steam rose between them, and light danced across her silhouette, giving him a watery view of her sculpted cheeks, chin, and a flash of damp hair.

“I spent most of my life as a generalized mage. My mom and dad were both specialists, and they wanted me to be more diverse. When I found this place,” she tipped her chin at the room, “I found some books in the library about the aether. They mentioned beings like gods and great spirits. There were even a few spells. One of them was to detect aetheric magic. After a few weeks of practice, I cast it on campus.”

“And found something you weren’t expecting?” Alex guessed.

“Precisely. It took me several days, but I figured out the magic was spiking at specific intervals.”

“Please tell me you didn’t go investigate on your own.”

“So, I investigated on my own.”

Grace piped up, “That sounds like an amazing idea, and something Mei would never do at all!”

Splashing her friend playfully, Mei continued. “The spikes in aetheric magic were happening at night, off the road a little ways but still near the campus. When I went out there, I found a group of people. I couldn’t get close enough to tell what they were doing exactly, but one of the guys had four arms.”

Alex leaned forward. “You’re saying a troll is involved?”

“At least one,” she said. “That’s why I went to visit Grace. She and I have been friends for a long time, and I thought she might know who it was.”

“That’s why you asked me about trolls crossing the veil on their own?” Grace asked, startled. “I totally forgot you even mentioned that.”

Mei bobbed her head. “It was. Anyway, when you couldn’t help me, I realized maybe it was time to see someone in a more official capacity, so I went and told the Dean.”

Suspicion tickled Alex’s senses. Knowing almost nothing about the situation, he already suspected that the Dean had to be involved. “And after that?” He prompted. “What happened next?”

“Ah. Well, I didn’t actually tell the Dean about my experiments with the aether. When I told him I’d spotted some people in the woods, he asked questions and then dismissed them. He said all sorts of fae creatures and people do things in the woods at night. It’s natural.”

“That is kind of how we met,” Grace added.

“Right. Anyway, I felt pretty ignored. On the way back, something just grabbed me and shoved me into that splinter realm. I didn’t get a good look at who or how. I don’t even know how long I was there for. The next thing I knew, you guys were poking holes in reality. That’s when you found me.”

Frowning, Alex revised his assumptions. “Mei, are there spells to make someone forget? If it was the Dean who kidnapped you, couldn’t he have just cast a spell to erase your memory?”

“He could,” she replied promptly.

Grace said, “Isn’t this the sort of thing an Enforcer or Warden normally gets called in for? If so, wouldn’t the Dean have just killed her, if he was involved?”

“Well, there is an Enforcer here.” Alex spread his hands, indicating his presence. With a sigh, he admitted, “Something isn’t adding up. Mei went asking questions and got kidnapped. We know those birds were deadly, but they didn’t attack until we came looking for Mei. On top of that, thralls tried to kidnap Grace right after I started asking questions. There’s a link there.”

“Thralls tried to kidnap you?” Mei’s eyes widened in terror for her friend. “Grace, are you okay?”

“I am.” Grace threw Alex a bright smile. “He showed up right on time.”

“That seems to be a trend for him,” the mage observed.

Smolder burst out laughing from Alex’s pocket. “I love it when everyone forgets the first part of your job title. Girls, he’s a Fated Enforcer. He literally works for beings who can predict the future. Practically everything Alex does will be right on time.”

Alex waved the comments away. Thinking out loud, he said, “You were both kept alive, despite it being easier to kill you. That tells me someone still needs something from you. Maybe they’re worried about what you know, or who you could have told.”

“This boss character,” Grace said.

At Mei’s questioning look, the puca explained what the goons had told her.

When she was done, Alex said, “I’m going to give you both a bit of privacy. Just call out when you’re done so I can have a turn, okay?”

Grace seemed about to say something, but Mei bobbed a nod. “That sounds great. Thanks.”

He settled out in the hall, far enough away to avoid eavesdropping. Leaning against the wall, he sagged. Using his powers so frequently might not cost mana, but it did leave him drained.

“I could sleep for a week,” he muttered.

The next thing he heard was Mei’s call. “We’re done! I’ll get the water clean and hot for you, if you want to come in.”

When he walked back into the spa area, both Mei and Grace were in their panties. Grace’s statuesque beauty filled her gray athletic bra to the point of straining it, and her butt was positively lush as she turned to pull on one of the outfits they’d found.

Mei, who blushed a little at seeing him, managed to nearly fill in one of Grace’s tops, even if the bottoms hung loose enough to show the V-taper of her pelvis.

Once both girls were dressed, Mei said, “We’ll be in the library, just to the left of the room we entered, whenever you’re done.”

“Sounds good.”

Alone for the first time in the better part of a day, Alex settled Smolder’s cigarettes next to the tub and disrobed. Sinking into the soothing water, he tried to get his thoughts in order. Unfortunately, images of Grace and Mei kept creeping into every plan he came up with. Worryingly, once he finally got that pair out of his thoughts, Lana and Laura crept in to stir things back up.

It wasn’t until much later that he felt the early stages of an idea come together.


Chapter 7: Storms and Confessions


Dressed in a white suit, accented with silver cufflinks, Alex joined the girls in the library. Now that they were clean and feeling safer, Mei and Grace had taken the time to search for a pantry. Miraculously, the one they’d found had been sealed with a preservative enchantment.

The trio had a small spread of pantry staples, wine, and water, all as fresh as the day it was stored. They also had several porcelain plates, silverware, and glasses to choose from.

Just as good as the food, the library had a cheerful fireplace that was also magically powered. With warm light filling the air, and the storm to add rhythm to the evening, they sat and shared a meal.

Alex, hair damp from his own bath, settled into place on the mountain of pillows that the girls had dragged in while he was changing.

Mei perched precariously at the edge of a stack of blankets, rolling a wine cork between her fingers. There was a pensive note to her posture, as if uncertain whether to settle where she was or draw nearer to the fire.

In contrast, Grace was sprawled out right in front of the fire, across the blankets. Her borrowed dress flattered her figure to an incongruously distracting degree, the single layer of silky fabric clinging to the outline of her ass.

Pausing to take a breath, Alex found himself struck by the almost painterly composition of the moment. Mei, with her splash of pink hair, and Grace with her shadow-cast curves.

Then the impish puca reached down and ran her finger across an oily swirl on her plate until the tip was coated. Lifting a thin slice of bread, she deliberately pressed the tip against the loaf and said, “Alex, care to have a bite?”

The invitation was so spontaneous and out of place for events up to that moment, that Alex nearly jumped.

“Ah. Um. Sure.” Conscious of Mei’s distance, and the circumstances that had brought the three of them here, he reached out to pluck the bread from Grace’s fingers.

She pouted playfully, then grinned and pressed her tongue against her finger.

Alex bit into the bread. It was delicious, much more than any moldy sandwich.

“Fate is funny, isn’t it?” Mei mused, abandoning the cork and lifting a glass. Wine swirled at the bottom of an ornate goblet as she looked from her two companions to the drink. “Without this precise configuration of people, we’d be spending the night in a haunted house. Now, we’re basically sitting in a tapas wine bar behind some powerful wards.”

Grace snorted. “Oh yeah. You guys couldn’t have done aaany of this without me. You’re welcome.” She passed a small empty plate to Alex before elbowing Mei in the shin. “Can you pass me the bottle? I don’t want you to only drink wine for dinner, Mei. Unless...” She swiveled to search Alex’s face, watching as he loaded little bites onto his plate. “You do drink. Don’t you, Mister Enforcer?”

Alex chuckled. “I drink. Not usually on the job, though.” He smiled a ‘thank you’ as Mei handed him a glass and Grace filled it with a dark wine, “This looks good. Haunted wine bar might just be my new aesthetic.”

His stomach growled as he took a sip, then tried another bite of bread. It wasn’t precisely filling, but they didn’t have many choices unless they were willing to brave the weather.

“And we’re so fancy!” Grace noted. “It’s not every day a girl gets to dress up.”

Peeling herself off the floor, Grace came to her feet with a little bounce. The firelight backlit her body, shining through the thin material of her dress, nearly making Alex choke.

He’d just seen the girl in her bra and panties, but that had been under different circumstances. Her breasts strained at the top, threatening to burst free. As she turned to slice more bread, he saw the back of her dress scooped halfway down her back, confirming the tan lines he’d noticed earlier.

Peeking over her shoulder at him, Grace smiled playfully. “Thirsty, Mister Enforcer?”

“Very,” Alex confirmed, taking a loud sip of wine and forcing himself to look away.

“It’s a really dry vintage, isn’t it?” Mei chuckled from her perch at the edge of the fire’s light. “I wouldn’t have chosen this, but it’s growing on me.” The bottle glugged as Mei refilled her goblet. Her eyes darkened as she watched the rain lash against the window. The ordeal in the splinter realm had clearly left its mark.

Sensing the shift in her mood, Alex cleared his throat. “Hey,” he said gently, “we’re safe now. The wards are holding.”

“Yeah,” Mei mumbled, setting her goblet down with a soft clink, already empty. “They’re holding. Holding us safe in another trap.”

Alex and Grace looked at each other. They may not have known each other long, but the Enforcer and puca came to a silent accord. They needed to take care of Mei.

Grace sidled up to her friend as the mage refilled her glass. “For real? You really think this crusty old McMansion is a trap? It only turned on when Mister Enforcer did his little Fate thing.”

“Please,” Alex joked, taking a few awkward scoots until he was on the other side of Mei. “Mister Enforcer was my father. Call me Alex.”

Grace managed to swindle the bottle away from Mei whose cheeks were already red. The pink-haired mage giggle-snorted into a sort of hiccup and her eyes became glassy with unshed tears. “That was a really bad joke.”

“Well, I’m a really bad comedian.”

“Seriously, though, Mei. You know we’re safe here, right?” Grace asked.

Alex felt the cool bump of the wine bottle against his hand from Grace as she wrapped her arm around her friend and passed the wine away to Alex. Though the bottle was already light, he ferreted it into the shadows and out of sight.

“I don’t know what to think.” Mei complained with a hearty sigh. “I didn’t think someone could nab me off campus, either. And right under the Dean’s nose. And! They tried to get Gracey!” Mei gestured so dramatically Alex had to dodge or be hit.

Catching Grace’s eye behind Mei’s back, he mouthed ‘Gracey?’ to the puca in question.

The bunny girl shrugged as Mei continued. “There’s birds and weather and too many variables happening. I would like one problem at a time. One!”

“Life doesn’t work that way, hun.” The demon in Alex’s pocket chimed in.

Mei zeroed in on Alex’s shirt and inhaled, ready to tell the demon where she could shove her life and work. Grace yelped as soon as she realized what was happening. She’d snuck the goblet out from the mage’s hand. In that moment, she had to choose wine or to risk the easement of a demon. Grace slapped her fingers across Mei’s lips and fumbled the goblet.

A beat of silence hung between them as the shock of the situation hit.

The last of Mei’s wine had gone everywhere. Across the side of Mei’s face, in Alex’s hair, across Grace’s arm, it’d even splashed across their platter of food. Mei giggle-hiccuped behind Grace’s fingers. Somehow that broke the solemnity of the moment, and they were soon all laughing.

Even Smolder chuckled, the ember of her spirit pulsing bright orange and red with amusement.

Laughter, genuine and unrestrained, filled the room until tears streamed down Mei’s face, mixing with the spilled wine staining her cheek. Grace doubled over into Mei, overtaken with mirth, and Alex caught the both of them as they toppled, laughing at the sheer ridiculousness of the situation.

The tension that had lingered dissolved completely. Finally, gasping for breath, Mei wiped her eyes. “Alright, alright,” she wheezed, “I think I’m too tired for this nonsense.”

“And too sticky.” Grace said, plucking at Mei’s pink hair. The mage answered with a soft mhmm and rubbed her face against Alex, who realized the tipsy mage had her hands around his waist.

Mei said, “Mmm. You make a good pillow.”

Grace caught Alex’s eye again and he could see the mischief brewing. Before she could make trouble, Alex ran his knuckles against Mei’s cheek and called to her softly.

“Mei, I think the wine hit you pretty hard.” She snuggled more aggressively into his chest, and he felt the skin of his cheeks flush. “Would you like to wash your face before you sleep or just go to bed?”

Mei mumbled her choice, but it didn’t really matter which she chose, the result of both was that she was going to bed.

“I’ll help her wash her face.” The fae stood and with Alex’s help, they got the tipsy mage onto her feet. Grace’s earlier playfulness settled into caring concern as Mei moved from clinging to Alex, to clinging to the puca. The girls seemed to be genuinely good friends.

“Are you sure you can manage?” he whispered.

“Wait, I haven’t finished my wine,” Mei complained, reaching down for the empty goblet.

Grace caught her hand. “Oh no. The wine’s all gone, little mage. It’s time for bed now.” She threw a playful wink at Alex. “I got this.”

The bunny girl shepherded Mei out of the room, crooning at her all the while. “You don’t want the Enforcer to hear you snore, right? We’d better pick a room at least a few doors down.”

As the two women disappeared into the shadows of the hallway, Alex chuckled. He surveyed the room where the remnants of their impromptu feast lay scattered across the blankets. He did his best to salvage what he could of the food and the rest he shook off the blankets into the fire.

A smile lingered on his face. This moment felt outside of time. He felt no real rush to make their escape, not with the storm still raging.

The silence was broken by the faint voice of Smolder in his pocket. “Intriguing dynamic,” the demon rumbled.

“It’s been a day.”

Left alone, he removed his suit jacket and checked for stains. There were none. Still, it had grown too warm in the room to keep it on. Folding it, he lay it across one of the plush, worn, chairs.

A few minutes later, Grace reappeared. Firelight teased at her face, highlighting a mischievous expression. “Our girl’s all tucked in,” she announced, rubbing her hands together. “Now, about that wine...”

“No more wine tonight,” Alex said firmly, but his tone lacked any real bite.

Grace pouted in playful mock-offense. “Aww. Come on, Alex. Just one glass? We should celebrate our escape from the clutches of evil and the harrowing near-death experience of Mei spilling her wine!”

“I mean, I would,” Alex conceded, a smile tugging at his lips. “But I don’t think there’s any left. I did, however, manage to save some of that brown crusty bread.”

Grace grinned, her eyes twinkling. “Ugh. I absolutely loathe bread.” From the way she was rubbing her lips together, Alex gathered that was another lie. “Fine. Let’s resume the wine bar feast, without wine. That vintage seemed kinda bitter, anyway.”

They settled back in front of the fireplace, a comfortable camaraderie between them once more as they joked and teased. This time, however, Alex was more aware that it was just the two of them, excluding the demon in the jacket pocket.

As the fire crackled and the storm raged outside, Alex relaxed into place. The warmth of the room, coupled with the undeniable spark between him and Grace, lit something in his chest.

The shared danger probably helped, he admitted privately. There was nothing like an adrenaline spike to draw people together.

Glancing over at her, he studied the way the firelight danced and highlighted the faint freckles dusting the bridge of her nose.

Grace caught his gaze and smiled, a knowing glint in her eyes. She raised her goblet of water. “To not being kidnapped,” she toasted.

Alex clinked his glass against hers, a matching smile on his face. “Cheers to that,” he agreed. “How are you? I think we both saw how Mei is feeling.”

“Yeah, you just barely escaped having a second woman break down crying on you today.”

“I wouldn’t have minded so much,” he admitted while dribbling honey on the last bit of bread. “It probably won’t be the last time someone breaks down in front of me.”

Grace watched him chew and swallow, her eyes tracing down to his torso and back up in obvious appreciation. It was a fae behavior Alex had noticed before. Showing your interest was almost as common as a handshake. Unlike other fae, Grace whapped Alex playfully on the chest afterwards.

“Gee, thanks! You’re supposed to say ‘You’re special, Grace’ or ‘I’ll never let you cry another tear, Grace.’ and then we make out.”

Alex caught her hand, trapping it against his chest. “You are special, Grace, but I’m not a puca. We’ve known each other, what? A handful of hours?” He rubbed his thumb over her hand to reassure her and take the sting out of his words. At the physical contact, Grace’s shoulders relaxed. “We haven’t known each other long enough for you to be special to me in particular.”

“And if I want to be?” Her shoulders ratcheted up again, close to her fluffy white bunny ears, “What if I want to be special to you?”

“Well,” Alex might not have been certain what he wanted, but the earnestness in her eyes was too piercing, too real for it to be a lie or a joke. “We could start by making out.”


Chapter 8: Warmth


Grace inhaled sharply, pupils visibly dilating. “Hmm. That’s tempting. But what if I’d rather you help me work these knots out instead?”

Her voice, which had started light and teasing, grew more serious as she led Alex’s hand away from his chest and to her mostly bare shoulders.

It had been a long time since Alex had been intimate with a woman. Between the Forces, college, and then becoming an Enforcer, there simply hadn’t been time.

To be honest, it’s mainly about being an Enforcer. It wasn’t like he could date most human women safely now. He couldn’t risk them finding out about his second job. And if I date a fae, there’s a whole list of potential problems.

In that moment, feeling the silky smooth firmness of Grace’s flesh, all of that went out the window, replaced with a heartfelt need as deep as anything he could remember. His hand shook, not with uncertainty but a rush of raw need.

Hesitating, he studied Grace’s face. “I’m not into one-night stands.”

She laughed softly, leaning into his touch. “Me either. Puca bond with touch, Mister Enforcer. I trust you, if you’re willing to trust me.”

He studied her face, looking for any of the signs he’d come to recognize as hallmarks of her lies. There were none. If anything, she returned his gaze with just as much searching and yearning as he felt.

Her lips parted in a sigh and she shifted, drawing closer.

“I’m sticky from the honey.” He warned, voice thick.

“I won’t complain, as long as you lick it off.”

Alex stroked the delicate strap of her dress, marveling at the interplay of the light from the fireplace and the freckles that he’d noticed earlier. Grace shivered under his hand, wiggling even closer.

“That tickles,” she said in a breathy voice.

Grace’s voice had always been sultry. Aroused, it became pure sex.

Gripping her more tightly, he leaned in to roll his tongue across her shoulder, right across the dark-then-light stripe of a tan line. Even her flavor was intoxicating. Without thinking, he gently bit down, tongue rippling across her skin.

She groaned, hips and ass arching back toward him.

Alex reluctantly broke the intimate kiss and returned to his caresses, using both hands to knead her shoulders. Grace melted, her tension and anxiety relaxing with every stroke of his fingers.

While she savored his touches, Alex could not help but feast with his eyes. Grace’s dress hugged her body like a confection, revealing peaks and valleys made only more entrancing in the flickering light.

Eventually, Grace turned, grabbing one of his hands to get his attention. He hesitated, wanting nothing more than to continue.

She turned further, letting him see her face. Her pupils were so dilated that her eyes looked totally black, and her lush lips looked even more plump.

“More touches please?” The way she said it nearly turned Alex’s knees to water. No woman had ever made him feel more wanted than he felt in that moment.

He was about to reply when he noticed that the straps of her dress had fallen to her shoulders, and the front had lowered enough to reveal the full tops of her breasts. V-shaped tan lines vanished into fabric that dangled dangerously, perched atop nipples so hard they practically screamed for attention.

“Sticky hands,” she said before he could reply. Still holding his hand, she drew it slowly to her mouth. Maintaining eye contact, she drew the pad of his sticky thumb up into her hot, wet mouth.

Alex bit back a moan. The sense of her lips against his finger was impossibly intimate. Then he felt her tongue roll across the tip, slowly, up then down.

“If you’re hungry, I think we have more honey.” The quip came out more to ground himself than any real interest in food. As far as he was concerned, she was the only meal he wanted.

“Oh really?” With a smirk, Grace released his hand. Twisting to reach, she stuck her finger into the jar of amber sweetness. The motion tugged at her dress, miraculously failing to dislodge it.

The smell of honey permeated the room as she drew a sticky line down one breast and kept going, curving a finger inside the precarious edge. “I think it’s your turn, Mister Enforcer.”

He didn’t need another invitation.

Alex closed the distance, leaning down to drag his lips across her neck, biting and trailing kisses down her collarbone. She moaned, one hand hooking his pants to draw him closer. When she felt his need pressing against her pelvis, she made a sound of pure delight.

“More,” she said again, urgently demanding.

Flicking his tongue out, he found the trail of honey and followed it down. When his chin brushed the top of the dress, the fabric finally, blessedly, gave way. Her breasts bounced, the taut flesh moving across his chin and cheek.

He paused, just long enough to admire the sight of a pink nipple so hard it stood out half an inch from the sumptuous curve of her full breast. Then he wrapped his mouth around her nipple, sliding his tongue across the thin layer of honey she’d left for him.

Reaching between them, Grace found his need. Her fingertips slid up and down his shaft, questing to feel all of him.

Alex moaned at the contact, and she replied in kind as he moved from one breast to the other, tongue and teeth sliding across every inch of her he could reach. When he found her other nipple, he bit down gently.

Grace’s hips bucked, and her hand went from squeezing to tugging urgently. Then she pushed him back a step. “My turn.”

Full of sensations – wonder, delight, joy, and need – Alex didn’t know what to expect.

Stretching, Grace dipped a finger in the honey jar and drew her fingers across the outline of him in his pants. With a smile so deviant that she might have had a little kitsune in her, she mock-whispered, “Oh, no. Now you’ve got honey on your pants. Whatever shall we do? You really should take those off before they stain.”

Alex lifted his hips, trying to tug the pants off, but the belt was too snug. Reluctantly, he came to his feet and found the fastener. Before he had the buckle undone, Grace was on her knees, helping him.

With her dress settled down her trim waist, she yanked urgently.

“You’re not making this easier,” he pointed out.

“I’m fucking fine with that,” she replied. Then she pulled again, nearly hard enough to bring him down on top of her. It did the trick, though.

His pants pooled around his ankles, and his cock sprang free. Grace caught it in her sticky hand, running her fingers up and down the bare shaft as he watched.

“Enforcer indeed,” she announced, far louder than anything she’d said so far.

“What?”

By way of reply, she leaned in to run the tip of her tongue across the underside of his shaft, following the trails of honey her fingers had just deposited.

It felt excruciating and amazing all at once. Her breath was warm, and her tongue was a velvet tease.

He slid a hand down, fingertips tracing across her fluffy ears. When she didn’t complain, he gripped one and tugged gently.

“Mmmhmm,” she replied, arching up to press her breasts against his thighs just before taking his tip into her mouth.

A universe of warmth and pressure enveloped him. Alex’s toes were curling even before she began rolling her tongue across his crown, fluttering back and forth experimentally.

Now it was Alex’s turn to demand, “More.”

She slowly worked her lips down his shaft, taking as much of his cock in her mouth as she could and sucking until her cheeks hollowed. He felt any resistance fade as saliva pooled in her mouth. She slid up and down, making sure that each time she got to his cockhead she ran her tongue around the tip, earning more of his moans.

Grace established a nice rhythm on Alex’s shaft. Gripping both of her silky ears gently, he arched forward, fucking into her hot mouth.

She adjusted her angle, opening her throat welcomingly. Squeezing warmth invited him in, and he gave it to her, pushing harder and faster.

Her moans, coupled with the way her hips began bucking and writhing beneath him pushed him over the edge.

“I’m...” he said warningly, unable to complete the sentence.

Sliding one hand between them, Grace gripped his sack, and his ass with her other hand. She held him there, forcing her head forward, impaling her face on his cock as she squeezed his balls.

Moaning, then screaming in pure ecstasy, Alex flooded her mouth with his seed.

The climax seemed to last an eternity before Grace relaxed the hand on his balls. But she didn’t release him. Making eager, wet sounds, she swallowed every drop, then began lavishing his length with her tongue again.

Alex didn’t even have a chance to soften. “Let’s get a bit more comfortable,” he suggested, pulling her up into his arms and stepping out of his pants.

There wasn’t much honey left, but what little there was smeared between them as he carried her toward the stairs.

“Oh, really?” Grace said, leaning up to kiss him deeply as he took the stairs two at a time. She broke the kiss briefly to lean around his shoulder. “We’re not going to burn this place down by leaving the fire going, are we?”

“Fuck the fire,” he growled against her lips which earned him a delighted squeal and giggle. But he meant it. There was no way he was stopping now to tend a fire. The force of his desire was too great. If they had all this magic and couldn’t keep a single fire contained, then this place deserved to burn down.

He carried her two doors past the open doorway he assumed Grace had put Mei to bed in. Part of him wondered if he should close the door. The rest of him didn’t give a damn.

With only strobing bolts of lightning to show the way, he carried Grace to the huge bed at the back of the room. He dropped her on a stack of silky pillows. Watching the shadows sliding across her bouncing flesh were enough to make him bite back a growl of desire.

She reached for him, pulling him close, and he bent down eagerly.

They kissed again, first with raw passion, and then slower, more sensually. After several, extravagant minutes, Grace broke the kiss to demand, “More.”

It was all the invitation he needed.

Standing up, Alex ran his fingers across the crumpled dress. She helped him, lifting a muscular leg and settling it on one of his shoulders. An aroma of something sweet and decidedly not honey filled his senses, and he wanted nothing more than to make the girl feel just as wonderful as she just made him.

“I can take the dress off, if you want to...Oh!”

Alex leaned down, ducking beneath the hem of the dress. He was impatient now, drunk on desire. Tugging her panties to the side, his lips found her center, which was hot and soaking with sweet cream.

The next thing he knew, she was tugging at her dress, struggling to get it out of the way to touch him. Her fingers sank into his hair, urging him on.

He didn’t need any urging.

Grace’s pussy was impossibly perfect. Slick and delicious and responsive to his tongue. When he slid his lips across her clit, she screamed. “Yes! Yes! Please! There!”

And when he ran a finger across her entrance, her cries only escalated.

He pressed a finger within her and found her pussy like a vice, so tight and warm that he worried about hurting her.

“More,” she panted, pushing down, toward his finger.

“Well then,” he said with a hungry smile, using more force.

With his tongue and finger working together, Grace hit her climax with a sound that filled the room. “Yes! YES! OH FUCK ALEX THERE! THERE! DON’T STOP! PLEASE! PLEASE! YES YES YES!”

She was a live wire, her body turned to a twelve, bucking and writhing with such force that he had to practically pin her down with his other hand as he stroked his finger in and out of her tunnel.

To his surprise, she didn’t stop, even when he ducked out from beneath her skirt.

“Please,” she panted desperately, stomach clenching. “I can’t touch enough of you like this. I want more. I need more, Alex.”

With one hand atop his, which still had a digit inside her, she clawed at his shirt and her dress, fumbling to try to strip them both naked while maintaining intimate contact. “Please, more. Damn it, I hate how much I want you right now.”

He knew which one was the lie.

“I can’t do it with one hand,” he said, curling his finger inside her. Her first orgasm had swollen her, making her even tighter, as impossible as that should have been.

“Fine, just hurry, you damn jerk.”

Alex laughed. It felt right. In that moment, between the peaks of desire, he felt something ease inside his chest, like a spark to an entirely different fire.

Pulling his hand free, he quickly peeled out of his clothes. As he did, Grace arched and wiggled, nearly ripping the dress free. Shadows licked across the flat of her stomach and smooth mound as she finally freed herself.

She extended her legs, hooking them around his thighs and pulling him close again. He fell forward across her torso, her breasts against his bare chest. They were close enough in height that their bodies were already in alignment. He felt her warm slit against the tip of his cock and wanted nothing more than to feel her around him.

But he paused. “Grace, I’m not going to be able to hold back inside you.”

“I don’t want you to,” she said, hands sliding down his back to grip his ass. She drove her nails in and arched, rocking her pussy against his cock.

Her incredibly tight tunnel fitted against his tip, threatening to keep him out, or lock him inside forever.

“But,” he began to protest, but she cut him off.

“It takes a potion. I can’t get pregnant without a potion. It’s a long story. I promise to let you fuck it out of me someday.”

That was all it took.

Rolling his hips forward, Alex pushed into Grace’s sopping wet hole. She returned the motion, writhing and forcing herself down onto him.

Without her help, he doubted he could have made it inside.

Achingly slowly, he pressed inward, one fraction of an inch at a time. Her insides gripped him, milking in ways he couldn’t have imagined were possible. By the time he bottomed out, Grace was panting and arching, grinding her pelvis against his.

He looked down and saw her eyes squeezed tight, her ears straight and taut. Her expression was on the edge of pleasure and pain, even as she rocked back into him with almost desperate urgency.

“Look at me, Grace.” Alex cupped the puca’s jaw in his palm, waiting until she opened her eyes before he leaned down to kiss her.

Mouth to mouth, sharing breaths, he began to withdraw. It was agonizing, both in terms of not being completely engulfed in her warmth, and in terms of just how urgently her core was squeezing him to keep him inside.

“Ohhhhh No!” She moaned against his mouth, arching and tugging with her feet, pushing back to reclaim the short amount he’d been able to pull out.

Taking her protests as a sign, he moved up on the bed to experiment with shorter, shallow thrusts. Sliding his hands between them, he gripped her luscious, taut ass. The feeling of her cottony tail was different – unique in a fun, exciting way.

“Alex...” Grace whimpered, rocking against him. “I can’t hold out much longer. I want you.”

“You want me?” he said, knowing what she meant, but wanting to hear her say it.

“Fill me up. Please. Come inside me, please!”

He grinned against her mouth. “Only if I can have seconds or thirds after.”

“Yes! Anything! Thirds, fourths, as much as you want. Just give it to me!”

At her words, he pulled backwards. With her so close to the edge, the pleasure of her tunnel nearly earned her reward, but he managed to hold back.

Barely.

“Alex?” She whimpered, eyes widening. “What are you doing?”

He slammed back into her, thrusting as hard as he could. The shockwave of his force rolled through her body, transforming the beginnings of her orgasm into something apocalyptic.

Grace screamed, howling in ecstasy and riding his cock with desperate urgency.

When he came inside her, she came again. This time it was even louder.

The next time was, too.

And so was the one after that.


Chapter 9: Wardens and Leveling


Alex woke to the feeling of a warm body pressed against his side. Memories of the night before stirred, and he couldn’t help but feel genuine wonder at the beauty of what had happened.

It had been a long time since he’d allowed someone that close to him.

Reluctant to leave the bed, he summoned his Tablet and skimmed the new notifications.

Notice: The aetheric storm has been dissipated. A Warden has been dispatched to check the area. Prepare for their arrival within the hour.


Notice: You are level [3] and have [3] skill points and [5] attribute points to assign. You cannot assign more than [3] points to a single attribute at a time.
Given recent events, you may swap out any one skill for a combat oriented one, if you choose. Any new skills will begin with a bonus of 0, and skills you have replaced will freeze at their current bonus.
Do you wish to replace one of your skills? [Y]/[N].


He checked his current skills.

· Investigation: 2. This skill helps in all manner of investigation, including observing details others might miss.
· Negotiation: 2. Similar to Diplomacy, this skill will allow you to understand the needs and desires of others. Combined with Investigation, it will make your job as an Enforcer easier.
· Fae Law: 2. This skill provides you with insights into the laws and contracts of the Fae and Magical community. It also updates your Tablet with local Accords and customs when you move into a new area.


Alex was a capable fighter, but that wasn’t his focus, nor did he want violence to shape who he would become. That’s for Matty, not me.

He selected no and put two points into Fae Law and one point into Investigation. When he did so, he felt a little thrill of magic run through his mind. Tablet upgrades were rarely subtle, but this wasn’t bad. An extra couple years of Fae Law would help, but there was a lifetime of knowledge worth learning. Upgrading Investigation would come into play in the field. Like Fae Law, a single extra year’s worth of training wasn’t a substantial change.

But once I’m level five or six, it’ll add up, he told himself. I just have to get there.

With that done, he reviewed his Attributes.

Current Attributes
· Strength: 13
· Endurance: 16
· Agility: 15
· Focus: 14
· Sharpness: 19
· Resistance: 4
Attribute Details: The average human has between a 7-8 in their attributes. A score of 15 is considered exceptional, and close to peak.
Skill Details (Focus, Sharpness, Resistance): Your template [Fated Enforcer] has changed Intellect and Wisdom to Focus and Sharpness. You have gained Resistance as an attribute.
Focus allows you to act without being distracted. At high scores, this skill enhances your class skills, allowing you to use them with more potency, and more frequently, than others. At [14], you may effectively ignore most pain and discomfort.
Sharpness combines memory and associations, as well as a degree of intellectual “instinct” that will allow an Enforcer to jump to logical conclusions faster than others. At [19], you have exceptional memory and reasoning skills.
Resistance allows you to withstand supernatural and magical attacks. At [4] you take [10%] less damage than normal from attacks. Negative effects with an extended duration last [10%] less than normal.


He might not seek combat, but with his Sharpness already high, Alex figured being able to throw punches more effectively would come in handy sooner rather than later. After thinking it through, he added two points to his Strength Attribute.

Then he added three to Resistance, which increased the benefit from 10% to 15%.

Once he confirmed his choices, he felt another jolt. This one was less subtle than when he’d enhanced his skills. His body tensed and he shuddered beneath the sheets as the magic of the Tablet augmented his muscles.

When the change was over, he looked down at his bare chest. He didn’t look much different. It certainly wasn’t like he’d become a bodybuilder in a fraction of a second. But the shape and definition of his muscles were noticeably enhanced. Based on his personal experience, the transformation looked like the equivalent of six months of rigorous training.

Grace moved, sliding a smooth thigh across his waist. One hand caressed his chest, and she leaned up into him. Her lips pursed as she exhaled a soft breath. “Kiss first, then you can fill me up again.”

With a wry chuckle, he leaned down to kiss her. “I was just updating my Tablet. That wasn’t me trying to go for seconds.”

“Seconds?” Eyes still closed, she murmured, “Pretty sure it would count as tenths or something. God, last night was just awful.” At the words she adjusted against him, grinding her hips toward his thigh.

Sometimes, reading the puca was easier than others.

“We should check on Mei. I received a notification that a Warden was being sent over. I need to meet whoever it is.”

“Nu-uh.” Adjusting her breasts against his chest, she slid her hand down, beneath the covers. “How about just a little quickie?”

Mei cleared her throat from the doorway. She’d changed into a pair of Grace’s shorts and a tank top, neither of which fit quite right. The shorts sagged, revealing the dips of her hips. The top was a slightly better fit, showcasing surprising cleavage.

“As much as I enjoyed last night’s teasing serenade, I’d much prefer we focus on getting our asses in gear.”

“Mei,” Grace complained. “C’mon. You have no idea how much I needed that. A quicky sounds absolutely perfect. How about instead of standing there, you join us?”

“I’d consider it if I could,” Mei said bluntly, “but we know how magic users and sex works. I’m not going to bare my soul in a sorority-style threesome for my first time.”

Before the two could continue their discussion, Alex gently disentangled himself from Grace’s clinging grip. “I’m getting up,” he announced, giving Mei a chance to turn around.

When he looked over, he found her eyes fixated on his body.

“Stop drooling,” Grace said smugly.

“No, seriously, I am getting out of bed. Final chance to bail.” He didn’t mind if Grace saw him naked. Honestly, he didn’t care if Mei did either. Nearly a decade in the service had burned any modesty out of him, but he knew most people didn’t have that level of comfort.

Flushing, Mei tore her gaze away, shifting just enough to look out a window next to the bed.

Alex figured it wasn’t worth walking all the way back to the Warden’s wardrobe to get a clone of his current suit, so he just pulled on the same one from the night before. He hadn’t worn it long enough to get it dirty. “After we talk with the Warden, I want to head back to Earth to see the kitsune. They might have some insight into what trolls could be moving back and forth across the Veil.”

“What can I do to help?” Grace asked, also climbing out of bed. Her dress was toast, so she’d opted for the whole bed sheet worn as a toga look.

“It’s probably best if you both stay with me for a while. If the Dean might be involved, and we’ve got strange magic going on, there may be no better place. Unless you want to go out of state and hide somewhere else.”

Mei snorted delicately. “Hiding probably isn’t an option. Anyone with enough power to cross the Veil isn’t going to be someone we can just casually run from. If we’re going to stick together, I’d like to request we stop by a store on the way to wherever. I need clothes.”

The idea of a shopping trip with two gorgeous women wasn’t unappealing. His bank account, however, would haunt him worse than any ghost if he offered to foot the bill.

Grace saved him. “I’m pretty strapped, girlie. I don’t know if I can afford more than what I brought with me.”

Mei said, “Silly, I’ve got us. Good ol’ dad might be a bit of a dick at times, but he has no issues with me spending his money.”

With a mental promise to focus on his day job once this was all over, Alex waved toward the doorway. “I’m going to see about finding breakfast before the Warden arrives. If you two want to get ready, I’ll rustle up something for you both.”

“Yay!” Bouncing over, Grace pressed herself against his side and kissed his cheek. “Thanks, handsome. C’mon, Mei.”

Alex followed the duo as they walked out. Now that he’d had a taste of intimacy, he found it difficult to peel his eyes away from the sway of Grace’s hips. Mei was half a foot smaller than her friend, and wearing shorts big enough to dip low and showcase panties that were also a size too large. Despite all that he couldn’t help but notice just how firm hers looked, too.

Alex ducked back into the library to collect his suit jacket. “I’m in danger of becoming way too thirsty,” he announced as he slid his arms into place and patted the pack of cigarettes against his chest, comforted to find it still there.

Smolder chuckled softly. “There’s nothing wrong with embracing your humanity, Alex. It’s past time you connected with people.”

“You think so?”

“Do you remember what I am? When I say a thing about people, I mean it. Pact demons know people, Alex. And I know you. If you’re going to be an Enforcer for the fae, you need to be among them, not above them.”

Alex frowned, considering the demon’s stance. “It’s hard to be an impartial judge over people you let get close.”

“To be human is to get close. If you think any of the famous lawyers or judges on your world are entirely impartial, I’ve got some news for you.”

“Hrm. You may have a point.”

Walking out of the bedroom, Alex made his way downstairs. Although in need of a cleaning, the kitchen was impressively large, with tile on the walls and floor. It even had a refrigerator scrawled with arcane symbols, although it was sadly empty. A few appliances decorated the marble countertops, though he had no clue how to use them.

Thankfully, the pantry didn’t require any tricks or spells.

He opened the wooden double doors, revealing a room as big as his apartment back in Vegas. A variety of foods and beverages covered the shelves, including bottles of vintage drinks. Most of it was labeled, and the eggs were impossible to miss.

He had thought he’d find eggs in the refrigerator, but a new hypothesis was forming in his head when he found the bacon. Maybe the preservation spell ended with the pantry. Last night’s bread had been soft and fresh, after who knows how many years. Maybe the fridge was for the leftovers.

Grabbing some butter and spices to round out his ingredients, he set to preparing a simple breakfast.

Mei and Grace arrived just as he finished. Both girls looked freshly showered. Grace had her long, white hair in a neat braid down her back, and was wearing scandalously short shorts and a crop top. She’d conveniently forgotten to wear a bra.

He was fairly certain if she’d taken a deep breath, he’d have seen underboob.

Mei was wearing an oversized t-shirt and sweatpants that completely swallowed her physique.

“I love eggs,” Mei said excitedly, walking up to the kitchen counter. Snatching up a fork he’d found, she tucked in. “Ooh!” She practically moaned in delight. “Did you cook this in bacon grease?”

“Of course.” He looked around. “Only problem is, there’s no coffee.”

Sidling up next to her friend, Grace tried a slice of bacon. “Good. I hate coffee. And I hate when a hot man makes me breakfast with my best friend. This is awful.”

Mei chortled around her food. She hip-bumped her friend, earning a matching grin.

Alex’s Tablet appeared, blazing with a notification.

Notice: Warden Celerity is outside. She sends this message: Come outside, Enforcer Colin. I expect your report immediately.


Grabbing a slice of bacon for himself, Alex went to the kitchen sink and turned the handle, but nothing happened. He stepped back, gesturing to the sink and Mei whispered a few words around her eggs. Symbols blinked to life along the backsplash and warm water poured from the spigot so he could wash his hands.

“Stay here, I need to go meet the Warden.”

Grace went a little pale. “Happy to.”

“What’s wrong?” Mei asked, giving her friend a concerned look.

He caught Grace’s reply as he left the room and closed the kitchen door behind. “Enforcers are the cops and judges of Fate’s armed forces. Wardens are tactical nukes.”

She’s probably right, he thought. He hadn’t had many interactions with Wardens, other than a few phone calls with Matty, but he’d gotten a good idea of their role.

It was bright outside, with a clear blue sky. Strange birds floated across the horizon, reminding him that he’d left his Perception on overnight. Since his Tablet could appear in the Fae Wilds without it on, he deactivated it. There was no reason to get distracted by random phenomena.

Warden Celerity walked into view from around the fountain. She was a middle-aged woman with sun darkened skin and a scar crossing from one side of her face to the other. Her tabard hung loose on her spare, almost emaciated frame. Despite her frail appearance, she moved with haste, crossing the yard to him.

“What are you doing here?” she demanded sharply, eyeing the doorway. “What have you been doing inside the mansion? This is a secure location. It belongs to the Wardens. It’s not for Enforcers.”

A little taken aback, Alex returned the intensity instinctively. “What am I doing here? I was laying low to avoid being attacked by an aether storm. What took you so long to get here to investigate?”

Celerity jerked a hand up, fingers curled in a fist. Her lips compressed, tightening into a line. “My authority…” She sputtered, incensed. “H-how dare you question me? That’s not your...”

“Actually, Celerity,” An Irish-accented voice came from the air the instant before Matthew appeared. His Veil portal revealed a workroom, like a mechanic’s shop, before it snapped closed behind him. “It is his job. Investigations, and thereby questions, are precisely his job.”

Walking closer, Matthew looked almost exactly as he had the last time Alex had seen him, including the tabard. He was a tall, muscular man, covered with tattoos. He’d buzzed his normally bright red hair, which left him looking vaguely wolfish.

Turning a feverish gaze upon the other Warden, Matty said, “Answer the question, Celerity. What took you so long? This is your region, isn’t it?”

Celerity glanced away, looking vaguely embarrassed. “I was occupied. I didn’t check my notifications until this morning.”

Matthew’s eyes narrowed. “I see. Enforcer Alexander, would you mind reporting?” When Celerity gave him a shocked, angry look, Matthew added, “To both of us.”

Steeling his growing confusion, Alex went over everything that had happened since receiving the quest. He included what Mei had told him about the magic, and where she’d gotten the knowledge of the aether from.

“Aether magic is strictly forbidden, as was entry into the Warden’s mansion,” Celerity said once he was done. “We will need to see that girl punished, and her memories of aether removed. I’ll send a message to get it organized.”

She made a small gesture and her Tablet appeared in the air before her.

If Matthew’s intense regard had been feverish before, it became positively feral now. “You will hold, Warden Celerity.”

“What?” The other Warden’s eyes widened into outrage.

Matthew continued smoothly, nonplussed by his peer’s visible upset. “Check your notifications. Due to your delayed action, we nearly lost an Enforcer and two key witnesses. This matter has been brought under my direct supervision.” He pointed at the sky. “If someone used enough forbidden magic to change the weather across this much of the Wilds, we’re looking at a Category Ten event, if not higher. We’re lucky Enforcer Alexander and the witnesses got to safety in time.”

“I see.” Her eyes flicked across her notifications, skimming them. A line formed between her eyebrows that deepend the further she read. “And you’re in charge now. Got it. Well, what am I to do then?”

“You will go to the college and investigate. I want a full report. Bring in experts, if you have to. I want the Dean questioned.”

“I am not an Enforcer,” Celerity protested. “It’s not my job to investigate. That’s his.” She pointed at Alex.

“For right now, it’s yours. Enforcer Alexander will be doing work on the other end of this puzzle, on the Earth side which is his jurisdiction. If the time comes for him to interview the Dean, I expect you will have told the man ahead of time. Now, if there’s nothing else, I firmly encourage you to go do your job.”

Her lean face reddened with rage, but the Warden did as commanded. Turning, she walked down the hill, toward the campus.

“Lazy, incompetent, or obsessed with power?” Alex asked once he was certain she was out of easy hearing range.

“Not my place to judge.” Matthew made his Tablet appear. His was the same platinum as Celerity’s and Alexander’s, but with a red outline. Alex didn’t know what that meant. “I’m here to provide assistance and oversee your part of the investigation. If we end up confirming someone’s concerns about another Warden? Well. There’s that too.”

Alex thought he sounded a bit eager.

“She’s not wrong about the mansion, brother.” Matthew tipped a nod at the building. “It’s designated for official business. I’m pretty certain your little mage probably understated what she had to do to get in. We don’t just leave forbidden knowledge lying around behind unlocked doors.”

“You’re not going to wipe her memory,” Alex said firmly. “She’s a witness and a good person.”

Matthew seemed about to say something but stopped himself with visible effort. “She’s your witness, Enforcer. You do your job, I’ll do mine. You find the law breakers and enforce justice. I’ll be the hammer that keeps the really evil shit in its place. But, back to what I was going to say. Do you like the mansion?”

Looking back at the aged, moderately worn-down building, Alex shrugged. “Sure. I mean, it’s not a crappy apartment that I can barely afford. It did a good job keeping the storm out.”

Matthew smirked. “Check your notifications.”

Alex did.

Reward Notice: The Chateau of Warded Oaths has been abandoned for some time. You have been given temporary leave to use it. If you complete the next quests, it will be assigned to you. Upon quest completion, you may claim a Veil Key, which will enable you to access it wherever you wish. Furthermore, all currently housed belongings and knowledge will become yours to maintain and protect. Be aware that settling in the Chateau may come with additional privileges and duties.


Quest Notice: You’ve located Mei. Good job. In doing so, you’ve uncovered a potential Category Ten infraction in the Fae Wilds. We do not yet know how far this has spread on Earth. As Earth is your jurisdiction, you are expected to pursue matters on that side of the Veil. If anyone on Earth has aether dealings, you must identify them immediately.
If you can confirm anything aether-related having slipped through to Earth, your quest will be re-categorized. For now, the Earth side remains a level two quest.
Out of an abundance of caution, Warden Matthew has been temporarily reassigned to the fae side of the Veil to assist Warden Celerity. If you need help, you are permitted to send for him.
Reward: Up to 1 full level, depending on what you discover.


Quest Notice: The girl Mei Meng has tampered with aetheric magic. Either she must be bound with oaths, or the knowledge must be removed. We trust you to handle that. As she is a key witness and subject matter expert in your investigation, she has been provided with [protected] status on the Tablet network. You are authorized to give her access to the Chateau and treat her as a guest. Reward: None.


Quest Notice: The illusionist puca Grace Crosby has been identified as a vital witness, and a key aspect of your investigation. We have provided her with [protected] status on the Tablet network. You are authorized to give her access to the Chateau and treat her as a guest. Your quest is to protect her, and use her connections to discover what, if any, trolls are involved with aetheric practices. If you can find definitive proof of wrongdoing, you are authorized to summon your tabard and use all appropriate force. Reward: Up to half a level and a small financial reward. Yes, it will be actual cash this time.


“And I don’t get any upfront cash or to use my tabard for this?” Alex glared at his tablet, then looked at his brother. “Please tell me your life is easier than mine.”

“When I come in, it’s usually to fight monsters fit to drive people insane, or level villages of people turned into undead,” Matthew replied flatly. “My job can be simpler, but that doesn’t make it easier.”

“Wait, if you’re a big bruiser, why did you oversee that dungeon crawl a year ago?”

His brother gave him a flat look. “Have you not realized already? The Fates may be further from omniscient than they’d like, but they aren’t idiots. They knew your potential.” He paused, then shrugged and added, “And they probably wanted to remind me that there’s more to working for them than murdering everything I come across.”

Smiling faintly, Alex said, “Little pinch of this, little pinch of that?” It was a saying they’d developed during their time in the service together. It was their way of saying the work might be awful, but there was usually some sort of silver lining.

“Precisely. Now, I need to do a quick circuit of the area. I need to try and find where that gathering took place, the one that Mei found the other night. You and your witnesses should get out of here. Stay away from the Wilds for a day or two, at least until we can confirm it's safe.”

“That won’t be a problem.”

The two parted ways with a wave. With a smooth motion, Matthew summoned his staff and vanished, reappearing on a hill in the distance. Alex saw his brother lift the staff, presumably to cast a spell.

“Wardens get so overpowered in their tabards,” he muttered, a bit jealously.

Smolder made a polite cough but did not comment.


Chapter 10: Shopping is Bonding


Fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, a stark contrast to the sun-dappled forest that Alex, Grace, and Mei left less than an hour ago. Fortunately, the crossing back to Earth had been smoother than the one to the Wilds, or at least Grace seemed to take it with less intensity than the last one.

For her part, Mei just shrugged it off, as if whatever memories it stirred were inconsequential.

Walking together, they ventured into the tourist-laden mall. It was packed today, with people barely dodging one another in the press.

“Alright, humans,” Grace announced, her nose twitching excitedly. “Let’s resolve this... situation.”

She gestured to Alex’s crisp white suit, which contrasted with the shorts and revealing summer wear most people had on. “This is lovely, but not exactly appropriate. It doesn’t say sleuth or Enforcer. This is giving wedding or maybe opera? Do you even know how to play piano? If you had gloves on, I’d guess yes.”

Turning to Mei, who was still wearing overlarge sweats, Grace plucked at the top, pulling it tight. “This is doing nothing for your gorgeous figure, babe.” At the puca’s fussing, a shoulder of the oversized sweater slid down, revealing the upper swell of her breasts.

Mei’s cheeks flushed as pink as her hair. She’d very nearly flashed the entire first floor of the mall. “Grace!”

Ignoring her friend’s protests, Grace went on, “And I guess we need to visit somewhere with underwear. As I’m fairly sure you’re wearing none.”

“Grace!” Mei said again, turning so pink it shaded the tips of her ears.

The puca cackled, skipping through the crowds as if they weren’t even there. Her supernatural agility was on display, earning her appreciative looks from the regular folk.

Alex heard one mother say to her kids, “Ohh, that’s got to be one of the performers we’re going to see tonight!”

The mother’s statement earned several ‘oohs’ and ‘aahs’ from her children. Glamour was strong in Las Vegas where people were all too ready to not believe their eyes.

“I do have underwear on,” Mei protested under her breath, struggling to keep up. She kept getting shoulder checked and cut off in the crowd. “But I feel practically naked without my uniform. I haven’t spent a lot of time on this side of the Veil for the last few years.”

Alex sped up enough to move just ahead of her, and twisted to offer her his hand, explaining, “So we don’t get lost.”

Biting her bottom lip, Mei accepted. Her hand felt positively tiny in his, but she squeezed with surprising strength, murmuring, “Thank you.”

Grace led them away from the cheap tchotchkes and toward the higher end stores where people who might never usually afford such things came to blow their casino winnings. As the stores became more expensive, the crowds thinned.

“Grace!” Mei darted ahead, abandoning Alex’s hand to catch the fae before she led them into a store called Velvet Taco.

“But they seem to have underwear.” Grace pouted.

“Yeah! The kind that vibrates!” Mei hissed, “Stay on task, Grace. I would die when dad sees the charge come through on the credit card.”

“Are your parents the puritanical type?” Alex asked as Grace led them to a store with actual clothes.

“Not at all. If anything, they’d be elated that I might finally make a magical connection or two. I just... don’t want to answer any uncomfortable questions, y’know?”

The next store Grace chose was lit indirectly by LEDs, and felt almost like they’d stepped into a spaceship. A pretty woman wearing a sporty business suit greeted them with small bottles of artisanal spring water.

“Welcome to Orbit, where the sky’s the limit. Can I get a dressing room ready for you all?”

Alex turned to look at Mei. “Are you sure about this?”

“I am.” Reaching into a pocket, Mei fished out a black metal credit card. “A dressing room sounds great.”

The saleswoman blinked twice, then turned to take in Alex and Grace. “I...ah, yes. I’ll get on this right away.”

“Actually,” Mei continued, “a private dressing room would be great if you have one.”

Regaining her balance, the saleswoman accepted the card and gave them a wide, toothy smile. “Of course.”

She led them behind a set of mirrored doors to the VIP section where a leather couch sat in front of a curved mirror. More mannequins were set up there, all displaying an array of futuristic looking street and club wear.

“Ohhh shiny!” Grace was immediately drawn to a dress that could not possibly cover all of her assets. It looked to be made of a thin, reflective fabric that was so fluid it acted more like mercury than cloth. “This has to be some kind of magic!”

“It’s a polyblend.” the saleswoman replied smartly. “I’d be happy to offer more details about our products if you’d be interested.”

Grace shook her head. “No worries, honey. I know clothes. How about you go bring us some fun options.” The puca rattled off a few things, both for herself and Mei.

“Hey!” Mei interjected, adding some of her own items.

Alex didn’t follow along well, but he got the distinct feeling Grace was probably aiming to dress Mei in something far too evocative for their plans.

Besieged, the saleswoman took both girls’ sizes and ran around, pulling options for them to try on. She quickly had a pile of clothes set out on two tables to one side of the room.

“We’ve got it from here,” Grace said. “We’ll call you if we need you.”

“Are you sure?” the saleswoman asked, hesitating. She looked over at Alex, expression contemplative in ways that made him uncomfortable.

Standing, Alex gently ushered her out. “We’re sure. Don’t worry. We don’t have any funny business planned back here.”

The instant the door closed, Grace murmured, “Liar. I have all the funny business planned back here.”

“Grace!” Mei said with a bright, scandalized laugh as she began rifling through the clothes.

Settling back on the couch at the rear of the private space, Alex said, “So, Mei, what kind of look are you going for?”

She shrugged, running a hand through her pink hair until it became messy. “Honestly? Anything that fits. And maybe it’d be nice if it doesn’t look like I’m fresh out of prison? I hate shopping so much.”

A smile tugged at Alex’s lips at Grace’s expression of shock and horror. “You hate shopping?! This explains everything!”

It was tempting to sit on the couch and watch Grace run around from mannequin to mannequin, but Mei’s declaration felt like a challenge. Could they find something to bring out Mei’s personality that she would actually wear?

Coming back to his feet, Alex said, “Mind if I pick something, Mei? I don’t want to overstep.”

“Yes! Give her your feedback!” Grace chortled. “This is precisely what she needs.”

“Grace!” Mei said, then turned to Alex, “If you see anything you think would suit me, I’d be happy to take it into consideration.”

He caught a hint of blush at the end of her declaration and remembered what he’d learned about her. She’s a virgin, and she’s lived her entire life under her parents’ shadow.

Crossing to the table, he picked up what appeared like a pair of space-themed joggers. “How about this? These look comfy, but kind of stylish. Maybe?” Holding them up, he couldn’t help but imagine Mei’s butt in the stretchy fabric.

“Not good enough!” Grace insisted. “If the sky’s the limit, we have to test boundaries. We’ve gotta go where no Mei has ever gone before.”

They navigated the clothes together as a group, Grace pointing out different styles and fabrics, Mei offering her two cents. Mostly Mei’s feedback was along the lines of “too uncomfortable” or “I don’t want to look like a disco ball”.

Finally, they settled on a black lacy turtleneck for Mei that, despite the collar, had a deep cut out window for her cleavage and no sleeves so that her arm tattoos were on full display.

She spun in front of the mirror in a skirt of the same metal polyblend look as the cocktail dress Grace had ogled earlier, but rather than silver she’d settled on a darker gun metal gray. The skirt flirted with being too short. When she spun quickly, the hem fluttered up, briefly exposing the borrowed panties.

“Excellent, excellent.” Grace praised Mei for her compromise in taste. For herself, she’d picked out a pair of white pants with so many artful rips and holes that they may as well have been a pair of shorts. Her shirt was an iridescent purple fabric that barely contained her chest. Itt was only made of a few thin chains in the back, and it plastered against her torso, enhancing rather than concealing what was underneath.

Finally, the girls turned their attention to Alex.

“What?” he said, content to have watched the show.

“You got to help me, now it’s my turn for you, Mister.,” Mei said, eyes sparkling.

He searched for any excuse to say no. Finding none, he threw his hands in the air. “Fine, what am I doing?”

“Jacket and shirt off for one,” Grace directed, walking over to pull him to his feet. She slid around behind him, one hand grazing across his shoulders as she guided the sports jacket off. “Mei, be a dear and get the buttons?”

“Oh, I can handle that.”

If Alex had expected Mei to continue acting bashful, he was mistaken. She came over and almost aggressively peeled his shirt open. Reaching inside, her fingertips grazed across his stomach as she untucked him, then finished with the last buttons.

“There we go,” she said, briefly making eye contact before backing up.

“There we go indeed,” Grace said agreeably, flashing a million-dollar smile as she circled back around his torso. Her hand dipped down to his pants, tugging at the belt buckle.

“Hey now,” he said, certain he should protest. “We’re in public.”

“The door is wide open and we’re surrounded by strangers, aren’t we?” She practically purred the words, cupping him through the pants and squeezing once. “Oh, he absolutely hates the thrill of being caught, I can feel it already.”

Mei leaned in, around Grace’s arm, peeking down. “Oh, my.”

“Mhm!” Grace sighed. “But I suppose he’s right. We should hurry along, shouldn’t we?”

“We should?” Mei didn’t sound certain.

Sliding his hands down to gently remove Grace’s grip, Alex grumbled, “We absolutely should. Play time is for later, not when we’re trying to solve mysteries.”

Begrudgingly, both women settled back to watch, and comment as Alex tried on an array of clothes. Conscious of not blowing Mei’s budget, he picked a conservative pair of gray trousers.

With the magical, self-cleaning button up rolled to his forearms, it came across as casual chic rather than ostentatious.

The girls kept more than one change of clothing. Mei kept several more conservative outfits, along with nearly everything he or Grace had voiced a positive opinion on. Much to his surprise, Grace only asked for three outfits despite the huge volume she’d tried on.

For all her flamboyant, outgoing nature, he was beginning to see that the bunny girl had a deeper, thoughtful side.

They left the store, and Alex pointed in the direction of the parking lot. “Are we ready to move on?”

“Absolutely not.” Mei reached out, snagging his hand with one of hers. Passing him her shopping bag, she grabbed Grace’s hand with the other. “This is a lot more fun than I expected. If we’re going to be out here on Earth for a while, I think it would be best to have more than four or five outfits. Don’t you think?”

“Hell yeah!” Grace said, grinning over the short girl’s head at Alex. “Plus, if we’re really cute, maybe Mister Enforcer over there will let us take his clothes off a few more times.”

Alex wanted to protest. Part of him knew he should. Mei and Grace were part of an active investigation. His job was to protect them.

But what if Smolder is right? What if I really do need to live a little?

“Fine,” he allowed, earning joyful sounds from both of his gorgeous companions.

The shopping spree began in earnest then.

This time, Mei was as much the leader as Grace. She guided them to stores featuring everything from lingerie to swimwear–and each time with increasing confidence and enthusiasm. Despite his reluctance, Alex ended up with more than one new outfit.

In the end, Grace had to call a halt to their fun. “Alex, what time is it?”

He checked his watch. “Good call. It’s getting late. We should get to the kitsune soon.”


Chapter 11: Honest Interest


Laden with bags full of their haul, the trio made their way out toward his car. Grace kept proximity, going so far as to bump into him from time to time.

Walking a little further away than her friend, Mei asked, “Where are the kitsune?”

Alex paused while stuffing their bags into his trunk. Seeing Mei looking up at him, her eyes suddenly seemed bigger than he remembered. Emotion seemed to swim beneath the surface of her gaze, easier to read than it had been before.

Are her walls coming down, or is that me?

“Okay you two,” Grace said with a laugh. Pushing herself against his arm, she reached out and tugged Mei over. The girl stumbled as she was pulled into a three-way embrace.

Alex gave them both a squeeze, then gently disentangled. “The kitsune operate out of an old hotel off the strip. It’s just a couple of miles away.”

“I don’t suppose there’s food on the way?” Mei said. “Last night wasn’t very fulfilling.”

Grace gave her friend a wicked grin. “Fulfilling, eh? Starving, are we? Or maybe you’re just thirsty?”

Gently thwapping her friend on the arm, Mei waved for them to get in the car. “Down, bunny girl. I know how you think, but that doesn’t mean I’m wired that way.”

“I totally believe that, completely and with all my heart.”

Alex resisted the urge to snicker, barely. “Food’s fine. There’s a buffet sushi place on the way. They let me eat for free.”

Grace once again took the passenger seat. This time, Mei sat in the middle of the back, where she could add to the conversation. “Do they let you eat for free because you’re an Enforcer?”

“Nah. I help them with some legal stuff from time to time. It’s a good arrangement. I do some paperwork for their folks, and they make sure I don’t starve.”

“Alex and I are a lot alike when it comes to stuff like that,” Smolder added from his jacket pocket. “We’re generous with our bargains. Come to think of it, I’m getting hungry, boss. Think maybe you can let someone talk to me here before too long?”

“Maybe. If we can find the right circumstances, sure.”

Grace fumbled her seatbelt. “Are you serious? You feed the demon?”

“I wouldn’t let her starve,” Alex retorted. “Smolder and I have a good working relationship. As long as she doesn’t go ultimate evil, if we find the right person, I let her make a deal. It’s always small and simple.”

“Don’t pact demons eat souls?” Mei asked. “I’ve had classes on general demon lore, but all the juicy details about demons were reserved for specialists.” She was looking at Alex, but it was Smolder who answered with a dry, rasping laugh.

“Only if a soul is offered. I’m a pact demon, not a succubus. What feeds me is need. Or, if I’m lucky, trust.”

“What does the demon mean? That she’s lucky if she eats trust?” she asked, once Alex had pulled out onto the road.

“Trust is basically jet fuel to a pact demon,” he explained. “Need is less, closer to gasoline.”

“Is that how your relationship works? You trust the demon, and that is enough to sustain her?”

“Partially. Smolder is my familiar. We’re bonded at a deeper level. As a mage, you probably understand how that works better than I do. The notice I got when we bonded says she will passively siphon just a little power from my Tablet as food.”

“Fascinating. I’d love an opportunity to study you both in detail. I’ve never heard of a demon that was a trust junkie, or not outright evil.”

“Most demons are pretty evil,” Smolder admitted casually. “The last I heard, there was a newcomer to the Fae Wilds who might be able to change some of that, at least on one of the main continents. Apparently, he’s teaching succubi how to find true love or some such.” She laughed disbelievingly. “As if that could ever work.”

They lapsed into companionable silence for the rest of the short drive. Grace dove into her phone, which was blowing up with messages, vibrating almost constantly in her hands. Mei settled back, biting her bottom lip thoughtfully as she watched the scenery flash by.

They arrived at the Duck and Dragon Sushi and Authentic Chinese Cuisine Buffet a few minutes later.

The restaurant was next to a vacant strip club, about a mile from the kitsune base of operations.

“I need to make a call,” Grace said as they crossed the parking lot toward the building. “My boss says if I don’t come in tonight, he may revoke my visa.”

They didn’t need to discuss what that would mean. Visas and licenses were all part of the Accords–the legal framework that made everything magical work. Technically, if Grace’s boss revoked her visa, Alex would be just as responsible as the kitsune for making sure she went back across the Veil.

Alex waved both girls to move to one side of the building, next to an empty access alley. He pitched his voice down to a whisper. “You’re still on a work visa? You’re not fully licensed?”

“Yeah. I still have another year to go.” Her expression was pensive and worried. “What should I do? I can’t go back to the Wilds, but if trolls are involved things could get awkward. They run the Golden Gate. Going back to work could be the last thing we want me to do.”

Mei asked Alex, “She’s part of the investigation now, right? Can’t she stay Earth-side no matter what, as long as you’re involved?”

“Technically,” Alex said, but in a tense tone.

Grace picked up what he was thinking. “And then what? Once this is over, I’ll still need someone on the up and up to vouch for me. That means someone with the right connections and money.”

“I can probably put a request in,” Alex said, “but that would take time and it’s mandatory that applicants stay on the other side of the Veil while those sorts of things are processed.” He considered offering her access to the mansion, but he had yet to earn that reward. It would be premature to offer what he didn’t yet have.

Reaching up to rub his head, he realized he was sweating. “Damn Vegas sun,” he muttered.

Smolder shifted in his pocket. “Turn a bad situation into an opportunity. Just like in the dungeon.”

“Hmmm.” Reluctantly, he looked from Mei to Grace. “I hate to say it, but if you absolutely must go back to work, then we should let you.”

Mei began to protest, but he continued. “Only, Mei and I should be there for your shift. I hear Mei is some sort of magic genius. Maybe she can figure out some protection or SOS warning spell.” Putting his hand on Grace’s arm, he felt her trembling. It ate at his heart to think of using her as bait and putting her in danger. There just wasn’t a quick, simple solution. “I won’t let anything happen to you.”

“I do know a few spells that might help,” Mei confirmed, nodding tightly. “I’m totally down.”

Grace’s trembling eased and she gave them both a hug. “Thanks guys. I start my shift at eight tonight and get off at four. How about after my shift we go back to the mansion? It should be safe, right?”

“I’ll have to check with the Wardens,” Alex said. “Assuming they’ve approved us crossing the Veil again, sure.” He hesitated, then added, “If we can solve this case, I may get permanent access to the mansion. If that happens, you’ll be welcome.”

The puca’s eyes watered. “Wait, really? You’d give me a place to stay?”

“It’s still an ‘if’ right now, but…yeah. I’d like that.”

She threw herself into his arms, sobbing with relief and joy and hugging him tightly. “I knew you were special.”

Mei made a soft, amused sound, but didn’t butt in. Out of the corner of his eye, Alex saw her looking at him, some mysterious emotion burgeoning in her expression.

Peeling herself out of the hug, Grace pointed a window out that gave them a peek inside the dining room of the Duck and Dragon. “I’ll call my boss from over there so you’ll be able to keep me in sight.”

With things momentarily settled, Alex and Mei entered the restaurant.

An older Asian woman standing behind the desk waved a hello. Seeing Mei, she said, “Are you dating a Japanese girl, Mr. Colin?”

“Mrs. Bai,” Alex said in a playful, chiding tone.

Mei replied something in fluent Mandarin that made the woman laugh and smile.

“Sure, sure,” Mrs. Bai said, gesturing. “You two go eat.” She looked out the window and pointed. “Your pretty friend, too. It’s fine. We have some contracts we’d like reviewed, Mr. Colin. I’ll send them to your office. Some big developer is trying to evict us.”

Alex hesitated. “I can make some time...uh...right now, if you’d like? I’ve got a few minutes.”

“Really?”

“Absolutely.”

She practically sagged with relief. “Thank you. Please, have a seat. I’ll go tell Haoyu to make copies for you. We’ll get them out before you finish your first plate.”

The interior of the restaurant was pleasantly dark and cool, with no other patrons. It was past lunch rush and early for dinner, so Alex wasn’t surprised. A buffet sat in the back of the room, and a hibachi grill and sushi bar were along the far wall.

Alex waved at the older chef standing behind the sushi bar who returned the gesture fondly.

“What did you say to Mrs. Bai?” he asked as they sat at a booth.

Sliding in across from him, Mei blushed. “I said you’d be lucky if I let you take me on another date, and that I have very high standards.”

He snorted and looked out the window. Grace was busy walking back and forth, gesturing as she spoke into her phone. She looked a little tense, but not worried or upset, which he took to be a good sign.

Mei interrupted his observations. “Hey. So, I was kind of hoping to explain a bit about things.”

“Things?” Turning back, he saw her expression was pensive, but determined.

“The, uh, sex stuff.”

“Okay, what about it?”

“Do you know anything about magic users and intimacy?”

“Just what you and Grace have mentioned. I’ve got several skill points in Fae Law which gives me expanded information about the Accords and agreements, but there are thousands of pages of information in there about magic and mages.”

He focused, activating Veil Perception so his Tablet could appear. After a few seconds of searching he found the text he was looking for. Muttering beneath his breath about the Tablet displaying an awful font, he said, “Here we go. It’s a book called Consent in the Magical Community. Looks like there have been some relatively recent updates to it. There’s something about a variety of bonds. It seems like there are different types, with nuances between each one?”

“Right.”

He kept skimming the text for a few more seconds. “Interesting. There’s a lot of rules and laws around abuse in here. Some of this sounds like slavery.”

“Yeah, magic is dangerous for a lot of reasons. Including in sex.” She bit her bottom lip, clearly weighing just how much context to add to what he was reading.

Looking up, he saw her expression. Realizing the information on his Tablet was too complex to read and give Mei his full attention. Alex dismissed the Tablet and shut off his Perception. “You wanted us to talk about bonds? From your perspective, that is?”

Her eyes sparkled with approval, and she gave him one of her secret smiles, the kind that hinted at the woman behind her closeted exterior. “What I’d like you to understand most is that when two people with magic have sex, it opens a conduit between them. It’s kind of a bridge. And there can be consequences for both people, especially if they go into it unintentionally. It’s part of why some in the community go for abstinence, rather than risk problems later on.”

“There’s some sort of benefit around maintaining virginity too, right?”

“Mhm. Up to a point, the longer we remain pure, the more we can develop our personal mana reservoirs. It’s basically a power cheat code. Most people prefer to take the easier route and give in, though.”

Alex wanted to ask about how long Mei had to wait but held back. It didn’t feel right.

She continued, “I don’t have to wait longer, to be honest. I’ve maxed out that benefit. That’s one of the reasons I’m so good at my classes”

“Wait, you’ve already gotten the full benefits?”

“Mhm. A mage’s mana matures at age twenty-three. I’m twenty-six, now. I just haven’t been ready to explore the consequences of intimacy with anyone. Because,” she shrugged, “consequences.”

“All intimacy has consequences,” Alex agreed, looking out the window at Grace.

Mei gave him a lopsided smile. “And not all consequences are bad. Or so I’ve been told. But anyway, I just wanted you to know I wasn’t against going somewhere with our flirting. It’s just...you should be aware of the potential complications.”

“I’m flattered you’re interested.” Alex wasn’t sure what kind of expression he was showing on his face. Mei was being as forthright as a fae and he still wasn’t totally comfortable with that level of up-front-ness.

“I’m a little surprised you’d be so open about it, given...” He nodded toward Grace.

The puca saw his gesture and turned, giving him a thumb-up, and winking at Mei.

Mei said, “Grace?”

“Yeah.”

“She and I are very close, and I trust her instincts. Puca are good judges of character, it’s part of their magic. That she sees you as someone worth trusting so openly means a lot. I won’t talk about her past. It’s not my place, but she’s been hurt. Like, badly. Her family in the Wilds was shitty to her, and her life here hasn’t been easy. Seeing how you and she get along is a big part of why I’m having this discussion with you.”

Leaning back in his seat, Alex spread his hands. “I appreciate your honesty. I’m not very used to women who put things quite so bluntly.”

“You’d prefer I throw myself in your lap, rather than talk about this like two rational people who have feelings and a mutual interest?” She delivered the line crisply, but by the end her expression had taken on a delightfully teasing edge. For a second, he thought she might just cross the table and do just that.

He was half tempted to dare her to do it. But then he remembered those pesky potential consequences. “Tell you what, why don’t we discuss this more later? I don’t want either of us moving too fast, and we still have to get to the kitsune and get Grace taken care of. If we’re lucky, we’ll have time at the casino to discuss the small things.”

“Small?” She arched a brow, peeking down the table at his lap. “I don’t think so, Mister Enforcer.”

Grace came in a moment later. Seeing the two of them, she settled in next to Mei. “Why do you two look like you’ve been flirting without me?”

“We were,” Mei said bluntly.

Grace reached around to squeeze her friend affectionately. “Let me tell you just how utterly devastated I am.” Releasing Mei, she continued, “Work is fine. It took a bit for me to explain what was going on, in as little detail as they’d accept. My call time in the lounge is still eight. They just want me to check in with management first. Can we plan to arrive around seven thirty?”

“That’s do-able,” he said.

A waitress arrived to take their drink orders and invite them to use the buffet freely. She also handed Alex a stack of papers to review.

The trio, who had already learned each other’s rhythms enough to settle into casual conversation seamlessly, ate their fill. By the end of the meal, Alex had a handful of notes made on the stack of papers, and both girls were far more relaxed than when they’d entered.

Alex stopped by the front desk to drop off the papers with Mrs. Bai. “I think I see a way out of this.” Turning his phone around, he showed her a picture of the property deed for the building. “According to public records, this building has historic significance. I’ve got a list of forms that we need to fill out, and then I’ll need to get an expert lined up to speak on your behalf.”

Mrs. Bai blinked, trying to follow the flow of instructions.

Mei made a small gesture, then repeated what he’d said in Mandarin.

“Oh!” Mrs. Bai smiled, bobbing her head. “Will you help Mr. Alex? With paperwork?”

“I’ve already got the forms emailed over to myself, and calendar reminders. Give me a few days and I’ll get you handled. No problem and no charge.”

“Bless you!” She said, coming around the corner to give him a hug. “Thank you so much. This place is our livelihood. It’s all we have.”

He returned her embrace. “Don’t worry Mrs. Bai. If there’s anything I hate, it’s bullies.”

Over the old woman’s shoulder, Mei caught his eyes. For a flashing moment, he saw something like a bright flame catch in her expression.


Chapter 12: The Local Sheriff


The kitsune operated out of a two-story hotel tucked off the main strip. It was surrounded by a tall construction fence, with warnings to keep out.

A pair of young men wearing hard hats and bright yellow vests met them at the heavy metal gate, opening it without a word. Activating Perception again, Alex saw flickering fox heads superimposed over the gate guards.

“Remind me what the kitsune do over here, officially?” Mei asked. Seeing his confused look, she quickly added, “I’m not from here. In the community my parents and I lived in, we didn’t have anything like magic police, or whatever.”

Cruising around the parking lot, Alex stopped in a handicapped spot next to the entrance. “Well, you basically got it already. They are in charge of the Fae Police on Earth. Basically, they make sure fae matters get handled by other fae. Technically, it’s not just the kitsune. Their kind just make up the majority of the local police force.”

“How do they keep Earth cops out of their affairs? Surely things get out from time to time.”

“They do,” he confirmed. “There are thralls and other liaisons in positions of power who act as go-betweens. That’s part of the whole reason thrall licensing came about in the first place, actually.”

“Okay. Thanks for explaining. I was under the impression that you were the one-man police force for the fae.”

“Nah. Enforcers do just what the job title suggests. I enforce agreements and laws. If you want an agreement formalized, I take care of that. Then, if someone breaks the rules, I investigate and issue findings. Most of the time, I’m a glorified referee.”

Grace said, “Plus you can bring in Wardens and other specialists to help, too, right? That’s what everyone says. ‘Anger the Enforcer and get the Warden’ or whatever.”

“Only if it’s justified. The Fates limit their influence on things, and that includes people like me. There might be a couple thousand people working directly for them at any given time. From what Matty told me, at most a hundred of their agents on Earth have Tablets.”

“Matty?”

“Ah. My brother.” Alex’s tone made it clear he wasn’t going to continue that line of discussion. “Sorry, we’re getting into confidential territory.”

Grace reached up to squeeze his shoulder. The more he’d come to know her, the more he knew just how important touch was.

Contact is her way of grounding herself, even if a conversation goes in a difficult direction. The realization brought another thought. How did someone like Grace handle living alone for the last year?

They exited his car and found themselves blasted with oppressive, dry heat. As much as he liked his suit, Alex hated feeling as if he were swimming in his own sweat.

The entrance to the hotel had dark tinted double doors that slid open soundlessly at their approach.

Lana, wearing her crisp uniform and tight slacks, met them at the front. She stood next to a greeting kiosk, manned by a pair of older women. They both wore matching black, horn-rimmed glasses. All three women had fox ears that flickered into sight with his Perception, with the older women’s ear tips dusted with white.

“Alex, good to see you,” Lana said, giving Mei a warm smile. “And you must be Mei. We’re glad to see you’re okay, ma’am.”

At Mei’s confused look, Grace explained, “I contacted them once you stopped responding to messages for a day. They got Alex involved.”

“Oh, I see. Thank you,” Mei said, mostly to the kitsune but also to her friend. “I don’t know if I’d be alive right now without your help.”

At her statement, both Lana and the women behind the desk gave Alex a sharp look. “What happened, Enforcer? Should we be worried?”

“Probably a bit.” He waved toward a hallway leading away from the entry area. “Let’s go to one of the warded debriefing rooms. I’ll get you caught up.”

One of the two elderly women stood and walked around the desk. Dressed in a slightly more formal version of Lana’s crisp button up, her name badge read “Miss Macy.” She gestured for them to follow. “Let’s go.”

She led Alex, Mei, Grace, and Lana down the carpeted corridor, to a row of glass encased privacy rooms. Spells framed the door, the symbols glowing bright yellow-white in Alex’s Perception.

Macy used her ID on a plate next to the door to open it, revealing a plain room with a table and several chairs.

Lana took up a position leaning against the wall while Miss Macy had a seat opposite the group. Folding her hands in front of her, the senior kitsune studied his face. “Enforcer, may I have that update now?”

Technically, Alex was outside of kitsune jurisdiction, but their jobs did overlap. He also held the kitsune in high regard. Even without Tablets and Fate magic, they were efficient and capable at their jobs.

“Happy to. Mei and Grace, how about we begin with your piece, then I’ll come in with what I’ve learned?”

The girls launched into their story. Mei began with her stumbling on aetheric manuals and discovering the strangers near campus. She finished with her kidnapping, and not knowing who’d been behind it. Grace picked up after, then let Alex finish with the arrival of the Wardens.

“Two Wardens,” Lana practically gasped. “And they were both wearing their tabards? That can’t be good.”

Miss Macy bobbed her head in agreement, her ears twitching excitedly. “At least they are across the Veil. The last thing we want is a Warden throwing their weight around Las Vegas.” She gave Alex a meaningful look.

“The Fates have no interest in alerting regular humans to our existence,” he said reassuringly. “I’m assigned duty on this side. That means we can expect a more subtle investigation into the trolls, and anyone connected to the aetheric.”

“We may be able to help with that.” Macy turned to Lana. “Go ahead.”

Lana said, “We’ve been looking into rumors of strange activities at the Golden Gate, which you know is troll territory, for a while. One of our informants working there said she found something in one of the VIP bedrooms during cleanup.”

“What kind of strange?” Mei asked, eyes bright with curiosity.

Grabbing a plastic evidence baggie from a pocket, Lana put it on the table. Several strands of long red hair sat inside. They looked like they’d been streaked with purple. “Our agent is an elf that has a natural sensitivity to magic. This hair is not only demonic, but it also has magical traits of something else. We haven’t been able to identify what that something else is, but now that I hear your story, I’m starting to think it’s got aether in it.”

“That’s not possible.” Mei held her hands apart. “Aether is energy from outside Earth or the Fae Wilds. It’s uncontrollable. There’s no way to create a halfbreed, or whatever. At least as far as I know.”

“That was my assumption as well,” Miss Macy said. “But magic is all about breaking physical rules, too, isn’t it?”

“Physical rules sure. But not magical ones.” Mei looked over to Alex. “I might not like it, but everything I’ve learned about the aether in passing says it’s all about breaking what the Fates built. Who knows what’s possible?

“Making some sort of half-aetheric being would be a breach of Fate’s laws if that’s what happened,” Alex announced with an air of finality. “And if Dwayne or his people have a hand in all this, there will be consequences.”

“Which is why we’ve been trying to put together evidence,” Lana said. “My partner Laura has been undercover there for days now. Yesterday, she overheard a conversation between a member of security and Calvin, Dwayne’s son. They mentioned something about a shipment from the Wilds. It’s possible this is related.”

Alex gave Grace a worried look. “Now I’m twice as concerned about having you out there tonight.”

“And I’m worried about Laura,” Lana said. “I’d like to come with you. If we go as a group, maybe it’ll seem less suspicious.”

Miss Macy snorted dismissively. “Dwayne isn’t an idiot. If he sees the local Enforcer plus a kitsune and a mage with bright pink hair, he’ll put two and two together. You may be helping to protect your friends, but you could also be jeopardizing the mission.”

Mei said, “How about a disguise spell? I could change the three of us, and we could go in as a party. If we play it right, I doubt anyone would look too closely.”

After a moment of consideration, Miss Macy said, “It could work if you’ve got the chops to pass a magical inspection. The trolls have their own methods.”

With a mischievous twinkle in her eye, Lana said, “Mei, what if we disguise Alex as a high roller and we go in as his girlfriends?”

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Grace and Mei exchanging glances. Both women looked Lana up and down. Something about the exchange made him mildly uncomfortable, although he couldn’t have said what. “A high roller will be hard to fake without money to throw around. Unfortunately, I haven’t been given...”

“We’ll handle it,” Miss Macy said. “Our budget isn’t inexhaustible, but we can afford a couple games for an important surveillance meeting. I’ll also have a couple of our fox-kin at the ready, in case something goes amiss. The last thing we want is for our Enforcer here to feel compelled to bring in the Wardens.”

“I wouldn’t want that either,” he said.

Mei held up a hand, extending first one finger and then a second. “So, that’s protection spells for Grace, and disguises for the three of us. Ones that will hold up under magical scrutiny. Anything else?”

Alex asked, “I believe you mentioned this earlier, but can you tack on a warning or tracking spell? I’m thinking of worst-case scenarios, if we get separated or something.”

She gave him a bright smile. “Can do. All of that will take me at least two hours, plus I’ll need some equipment.”

With the sound of a squeaking chair, Miss Macy stood. “Lana, help with any equipment our magic expert needs. We should have plenty lying around. I’ll secure some funds for our infiltration crew.”

Lana gave Mei another long, thoughtful look, then said brightly, “Absolutely. Miss Meng, will you accompany me? We maintain a room beneath the building for our magical staff.”

Mei hesitated. “Should I cast the disguise spell later, or now? I don’t think it’ll run out, but we can put it off to the last minute, if we need to.”

“Go ahead and cast it,” Miss Macy said. “The three of you will need new clothes for your high roller personas, and... what? Why are you laughing?”

Grace grinned. “We just went shopping. I think we’ve got the wardrobe covered.”

“I even ended up with an ascot, somehow,” Alex confessed with a bemused expression. Then he looked over and caught impish grins from both girls and remembered how they’d convinced him to agree to that purchase.

Looking Mei up and down, Lana mused, “We are a pretty similar size. Do you have spares for me, too?”

“Sure,” Mei nodded. “If you want, I’ll go out and grab a few bags for you to try things on while I’m working on the spells.”

“That sounds awesome!”

Clearing her throat, Miss Macy gave Alex, Grace, and Mei a thoughtful look before cutting her eyes to Lana. “If you feel confident working this out, that’s fine. I might suggest considering some accessories too, though.”

“Accessories would be nice,” Grace confirmed.

Lana said, “If I’m already taking Mei down to grab implements and prep some spells, we can swing by the seized property room and grab some accessories, if that’s okay?”

“That sounds efficient. Good thinking, Officer Lana,” Miss Macy said. She glanced at the wall clock. “We should hurry, though. You all need to come up with basic cover stories, and we’ll need to get pictures together for alternative IDs. I also need to arrange for Grace to get a civilian ride to work, so it’s not conspicuous as well. All of that will take time.”

Mei gave Alex a questioning look, and he smiled reassuringly. “You’ll be in good hands with Lana. She and her sister are probably the best friends I’ve got since I moved here.”

Lana made a bright, kittenish sound of joy at that.

Once again, Mei and Grace glanced at one another. Before he could comment, the petite mage rushed over to grab Lana’s hand. “C’mon. Let’s stop by the car then go see what we can get into!”

“You two have fun,” Grace said with a wave. “I promise to totally behave while I have Alex alone.”

The two girls, who had been walking out of the room, both paused and, in almost eerie harmony, shot Grace a matching glare.

***

Alex and Grace followed Miss Macy back to the entry. She waved for them to stay nearby as she walked behind the desk.

The other woman, a not-quite twin of Miss Macy, rattled something off in a foreign language that sounded a bit like Mandarin. She pointed at something on a concealed computer screen, then held up two fingers.

“That should do fine,” Miss Macy said. Turning her attention back to Alex and Grace, she explained, “We’ve submitted a request for cash from our vault. It’ll be a few minutes, so I’d like to emphasize just how dangerous this situation is, specifically to my officers. Enforcer, I’d like to get your word that you’ll do your best to protect them both.”

Alex gave her a quizzical look. “We’ve found evidence of some pretty heavy stuff, including some things we discussed that might break the Fates’ laws. Isn’t that enough of a danger level?” He couldn’t speak as freely now that they were out of the warded room, but she was there. She should know he meant the troll activity and the forbidden magic from between realms.

“Frankly, no. That’s not the entire picture.” She pointed at the woman sitting next to her. “We kitsune are born with a psychic bond. Two souls, born to two mothers, but at the same moment. It allows us to share things, like emotions and thoughts. You need to understand, if anything happens to Laura, it will devastate the one she’s bonded with.”

“But you are law enforcement,” Grace pointed out. “You’re putting yourselves in danger all the time. Why is this worth adding to Alex’s shoulders? What’s special about this case?”

Alex’s intuition caught on. “It’s the aether, isn’t it? You’re worried someone with access to it might be able to do something unusual.”

“It’s an unknown factor,” Miss Macy said tightly. “If the soul bond between two kitsune is damaged or destroyed, it would be worse than death. It could stop the cycle of their rebirth together. Enforcer Alexander, I’d like your word that you’ll do your best to stop that from happening.”

He hesitated. “A Fated Enforcer’s word is...”

“Binding?”

“Yeah.”

“How about this? Our supplemental assistance, including the two hundred thousand dollars we’re setting aside for this mission, is contingent upon your promise to uphold both Fate’s laws and to act as our surrogates when it comes to protecting our deployed assets?”

He repeated the words beneath his breath, testing them to gauge how he felt. There’s nothing in that promise that I wouldn’t do anyway, is there? “Specify Laura and Lana. I can’t be responsible for an entire team.”

“Deal.”

“I’ll need it in writing.”

The other woman pressed a few keys, and a moment later a piece of paper almost magically appeared before him. It was what they’d agreed to, verbatim.

Miss Macy signed and passed the sheet over, looking at him expectantly.

This is about Lana and Laura, he thought. They weren’t precisely best friends, but they might as well have been his closest thing to it. The kitsune girls had helped him out with his first cases, and had been nothing but supportive, even when he’d been close to making mistakes on early assignments.

As much as he didn’t want to owe anyone anything, the girls deserved his help. Plus, without the kitsune, the rest of their plans for the night might not work out. If that happened Grace, Laura, and Lana might be in serious danger.

He signed.

Once he’d finished, High Ruling took effect. He felt it like a cord, one that bound him to the paper, and the letter of the agreement. It felt far weaker than when he’d signed the agreement binding him to serve as the Fates’ Enforcer.

High Ruling: As a Fated Enforcer, you may oversee bonds, pacts, and agreements. By doing so, you can “Seal them to Fate” – this will ensure an Enforcer will be notified if either side breaks the bond. Limitation: If it is determined by an Enforcer that either side was tricked or coerced into the agreement, it may be annulled. Furthermore, the tricking or coercive party may face consequences for their actions.



Interlude: Magic Girl Talk


After a quick trip to get two of Mei’s new bags of clothes, she followed Lana back into the building. Several minutes later, they arrived in a dimly lit corridor.

An aroma of old papers and something astringent filled the air, along with the electric tingle of magic. The smooth concrete walls glowed with a faint blue light emanating from runes etched along the baseboards.

“We call this area the Nexus,” Lana explained, leading Mei through a steel door. “I was lobbying for the Bureau of Otherworldly Management Branch which sounds boring enough to be real, but the acronym it spells is bomb. You know? Like this place is the bomb!”

Mei’s eyes widened as she took in the space. The low-ceilinged basement had a few people inside. A small fairy with iridescent wings flitted between a stock cabinet and a cubicle where two others hunched over a bubbling cauldron. They seemed engrossed in their conversation, debating loudly, in high-pitched voices.

Beside them, sitting with a laptop, was a mundane-looking human man in a suit. He peeked up as Lana and Mei entered the room, and Mei glimpsed a badge.

He’s local law enforcement, she realized.

A glowing device hummed in the center of the room, vibrating with comforting energy. It pulsed, almost like a heartbeat. Studying it closer, Mei thought she saw a hint of platinum in the object’s outline.

“This is...amazing,” Mei breathed. “Is that forensic magic? Or something to help with local Glamour?”

Lana smiled, a hint of pride in her vulpine eyes. “A bit of both. We have more tools at our disposal than you might expect.”

Continuing their trek, she led Mei down a hall, stopping at a door marked “Confiscated Items.” She touched her badge to an access pad, and the door clicked open.

“Traffic between the Veil and Earth is heavily regulated. We seize all sorts of things coming in that shouldn’t be. Most of it’s drugs, like crisp, but we occasionally get wardrobe and trinkets, or even magical paraphernalia some enterprising criminal has ambitions for.”

Mei said, “Does that happen often?”

“Very, yeah. But more often lately, for whatever reason.”

Inside, the room was a glorified storage unit, boxes lined the walls, crammed in floor to ceiling. A cluttered apothecary’s desk sat to one side, stacked high with files and covered in small drawers that Lana revealed were full of spell reagents.

Crystals, herbs, chalk, candles, they seemed to have it all.

Lana said, “There’s a checkout form on that desk over there. Jot down whatever you’re getting so we can keep track. Anything that comes out of here needs to either get used up or brought back until we can dispose of it properly.”

The kitsune accepted both bags from Mei and went to an open area to inspect the mage’s shopping haul. Cooing with glee, she pulled a pair of starry leggings out of the bag. “Laura would love these.” Her smile became complicated, tainted with worry for her partner.

Mei glanced over to the other woman at her subtle tone change. The mage put her spell preparations on hold in order to give Lana’s shoulder a squeeze. “She’s been doing this under cover stuff for a while, huh?”

“Only a few days, but it feels like forever. I don’t like us being apart.” The kitsune pouted. “I’ll be so relieved when all this is over. I sometimes get feelings from her like spikes of anxiety, and then I have to fight my own anxiety so she doesn’t get it back. It’s tough not being there.” Lana folded the leggings and picked some lacy, black thigh-highs out of the bag next. “Maybe these for me? Dark and daring sounds like the right speed for our mission.”

Mei let the moment pass since Lana didn’t seem to want to dwell on her anxiety. “Alex picked those out for me during our trip. I’m sure his eyes will pop if he gets to see you in them.”

The kitsune looked off into the distance, no doubt imagining how much Alex might appreciate seeing something he picked out being modeled in person. “Maybe I can go find a pair for myself.” Then she looked down at the tag and paled. “In a year or two. When I can afford it.”

“Or, you can just have ‘em.” Mei waved off the clothes and went back to her component gathering. “Take the star leggings for Laura, too, while you’re at it. Stars feel a bit on-the-nose for me to wear, you know?” She gestured at the tattoo with the moon and cat on her arm.

“Are you sure you don’t mind?”

“Absolutely not. I’m sure. Besides, you’re going to let me use a couple grand in magical equipment. I’m sure that counts as a worthwhile exchange, right?”

Lana didn’t need any further encouragement to toss the leggings over a nearby box. She resumed going through the bags as Mei began doing a circuit of the room.

Grabbing an empty box, she began filling it with magical paraphernalia. Vials of expensive, rare herbs, and magically charged gemstones quickly filled it to the brim.

“I can’t believe how many magical resources you’ve got in here,” she commented, opening a desk full of enchanted parchment. Lifting one of the thin sheets, she waved it over at Lana. “These let a wizard duplicate spells. It’s how magical tomes are mass produced.”

The kitsune, who was tugging a shimmering dress into place across her hips, looked over. “Yeah. There’s a lot of magic trafficking lately. It’s coming from the Wilds, so we can’t do much to stop it. That’s not our jurisdiction.”

Mei frowned, but reluctantly put the papers down. Once she had everything she needed to cast the spells, she started looking for accessories to help with their cover.

A few seconds later, she found a drawer of old jewelry. Plucking out a tiara, she saw the metal was tarnished and bent.

Lana commented, “When were tiaras like that in fashion?”

“Um. Never?” Sensing no magic or other value in the item, she put it back.

For the next few minutes, the women went back and forth. Lana, who ended up being a near-perfect match for Mei’s size, with maybe a bit more cushion in the backside, kept a running dialogue about how much she admired the other woman’s taste in clothes.

Mei kept looking for jewelry. “What would a high roller’s girls wear, even?”

“Lots of ice,” Lana said authoritatively. “Diamonds and gold. But mostly diamonds.” She sighed. “I’d love to go into the casino all decked out.”

Once they had a second, smaller box, with earrings and necklaces, they signed out the items and took their haul to one of the side rooms for spell work. Mei went to one side of the room and started making preparations for her ritual, leaving space for Lana to try on clothes and sort through jewelry.

Watching the pink-haired mage work, Lana chuckled. “You know, I have a feeling we’ll make a pretty good team. Alex never would have agreed to something like this while he was getting his bearings as an Enforcer. He seems to have let down his guard a little this time,” she winked. “I suppose we have you to thank for that, little mage.”

“Me?” Mei said, looking up from a bundle of smoldering herbs. “I’m pretty sure it was Grace. That girl could melt iron hearts if she put her mind to it.”

Mei couldn’t deny the attraction she felt, the spark that seemed to ignite whenever she and Alex were together. And when she saw Grace and Alex... it stirred something else deep inside her. A curiosity. A longing.

Lana asked, “Are you saying your friend is the social butterfly out of the two of you?”

“A bit.” Mei hesitated, uncertain how much to say about her friend. “Grace’s family disowned her when she was young, because she was different. She came to Earth a year ago and has started to get her bearings. She’s an amazing person, with a huge heart. But I wouldn’t call her a social butterfly.”

“What then?”

“I mean, she’s a puca. They have an instinct about people. If she gets vibes from someone, it usually means they are genuine, good people. When she puts her mind to it, she’s basically irresistible.”

“Is that how you two became friends?”

“Basically,” Mei admitted. “I met her across the Veil, before she came over. She taught me a lot about the fae side of things.” Taking a deep breath, she found herself thinking about discovering Grace hiding in the woods, and the early days of their fast friendship.

Lana, eyes warm with understanding, smiled. “She taught you a bit about how the fae love, didn’t she?”

“Just a little. Honestly, after being around so many manipulative, sex-crazed mages for years, it was refreshing to learn the fae perspective on things.”

“Oh?” Shimmying back into her uniform, Lana crossed the floor to look down at the incense smoldering near Mei.

The mage, kneeling in a complex circle drawn with chalk, had several implements laid out in front of her, including a black wrist band and a white piece of elastic she’d found going through the drawers. She gestured, murmuring liquid syllables.

After several seconds, the band and the elastic floated into the air and began to glow. She reached out, collecting the enchanted items, then resumed her casting.

Eventually, the entire ring of the circle began to glow with a haze of magic.

“That’s so cool,” Lana said in awed tones.

After a few more minutes of casting, Mei stepped away from the circle. Dusting her hands off, she replied to Lana’s earlier question. “Grace loves with a full, open heart. If she’s your friend, she cares about you completely, without reservation. The idea that it’s kind-of the normal fae default is refreshing. Loving unconditionally, without jealousy or guilt, I mean. It’s so much different than how I was raised, or what I experienced in school.”

Lana bobbed a nod. “Love isn’t limited or finite. Among the kitsune, we believe the more people in your life that you love simply means you have more love to give, in all its myriad forms.”

Thinking back to the other night, to the sounds she’d heard Grace and Alex making, and to how included she felt around both of them, Mei flushed. “Maybe it’s time for me to embrace that philosophy, too. I just don’t want to...”

“You don’t want it to not have meaning?” Lana guessed, bright eyes sharp as she studied the mage’s face.

Mei nodded sharply. “I’ve seen too much meaningless sex. Like,” she hesitated, then grumbled, “One second.”

Turning back to the circle, she gestured rapidly, murmuring a series of quick syllables. A dome appeared, covering the ritual area.

“There we go. That’ll protect it until we can get them down here for the disguise spells.” Looking over to Lana, she said, “Sorry about that. Where was I?”

“Meaningless sex?” The kitsune prompted, eyes darting to the spell circle with an expression of pure fascination.

“Yeah. At college, practically everyone gives in to easy power. That means lust. Sex just to have it. I won’t say that I’m not, you know, super horny. It’s just that I want it to mean something to anyone I’m in bed with.”

“Same here,” Lana said earnestly. She considered Mei’s face for a moment, then added, “I think Grace probably has influenced Alex, but I wouldn’t downplay your presence either, Mei. I mean, I wasn’t there, but I think you bring something unique to the table.”

“I do?”

“Mhm. My soul-bonded and I have been interested in Alex for a year now, but he’s turned us down because we’re law enforcement. I think, as a human magic user, you may just span the worlds, kind of like Alex does. You might be the key to helping his heart open to more than his work. It certainly doesn’t hurt that you’re absolutely gorgeous, I’m sure.”

“Well,” Mei stammered, feeling a flicker of nervousness and hope. “Maybe.” Trying to change the subject, she asked, “So you’re into him, too?”

Saying the words made her heart lurch a little. It felt good to know it wasn’t just her. Instead of being jealous, she felt relieved. Lana really did understand how she felt.

“Absolutely. We just convinced him to go out to dinner with us when this is all over. I’m not sure what will come of it, but we’ve got our hopes up.”

“Oh,” Mei said, her voice surprisingly calm. “I see. Both of you? You mean you and your soul-bonded?”

Lana gave her another of her big, bright smiles. “Yup. We’re a package deal. Isn’t that just terrifying?”

“Um, not really. Didn’t you just say love only grows when it’s shared among more people?”

“Right!” Lana laughed. “Now, if we can only convince Alex about that.”

Mei gestured toward the door. “It’s all ready. Let’s go get them.”

“Sure.”

As they moved to exit the room, Mei added, “You know, maybe if the four of us work together, we can make that happen. The convincing Alex thing. Assuming he’s open to the idea, that is.”

With a little yip of delight, the kitsune crossed the distance to loop an arm beneath Mei’s. “Really? Seriously? You’d help? And you think Grace would, too?”

“Oh, I know the puca would. And sure, why not? As long as Alex is willing and has an open mind, I don’t see why he’d turn down a little spicy plotting between gorgeous women.”

“I mean, who would?” Lana asked.

“Prudes,” Mei replied with a completely straight face.

The duo were still laughing when they got back to their friends.


Chapter 13: Changelings


They had time to relax, so Alex and Grace found chairs and settled in. He brought up his Tablet and dove into reviewing Accords he might need for the mission ahead. Focusing his attention, he brought up the device’s version of a Search function which allowed him to find agreements based on the signatories.

“What are you doing?” Grace asked, leaning over to peek at the screen. The feeling of her breast against his arm was both a comfort and a mild distraction.

“Eh? Going through the Accords, looking for anything Dwayne or any other locals with licensing authority may have signed recently. In theory, I should be able to track down those thralls who tried to kidnap you.”

“In theory?”

“Yeah. Wait, you’re a fae. Don’t you know about how these things work already?”

She shook her head. “Just being a fae doesn’t mean I know everything. I’m a cocktail waitress at a casino. Before that...” Trailing off, she bit her bottom lip.

Reaching over, he put his hand on top of hers, squeezing gently. An instant rush of relief washed over her face, and she smiled at him with such warmth that it nearly broke his heart.

Oh, Grace. What happened to you over there?

She pointed at his Tablet. “C’mon, Mister Enforcer man. How about you keep telling me how things work? I want to know.”

“Really?”

“I care about what you care about, silly magical human man.”

Chuckling at her playful tone, he said, “Fine. I guess the first thing you need to know is fae magi-tech isn’t like human technology. My Tablet is based on human tech, but everything it’s connected to is outdated. Plus, the very way fae make agreements is centuries behind how humans do things.”

“Like what?”

Settling into a topic he knew all too well, Alex wrapped an arm around the puca’s shoulders. His Tablet hovered in the air as he explained, “Like thrall licenses, for example. They are basically just magical sheets of paper the Fates, or someone the Fates appoint, get to hand out. We have a record of which people are authorized to dispense them, and how many they should have, but that’s just in theory. In practice, thrall licenses are just bits of paper. They can be traded or handed out to anyone.”

Grace shifted, turning to lean more of her weight into him. “Why not computerize all of it, like regular human law enforcement?”

“Because magic. The fae don’t want anything humans could stumble on and use against them. The last thing we need is a bunch of Dreamers waking up.” He flipped to a screen, skimming rapidly. “These documents are all organized haphazardly, and the search function is pretty awful. A lot of these trade agreements will have a subclause buried somewhere that mentions thralls. If I’m lucky, I’ll be able to find something that I can use in my official capacity, when the time comes.”

“Isn’t that the point of this investigation? To find out who is breaking Fate’s law?”

“True. But I’d rather go in with my tabard on, rather than find an issue after there’s a gun in someone’s face.”

With an expression of fascination, the fae girl tilted her head back to look at his face. “How does that work? Your tabard, I mean. Most of what I’ve heard about your people are rumors and scary stories.”

“My people?” He gave her a lopsided smile. “When you say it that way, it makes it sound like we’re the fae boogeyman.”

“You kind of are, especially to us living over here.” She delivered the line in total seriousness. “Fate’s Wardens are the grim reaper. Get out of line or mess with Fate’s laws, and they are the ones who come knocking. You Enforcer types are like judge and jury. Until you saved me from those thralls, I just assumed all of Fate’s folk were terrifying.”

“And now?”

Leaning up, she pressed her mouth against his. It was a tender kiss, and it deepened quickly, growing with promise. “Now, I’m kind of dating one, so it’s an entirely different thing. We are dating, aren’t we?”

“I’m not really a one-night stand kind of guy.” He eyed her. “And here I was thinking you liked me for my dashing good looks.”

She snorted delicately. “I like you for being selfless, heroic, and compassionate. The insanely hot and dangerous bits are just a turnoff.”

Her words sent warmth through his chest, easing any concerns he might have felt about their burgeoning relationship.

They spent a few more minutes in conversation, but she eventually pulled her phone out to check her messages. With Grace’s attention elsewhere, Alex adjusted the Tablet display for privacy. There were many contracts available to him that Alex shouldn’t be letting uninvolved parties see, so he appreciated her distraction.

The time passed quickly. It was a peaceful period of waiting, one that felt like the calm before the storm. Grace remained pressed against his side, but didn’t reach for more, and he discovered the physical contact was reassuring.

One of the fox-headed men appeared during their downtime. He glanced over at them, his attention lingering on Alex for just a moment before handing Miss Macy a black leather wallet. After a few murmured words with the older kitsune pair, he hurried out of the building again.

Not long after, he heard Mei and Lana approaching from underground. Their bright, laughing conversation carried down the hall minutes before they appeared.

When they strode out of the corridor, Mei was gesturing dramatically, causing little bits of blue energy to dance across the tips of each finger.

“That’s amazing,” Lana said, awe in her tone. She seemed about to say something else but stopped and straightened when she saw the older women behind the desk looking over at her.

Miss Macy gave the kitsune girl a look that teetered on the border between amused and disapproving. “I trust the magic is prepared?”

Mei bobbed a quick nod and held up several strips of cloth. “I made several portable enchantments, all we need to do is tie these around our arms and activate the spells.”

“How long will the spell last?” Miss Macy asked, glancing up at an old mechanical clock near the ceiling. It was a little after five. “Should we wait?”

“About sixteen hours before they begin to fade.”

“That’ll do,” the kitsune matron said. “Lana, you have our blessing to join them. You will report back regularly about anything you discover.”

“Of course,” Lana said. Her expression of eased amusement tightened a bit as the weight of what they were preparing for returned. “I don’t feel any issues from Laura’s side of the bond, so we’re probably okay. She’s just focused right now. My guess is she’s making beds.”

Grace straightened away from Alex’s shoulder and giggled at that. “That’s no fun. I’ve heard so many stories about what the cleaning crew finds in some of those rooms.”

“Oh?” Lana gave the bunny girl a look of mischievous interest. “Like what? Condoms, I bet.”

“That, yes. But a lot more poop than you’d probably expect, too.”

Lana made a disgusted face. “Well, that just ruined the mood. Okay. I’m ready to go.”

Miss Macy rounded the desk to offer Alex the wallet. “It’s got five thousand in cash, plus a credit card with the pin number on a sticky note. The cash should be plenty for you to spend on a few high-value games and get you all a nice dinner and drinks. The card has the rest. We’d appreciate it if you held off spending any more than you absolutely must. This is coming out of our operating budget.”

Alex bit back a retort about treating the two-hundred grand as payment for services rendered. I’m not acting as an attorney here, he reminded himself. The money was in service of his role as an Enforcer, nothing more. It’s no different from requisitioning materials.

He could practically feel Smolder’s disapproval. For all her nobility and earnestness, the pact demon was still acclimating to Earth morality. Thankfully, she didn’t speak up from his pocket. Smolder knew better than to risk being a distraction during important missions.

Opening the wallet, Alex pulled the credit card and sticky note out. He quickly memorized and tossed the sticky note, then retrieved the pack of cigarettes from his breast pocket. Tilting it toward his face to conceal the gently glowing embers atop one of the smokes, he slid the credit card into the cellophane wrapper. Once it was secure, he slid the pack back into place.

Seeing curious looks from Miss Macy, he explained, “It’s magical.”

When it was clear he wouldn’t elaborate, she said, “I see. Well, Enforcer, I trust you to do what’s wise with it. Please, all of you be safe and get to the bottom of this mess.”

“We will,” he promised.

Alex and Grace stood, joining Mei and Lana back down the corridor they’d just arrived from. As they went, the pink-haired mage offered Grace a white ponytail holder. “This has got two spells on it. One is for tracking, and one will sense distress. The enchantment will last three days before I need to recharge it with mana.”

Taking the holder, Grace swept her hair back and neatly slid it into place. It blended in with her hair almost invisibly.

Mei handed Alex a black band. “Wrap it around your wrist. It has the other end of the spells. I used one of the spell patterns I learned from the chateau to call upon the Fates when I cast the spell. In theory, this should tie into your Tablet. Want to give it a try?”

Taking the band, he eyed Mei. “You learned a lot more from that library than you let on, didn’t you?”

She batted her eyes up at him innocently. “Would I maybe get a spanking if I said yes?”

He scoffed, as the puca and kitsune both laughed.

When he put the band on, his Tablet appeared with a flashing notice.

Notice: You have equipped a Band of Magical Insight. This item will provide you with three temporary benefits. These are:
· Geolocation for anyone with an attuned spell
· Distress tracking for anyone with an attuned spell
· Magical Translation: It will provide insight into spells cast by the original creator of this magical item, allowing you to perceive them and translate their effects through your Tablet
These benefits will last for 48 hours, after which the mana in the item will run out. The band may be recharged up to [5] times before it is rendered useless.


“Wow, that’s awesome,” Alex said, giving Mei a bright smile. “I didn’t expect the translation effect.”

Biting her bottom lip, she shrugged shyly at his praise. “I had to use a bit of my hair in the casting, but I figured it would make things a lot easier than having me explain everything I did.”

The spell room they’d prepared was in the basement, behind a heavily fortified door that glowed with magic.

Seeing the spells, Alex asked, “Mei, I’ve always been curious. What’s the difference between magic on Earth and the Wilds?”

“That’ll take a bit to explain,” she replied as they entered the next room. “Remind me once we’re done, and I’ll give you a tutorial.”

“Sounds good.”

They’d entered a big concrete space with bookshelves and magical apparatus lining the walls. A complex web of magic symbols, drawn in dark material that looked a bit like chalk, took up the center of the floor. She pointed to the center. “Lana, you first.”

Without hesitating, the kitsune kicked off her shoes and began peeling out of her clothes. It took Alex a few seconds to realize what was happening. By the time he did, the lithe girl had her shirt open enough for him to see she was wearing tight, restrictive cloth around her chest.

He turned away, which earned a laugh.

Lana said, “I appreciate your modesty, Alex, but you really didn’t have to do that.”

“A gentleman doesn’t look until after he’s bought a date dinner,” he retorted stubbornly, unable to help but look over at Grace.

She was no help. “I don’t think the mansion counts as you buying me dinner, and we’ve already slept together.” Looking over his shoulder, she whistled. “You’re missing an awful view, by the way.”

Alex turned, but stubbornly kept his eyes down at the spell circle. “I guess I owe you dinner,” he admitted to Grace.

“And you can buy me dinner tonight, Mr. High Roller,” Lana said, stepping into the circle. He saw taut, pale legs flashing as she moved over the mystical lines with no evident concern about blurring them.

Once Lana was in the center of the symbols, Mei whispered a few words and knelt, touching the edge. He saw a flash as mana swirled through the tattooed girl’s extended arm and into the ground.

His Tablet pulsed, its display updating to describe what was happening.

Ritual of Disguise (Moderate): This ritual changes the subject in the center into a similarly sized creature of the same gender. It can substantially alter all minor characteristics, such as eye and hair color. It can also tweak moderate characteristics, such as the shape of eyes, the presence of horns, and so on. While this spell is in place, a sensitive viewer may detect the person is fae, but the exact species may be disguised. If you are not a fae but have magical power, such as a Tablet, you will project an aura proportional to your development. This spell may disguise such an aura as belonging to a fae, if desired.
Duration: 16 hours at maximum capacity.
Mana Cost: Moderate (3)


“This translation doesn’t say anything about needing to be naked,” he pointed out, looking at Mei.

She returned his look evenly and pointed across the room. “There’s a mirror. If Lana wants to convincingly hide her tails, she needs to be able to see to make the changes.”

“Oh.”

Beside him, Grace gasped. “Lana! They were already big enough. What are you doing?”

Lana retorted, “This is an opportunity to flaunt my body. You’d better expect I’m going to play it up.”

“That explains the dress you picked out.” Mei plucked up a shimmering dress with a plunging back and neckline. After a few seconds, she said, “Okay, that should be enough,” and held it out.

When he looked up, it was to see a woman with long, bright red hair. Lana had tanned her skin and taken on a vaguely Hispanic appearance. She’d also accentuated her breasts to the point that each looked to be about the same size as her head. Compared to her tiny waist and delicate frame, they were utterly disproportionate.

“They aren’t that much bigger than normal,” she said, glancing from him and down to her cleavage. “I just, um, exaggerated a bit. Like I said, it’ll draw attention away from anything else we do.”

“I don’t suppose you considered being subtle, did you?”

She gave him a wide-eyed look. “Alexander, you sound like you’re complaining.”

Sensing that he wouldn’t win that argument, he turned to Mei. “My turn?”

Mei said, “Mhm. Go ahead and strip.”

“But you just said the only reason she had to disrobe was because of her tails.”

Rolling her eyes, Mei huffed. “Look, am I the powerful, all-knowing mage here, or what?”

“You gave me a spell that literally translates the terms and conditions of your spells onto my Tablet.”

That got her. With a sour look, she waved him into the circle. “Fine, but I am absolutely going to find a spell that requires you to get naked next time.”

Smirking, he walked into the circle. His Tablet flashed, displaying new text.

Notice: You have been given command of the spell. What changes would you like to make?


A menu of choices appeared.

· Change color of [skin, eyes, hair]
· Change shape of [eyes, ears, mouth, nose, brow line]
· Augment or decrease [muscles, specific body parts, other features]
· Surface changes [add tattoos or scars]


He opted to keep things simple, tapping the commands to give himself long blond hair and blue eyes. With each command, he looked up to see the changes in the full-length mirror next to the wardrobe. Deciding he liked the Nordic look, he also made his sun-tanned skin pale. Before finishing, he opted to disguise his aura as fae. He didn’t know much about the Wilds, but he figured he could come up with an excuse to mask his ignorance.

“How Asgardian of you,” Grace said, sounding amused.

Mei offered him a new suit from the clothes rack. “I’m glad you didn’t change your proportions. That makes wardrobe a lot easier.”

Grace choked back a snort, but bit back any other commentary.

Stepping out of the circle, he walked behind the rack of clothes to change as Mei took her turn. She didn’t remove her clothes either.

“I’m going to be much happier when this is over,” she announced when she’d finished her transformation. “Even with access to expensive tools, casting this many spells takes a toll.”

Alex circled the rack and saw Mei had only made subtle changes to her features. Her hair was dark, and her already large eyes were even bigger, but blue. She’d also concealed her tattoos. Everything else seemed to be the same.

Lana walked over to an ornate chest. Opening the lid, she reached inside and withdrew a little crystal vial of light blue liquid. “Mana potion? Feel free to top off. On the house.”

“Thanks.” Mei took the vial and drank the contents. A little wave of light, like an LED pulse, crossed her body and she sighed in relief, passing the drained container back. “Much better.”

Grabbing a dress from the stack, she ducked out of view to change. When she emerged, it was in a stunning green ensemble that revealed far less cleavage than Lana’s. Despite her overall smaller size, the mage filled it impressively.

Alex had to stop himself from gawking at the way her hips moved as she strode into view.

“I think he likes it,” Grace said musingly.

Mei flushed, glancing down and surreptitiously smoothing both hands down invisible creases in her outfit. “Anyway, is it time to discuss covers?”

“It is,” Lana confirmed.

“They don’t need to be very detailed, I’d think.” Alex gestured down at himself. “I’ll be a businessman from out of town who happens to have two gorgeous women with him.”

Lana said, “A businessman who happens to be a fae could work. We don’t want to draw Dwayne’s interest, though. If you come across as a rich fae, he might want a meeting.”

“What if he’s a movie producer?” Mei suggested. “We could be models or actresses he’s showing a good time. There are tons of those guys, so that wouldn’t be too far from plausibility.”

The kitsune brightened. “Mei, that’s brilliant! That’ll help with the idea of our being from distant locations, too. It’ll make anyone trying to pinpoint what region in the Wilds we’re from less suspicious.”

With Mei and Lana engrossed in their cover stories, the group left the room. Grace moved up to settle next to Alex as they went. He reached down, squeezing her hand, but paid enough attention to chime in with his opinion on who they should be from time to time.

“I’m not going to be a porn producer,” he practically growled, earning titters from both scheming women. “Let’s stick with you both having a history of being background actors and working with me on some new project.”

That earned a round of laughter. Lana said, “Just making sure you were listening.”

Then Mei surprised him by leaning over and speaking in a high-pitched, syrupy voice, “Don’t worry, Mister Producer, Bambi’s charms aren’t for sharing.”

Alex froze in place, frowning. “Bambi? Oh. Oh, no. You’re not using that as a cover name.”

Dropping the vamp act, Mei snickered. “Why not? Everyone knows names that end in ‘i’ are the best.”

Their banter continued until they got back to the entry room, where they found a young man wearing plain clothes waiting for them.

Miss Macy waved Grace over. “This is Bruce. He’s one of our undercovers who specializes in detecting magic. He’ll get you to your job, then join our team waiting nearby, just in case.”

The young man, who Alex saw had subtly pointed ears nestled beneath his tousled hair, waved. “Let’s go.”

Grace gave Alex a quick hug and waved at Mei before heading off with the driver.

“Now, let’s get your IDs made and see you on your way,” Miss Macy said, waving to a door across the hall.


Chapter 14: The Give & Take


The kitsune found a Bentley for them to use as a cover car. It was white, with silver chrome covers over the wheels, and an engine that purred like some sort of prehistoric lion when Alex accelerated away from the hotel.

Mei and Lana both sat in the back, making conversation while he drove.

“You know this is going to be fine, right?” Smolder said from his pocket. The pact demon had been modest and respectful for hours. No doubt she was getting antsy.

And hungry, Alex added mentally. He made a note to make sure his familiar fed sometime in the next day or two.

Realizing he’d been gripping the steering wheel tightly, he forced himself to relax. “What makes you say that?”

“This is barely a stakeout. We’re just there to make sure nothing happens to Grace or Laura. It’s not like we’re going to go sneaking about spy-style to look for clues.”

Alex smirked. “If you start pulling out movie and pop culture references, I’m going to revoke your access to my cell phone.”

The little demon made a raspberry noise.

“How did she do that?” Mei asked from the back seat. “The demon doesn’t have lips. How could she make that sound?”

“I’m made of the stuff of dreams and nightmares,” Smolder replied smugly. “I’m a djinn, in the most classic sense. You’ll find few creatures without aether in their veins more powerful than my kind.”

The mage didn’t miss a beat. She addressed Alex. “She does like to boast a lot, doesn’t she?”

“It means she likes you. Smolder enjoys banter, but only with people she trusts.”

Mei made a delightful little sound. “She trusts me?”

“You’re good folk,” the demon said. “You care about my Alex, and you’ve got a good head on your shoulders. I’ve been telling him for the last year, the best Enforcers are part of the world, not apart from it.”

Lana leaned forward, shoulder to shoulder with Mei, so that she could peer down toward Alex’s pocket. “She certainly doesn’t talk like any demon I’ve ever heard of. I thought her kind was all cruelty and manipulation.”

“Smolder is the best,” Alex said, patting the package of cigarettes. “And don’t be racist. You wouldn’t call black widow spiders evil because they need to eat flies to survive. They just are. It’s my running theory that demons are like that. You just have to approach them with the right attitude.”

“Having the mindset of a lawyer helps,” Smolder retorted. “Our first negotiation took how long?”

“Um. I don’t remember. Once Bert was out of the way, things just kind of flew by. Maybe a day or two? Akira was pretty mad when we came back out of the optional quest.”

“Akira?” Mei asked.

“Mhm. I was part of a group of guys who went in for testing to join the Fates. Anyway, before we go too deep into things I can’t talk about, do you want to tell me a bit about magic between the worlds? If we’re dealing with the aether, I’d like to know a bit more about it and I hear that’s an area of interest to you.”

“Sure. How much time do we have?”

Alex glanced out the side window. They were approaching the luxurious skyscrapers of the MGM Grand. Tourists were gathering as the day cooled, too. The streets were filling up with cars as people got off work or, as was even more common in Las Vegas, arrived for late-night shifts.

“With traffic? Maybe fifteen minutes.”

“Crash course it is.” Settling back in her seat, Mei crossed her arms beneath her breasts and furrowed her brow.

Stopped at a traffic light, Alex glanced into the rearview mirror. She returned his look with a mock glare. “No smoldering gazes, Mr. Alex. It’ll make this a lot easier if you tell me what you know about the Glamour.”

“It’s the enchantment that protects Dreamers from things they wouldn’t understand, right?” He tapped his breast pocket, thinking of Smolder. “It helps them avoid seeing or remembering anything magical or fae.”

“That’s the heart of it. Most scholars believe that the magical space around our world is basically chaos. Think of it as static. Sometimes, out of all that static, things arise on their own. Various shadow realities, or fragments of worlds, pop up. Sometimes entities, things like gods, appear. Most don’t last very long. When people came around, our dreams and desires began to affect that static.”

The traffic light flicked to green and Alex gently coasted forwarded. A convertible slid up beside them, and two shirtless men gestured at Mei and Lana. Neither of the women more than glanced in their direction.

Lana shook her head, muttering beneath her breath without interrupting the flow of conversation.

“Anyway, the Fae Wilds aren’t just one land, or continent, or whatever. Technically, they are any contiguous space across the Veil that is self-sustaining. That means enough belief, or time, or whatever, has passed to make a landmass stable. Each of these land masses can have slightly different magical rules and inhabitants, which is where things get tricky.”

Alex pointed in the air, where his Tablet would appear if he summoned it. “That’s where the Fates come in?”

“Absolutely. They built the Tablet system, which acts as a sort of universal alignment between all the worlds. The trick involves anchoring everything to Earth. It’s part of why things like roleplaying games became so popular in the eighties and nineties.”

“Wait, what?”

“From what we’re told, enough Dreamers had to believe in the same rules before those rules could be imposed on magic. Before that threshold of belief is hit, the static stays static, y’know?” Mei shrugged. “The Fates can’t administrate chaos. It isn’t really a tangible thing to be governed and it won’t work the same every time.”

He rolled the concept around, imagining the Fates intervening to convince war gamers to make rules around how magical spells should work. “That’s fascinating.”

“Isn’t it?” Mei’s face lit up. “Anyway, without the Dreamers believing what they do, and how they do, things would sort of evaporate. If imagination and fantasy became reality, the system would unwind. Technically, magic works the same way both on Earth and in the Fae Wilds. The difference is, the Glamour prevents anything that would hurt or waken Dreamers en mass. Spells like Flight simply won’t work on Earth, not where anyone could see anyway. Others work just fine.”

“Right. Mages and fae sometimes try to get around the Glamour. If they manage anything at all, it sends all sorts of warnings to the nearest Veil Warden.”

Lana spoke up, “Wait, I thought an Enforcer had to investigate first?”

He shook his head. “Enforcers will investigate threats, but once the Glamour has been breached, it’s straight to the Wardens. If some wizard tried to summon a dragon on Earth and figured out how to do it, he’d be atomized within about ten seconds.”

“And that’s when Remediation would get involved,” the kitsune finished.

“Right. Mind wipes and such. For people’s safety.” Alex winced a little. He’d been around Remediation only once since his appointment as an Enforcer, and it hadn’t been fun.

Traffic opened enough to allow him to speed up. A building shaped like a castle flew past on their left hand side. A gaggle of foreign tourists, all with their cell phones out, were busy snapping pictures of the façade.

“I didn’t go through many lessons about magic when I took the job,” Alex admitted. “It’s fascinating to think the same sorts of logic that work on my Tablet applies to your spells.”

“Similar, but less restrictive,” the mage confirmed. “When we get done solving this mystery, we should hang out and compare notes about your Tablet versus my magic. From what I, uh, may have skimmed at the chateau, I’m sure there’s a lot we could discover.”

Lana leaned over and mock whispered, “Remember, unless you’ve got a cotton tail, he’s required to buy you dinner first.”

“Hey!” Alex protested.

Smolder piped up, “She has a bit of a point, boss. You, of all people, should know better than to make statements about rules like that.”

They arrived at the Golden Gate a few minutes after seven. Once his Perception was activated, Alex saw glowing painted signs with “Fae Parking” leading around the rear of the building. Remembering their disguises, he followed the signs to a chained entrance leading to an underground parking deck.

A squat man, his human disguise faded enough to reveal the thick neck and four arms of a troll, sidled up to the car. He was wearing a suit, and his nametag read, “Chad – Security.”

Alex stopped the car and rolled his window down, meeting the sunken-eyed troll eye to eye. The troll’s face was an inch or two above the illusion. He must’ve realized that Alex wasn’t a run-of-the-mill mortal when he met his eyes. His real eyes.

“Here to stay or gamble?” Chad rumbled in a voice like cracking rocks. “We’ve got VIP rooms for fae guests.”

“Gamble, maybe stay.” Hooking a thumb toward the back seat, Alex continued, “What happens later is up to the ladies.”

Mei and Lana giggled on cue. It didn’t sound forced at all.

“No problem.” The security troll reached into a pocket and withdrew three silver door cards. “These will give you access to the fae lounge and club. Those don’t get very busy until later. Meals are on the house for our out-of-town guests. Enjoy yourselves.”

Chad tried to smile.

Troll males weren’t built for smiling. Like many fae species, troll men were sexually dimorphic from their women. The men were oversized, nearly indestructible hulks of muscle. All their strength and durability had not come without cost, however. In all of Alex’s interactions with trolls, he’d found the males tended to be a bit slower on the uptake. Diplomacy certainly hadn’t come naturally to those he’d met, and this one seemed no better.

Chad’s lips fought to curl without showing his sharp tusks. The result was not a smile, but it was an obvious attempt. He tried. He really did.

“Thanks, Chad,” Alex said amiably.

Unclipping the chain fence, the troll waved them down the slope to the private garage. It was a single open floor with room for maybe fifty cars. Ten parking spots were occupied, all with vehicles at least as nice as the Bentley.

Signs, also in the same magical text, led to the VIP elevator.

Parking, Alex twisted back to look at Mei and Lana. “Are we ready for this?”

“I am,” Lana said.

Mei returned his look with more enthusiasm than he’d expected. “Absolutely. I hope the food is good. All that spellcasting has me famished.”

Smolder stirred in his pocket, reminding Alex that he would need to feed his familiar soon.


Chapter 15: VIP


They rode an elevator up from the dark underground parking lot and were immediately assaulted by the cacophony of slot machines and the chatter of excited patrons. The casino’s interior was a treasure trove of flashing lights and colorful carpets, all designed to keep leading guests back to pull that lever one more time or try their hand at a different game. Cocktail waitresses wove through the crowd, balancing trays of drinks with practiced ease.

There was an energy to the casino that kept people engaged and spending.

Alex sauntered, flanked by his women, deeper into the casino. Noticing something odd, he paused near the roulette. Certain sections seemed to shimmer and blur, as if reality itself was shifting. He focused his Perception, and the illusions fell away, revealing hidden passages and doorways.

"This place is spelled to the gills," Mei whispered, her eyes sparkling with interest. "There's definitely more to this place than meets the eye."

Lana nodded, scanning the room with a keen gaze. "I’m guessing the non-human areas are behind the illusory doorways."

“Are all the fae VIPs here?” Mei asked. “Or do you think the Bentley bumped us up the list of important people?”

Lana shrugged which, in her coquettish dress, made her ample cleavage flirt between PG-13 and an NC-17 rating. “I don’t spend time in casinos informally, so I’m not sure.”

They approached one of the shimmering doorways which was guarded by a hulking bouncer in a slim fitted black suit. His badge said his name was “Jason.” Alex presented their cards with a confident smile.

Jason gave them a once over, then gestured for them to enter.

As they crossed the threshold, the world seemed to shift. The din of the casino faded away, replaced by the soft strains of jazz music and the clink of glasses. They found themselves in a lavish lounge, all rich velvets and gleaming gold accents. Plush couches and armchairs were arranged in intimate clusters, while a sleek bar ran along one wall, manned by a trio of stunning elemental fae mixologists in form-fitting tuxedos.

The most striking feature of the room was the glass wall that ran the length of the space. It offered a perfect view of the casino floor below, allowing VIP guests to observe the action while remaining hidden. Alex realized it must be a one-way mirror, letting them see out while preventing anyone from seeing in.

The lounge was populated by an array of alluring fae creatures, each more exotic than the last. A group of catgirls draped themselves over a plush settee, their ears and tails twitching as they sipped from delicate champagne flutes. A pair of winged girls in scandalously short cocktail dresses giggled and flirted with a handsome elf at the bar. Everywhere Alex looked, there was beauty and indulgence.

"Quite the setup they have here," he murmured, taking it all in.

A girl with iridescent green hair, wearing a bikini made of leaves, sauntered over. She had light purple skin and moved with a sensual, liquid grace. She looked the group over before speaking in a liquid, vaguely Irish accent. “Welcome, honored guests. I’d love to take your drink orders and invite you to my performance later.”

She produced a flyer with a flourish and presented it to the table. At first glance, the flyer looked like a simple party announcement, like they might find anywhere on the strip. Through Veil Perception, Alex saw the truth.

Glowing script read, “Half-Nymph, Half-Dryad–Come see the one-of-a-kind enchantress! Now nightly, starting at midnight. Only at the Golden Gate–the best fae resort in Vegas!”

“I’m uh, I appreciate this, but I’m not interested in that sort of performance.” Alex started to push the flyer away, but the girl stopped him with a sharp look.

“It’s not that kind of performance, sir.” She sounded genuinely upset. “I keep my clothes on. It’s a display of magic the likes of which you’ve never seen.” Softening her tone, she lowered her voice, “There are no other half-nymph, half-dryads on Earth. I assure you, my magic is most unique. You should consider it.”

Leaning forward, Lana took the flyer, sliding it over in front of Alex. “We’d love to see your performance,” she said sweetly. “Oh! Are you one of the Goblin King’s children? I’ve heard he sired many half-blood offspring.”

The nymph-dryad hesitated, then nodded. Looking away, she searched the rest of the VIP section, as if expecting someone to pop up. It was clear from the set of her jaw that was the most they’d get out of her on that topic. “Come see my show sometime.”

With that, she walked away. A beat later, an elf girl wearing a shimmering, iridescent dress just a shade away from being transparent walked over. She was carrying a tray with several opalescent drinks balanced effortlessly in one hand.

“Drinks? On the house,” she said, smiling brightly.

“Sure!” Mei said brightly, accepting a glass. Taking a cautious sip, her eyes widened. "Oh my. That's... incredible."

Alex took one of the glasses and passed it to Lana, and collected another for himself. Leaning down, he inhaled the bouquet but didn’t drink. Even with his Tablet to protect him from a variety of nefarious toxins, the last thing he wanted to do was risk getting inebriated when Laura or Grace might end up in danger.

The waitress said, “Just wave if you need anything at all. Our VIP guests are always treated to the best the house has to offer.” She gave Alex a long look before turning and sauntering away.

He didn’t turn to watch, but Lana did. “She may not have much junk in her trunk, but she knows how to work it.”

“Lana!” Alex gently chided, shaking his head in amusement.

“What?” The playful kitsune lifted her glass and took a sip. “Oh, this is a version of fae honey wine. That aftertaste is pure alcohol.”

Mei was already drinking hers as Lana explained what it was. She hesitated, then finished her swallow. Putting her glass down, she gave the two of them a bright-eyed look. “It’s delicious!”

Seeing that the mage’s glass was nearly halfway drained, Alex shook his head. “Remember what we’re here for.” He checked for a wall clock, but seeing none he checked his borrowed fancy wrist watch instead. Grace wasn’t on shift yet and Lana hadn’t reported anything abnormal from Laura’s side either. They needed to use this time to establish their cover story before that.

Mei’s expression darkened, but Lana put her hand on the girl’s arm. “We have to play our part, Mr. High Roller,” the kitsune said firmly. “That means we have to act the part of flirty arm candy. What army candy doesn’t have a few drinks to relax?”

“You may have a point,” he allowed, which instantly brought Mei’s smile back.

Looking around, he caught side-eyes from other patrons. Realizing that Lana might have a point, he lifted his glass and took a shallow sip. Delightful flavors rolled across his tongue, tempting him to take a deeper drink.

Forcing himself to abstain, he put the glass down and stood. “Now that we’ve arrived, how about we see about making an impression?”

"Hell yeah,” Mei said, chipper and flush with excitement.

The trio all rose and made their way past the low-lit bar area and observation deck toward the gaming tables, where high-stakes poker and baccarat were in full swing. Alex exchanged a significant portion of his cash for chips, making sure to show off his wealth as he took a seat at the poker table.

The other players were tense, their expressions fixed as pots climbed to the tens of thousands. Alex played with cool confidence, his years of experience reading people serving him well. Mei and Lana flanked him as his adoring arm candy, playing their roles perfectly.

Investigation, one of his class skills, kicked in. According to his Tablet, the three points he had in the skill were the equivalent of spending the same number of years in dedicated training with a capable mentor.

He picked up on his opponents’ tells with far more ease than he would have expected, given his relative lack of experience. For the year he’d spent as an Enforcer, he’d only had a handful of missions, and little of it involved playing games.

The girls took up positions at a standing table to the side. Between hands, when no one would think they were coming to peek, they came over and made a big show of leaning down to whisper words of encouragement.

On his second win, Lana leaned down to draw her oversized breasts across his arm as she lavished extravagant praise for his playing so well. The naturally musky, jasmine aroma of her skin was intoxicating, even without alcohol to confound his mind.

“If you keep this up, Mr. Hanz, you’re going to end up with a handful tonight,” she promised.

He turned toward her, and the look in her eyes was only half acting.

“Two handfuls, if I have my say,” Mei interjected, leaning down on his other side to strum her hands ostentatiously across his. “I think Mr. Hanz has big, strong hands. They can handle at least the two of us, if not more.”

Alex nearly replied with a question before he remembered that he was Mr. Hanz, and this was all part of the persona.

Still, when he turned to reply, he found his tongue frozen. Mei’s lips, mere inches away, were a shade of pink to normally match her hair, and so plump he couldn’t help but want to lean in and kiss her. Is this part of the illusion?

He couldn’t remember, and only became increasingly distracted as the night wore on.

Despite the girls’ determined efforts to play up their roles, Alex's pile of chips continued to grow.

As powerful as his Tablet made him, it was probably the first time he’d felt that “superhero” sensation his brother had sold them on at the beginning of the dungeon.

Every facial expression, every twitch, any hint or suggestion of what another player held, became increasingly obvious over the next hour.

During a break between hands, when Alex stood and stretched. His pocket shifted and Smolder’s voice hissed out in a low, warning tone.

“Be careful, Alex. You’re about to get interest we probably don’t want.”

Glancing around, Alex saw his competition were, in fact, giving him the side eye. One elf, a man with a nasty scar over his eyebrow, was practically glaring.

Time to call it, he thought, leaning over the table. Grabbing a stack of several hundred dollars’ worth of chips, he pushed them to the dealer. “Tips on me, and drinks for these nice fellows. I’m calling it for the night.”

“Already?” the elf said, lips twisting in a smile that had more in common with a sneer. “You’re not going to let me win my money back?”

Alex hesitated. Over the past hour, he’d gotten a good feel for the man. What he saw now was as dangerous as any hand. Schooling his voice to playfulness, he hooked a thumb over his shoulder at the ladies. “Time to pay the girlfriend tax. If we meet tomorrow, I’ll give you a chance to win it all back.”

“Tomorrow?” The elf repeated the word thoughtfully, looking across the table toward a shadowed alcove on the far side of the hall. “Yeah. That might work.” He shifted, reaching into a pocket for a black business card.

Accepting the card, Alex turned it over in his fingers, feeling the heavy parchment. The name on the front in all gold letters read, “Mr. Tyss Lelander of the Red Claw Investment Corporation.” There was a phone number on the reverse side.

“Call me and we’ll set up a private game.” Tyss didn’t word it as an offer.

Suddenly, all Alex wanted to do was punch the man in the face. He managed his own version of a sneering smile before turning and walking away. Mei and Lana stepped in, collecting his winnings and joining before he got more than a few steps back toward the dining area.

“Alex?” Mei said softly, tone worried. “What’s going on? You look upset.”

“That man. Tyss. He’s a man with power and a fucking bully. I hate people like that.” He tried not to raise his voice, but the anger was fresh and hot. It roared through his stomach, reminding him of a time, and a man, from long ago.

Lana put a hand on his arm, squeezing reassuringly without saying anything. Alex’s mouth remained as a flat line all throughout the cashing out process. His expression was so severe that the cage cashier only tried once before she gave up on convincing them to gamble more. When they got to the doors leading to the dining area, Lana swept ahead to open them.

The room beyond was grand, with velvet curtains along the walls. There were four gleaming mahogany tables inside the room. Candlelight, from elegant tapers inset in silver holders on each table, was the only source of light.

Other than their trio, the only other occupants were a pair of women wearing latex outfits. Both were thoroughly engaged in conversation, and a shimmering elastic bubble surrounded their table.

“Privacy spell,” Mei explained as the trio found a table for themselves. When they sat, she ran her fingers across a symbol along one side of their table and a similar bubble appeared for them.

A server appeared and made a few hand gestures. Mei dropped the privacy bubble so they could order. Alex didn’t pay much attention to what he ordered, much less his lovely companions.

He kept thinking about the elf, and the man’s arrogant, threatening expression.

“Alex, what’s going on?” Lana asked, when Mei had the bubble up again. “I’ve never seen you look so upset before.”

“I think...” Inhaling, Alex tried to find his calm. I spent years in the Service, fighting assholes around the world. This is nothing. The self-talk helped. “I think the way that elf looked at me reminded me of my father.”

Mei’s lips tightened, and her eyes seemed to well with emotion. Reaching across the table, she tugged his hand up, gripping it between both of hers. “I know how shitty parents can bring bad shit back up. Do you want to talk about it?”

His father was the last thing Alex wanted to talk about. “No. Now’s not the time. I appreciate the offer, though.”

“Of course.” The look of compassion in her eyes was so strong and earnest that it nearly made him rethink his choice.

On a mission, he reminded himself.

Lana took the pause in conversation to lean in. “Are you two okay if I slip away for a few minutes? I need some peace so I can check in on Laura. Her emotions are getting a little turbulent, so I just want the extra focus to see if there’s anything going on.”

“Should we go check on her?” Alex asked, any concerns about his father dismissed in an instant.

“No. I don’t think so. Give me five or ten minutes and I’ll know more.”

Reluctantly, Alex agreed.

“Mei, take good care of him while I’m gone,” Lana said with a wink, then quickly left the dining area.

Alone, Mei fiddled with her napkin, seeming a bit more nervous without Lana’s steadying presence.

"You're doing great," Alex assured her, reaching over to give her hand a gentle squeeze. "I totally bought your sex-starved vamp act."

Mei laughed weakly. “It’s not that. I’m just worried about Grace. I hope she’s okay. If anything happened to her..."

"Hey." Alex instilled his voice with confidence. "We're not going to let that happen. Lana and I are here with a job to do. We're going to protect her. Protect all of you."

Mei's shoulders relaxed slightly. "I know. I trust you, Alex. You’ve already saved Grace and I once, and we both trust you with our lives. It’s just... Everything about this is new to me. You know?"

There was a weight to her words, a vulnerability that made Alex's heart clench. They’d only just begun to get to know one another, but already he understood some of what it took for Mei to put her faith in him, in anyone. She'd spent so long buried in her studies, trying to live up to impossible expectations.

What they had was new. To let someone in, to rely on them... it must have been a tremendous step.

"Thank you," he said, holding her gaze and letting the sincerity of his words fill his eyes.

The moment stretched between them, charged with unspoken emotion.

Before either of them could add anything, their server appeared with their first course.


Chapter 16: The Price of Power


Mei lowered the privacy bubble, and the server began a delicate dance of setting plates and dishes on the table.

The aroma of caramelized onions, steak, and savory potatoes made Alex’s stomach growl. When the server was finished delivering the dinner, she followed up with fluted glasses of wine and a cheerful reminder that they could reinstate their privacy spell now. Mei ran her finger over the enchantment and the spell was restored.

Just as the server walked away, both of the room’s other occupants left, giving them total privacy.

For a moment, Alex found himself held suspended between breaths. It was just him and Mei, her illusory face framed by candlelight as she returned his regard. She exhaled, lips parting, and he felt complicated things happening in his chest.

He wanted nothing more than to lean forward and kiss her.

Remember the mission, a practical part of him screamed. Reluctantly breaking eye contact, he glanced down and saw several unexpected dishes. Beside his nearly raw steak was a glowing sherbert, and a mash that bubbled and sent up little burps of smoke.

“Hold up. Are those spiderwebs?”

Sticky webs decorated a meat dish, each strand cradled what looked like droplets of silver metal. Mei plucked at the webs closest to her and popped her fingers into her mouth to taste it.

“Essence of Starlight?” She narrowed her eyes at the dish, calculating. “They mixed alchemy reagents as... as food?” Mei almost sounded offended, and Alex couldn’t help but laugh.

“You mean, someone used magical ingredients to cook? And we’re sure there’s no magical aftereffects, other than taste?” Alex pinched a bit of the meat and pushed it toward his cigarette pack. Smolder’s little stick arms appeared to snatch it down in between the cigarettes and he felt the pack warm against his chest.

“Mmm! I taste pixie dust. These reagents are totally inert when heat is applied this way, boss.”

“So, it’s inert for magic, but right for taste. Did you have some of this one, Mei?”

Once it’d been deemed safe, Alex looked around. Lana still wasn’t back yet. Fishing his phone out, he sent her a quick text.

Alex: Hey. Dinner is here. Is everything okay? Do you want us to wait for you?

She replied almost immediately.

Lana: Yeah, I’m just having a hard time finding a private spot. Go ahead and eat. I’ll be back as soon as I can. And hey. Thanks for checking in. It means a lot.

He showed Mei the exchange, and she gave him an approving nod.

With their immediate concerns about Lana allayed, they began eating. After a few bites, Alex once again found his thoughts drifting to the little mage, and everything he’d learned about her so far.

“Mei, do you mind if I ask a question or two?”

“Sure, about what?”

“We were going to talk about intimacy and magic. Now is probably the best time to do so, if you’re still open to it.”

A hint of blush colored her cheeks as she gave him a lopsided smile. “I’d honestly be happy to. Do you have any particular questions, or should I go into full lecture mode?”

Spooning a mouth full of tangy sherbert, Alex made a rolling motion with one hand. “Lecture me, sex magic professor.”

Snorting in amusement, she said, “Well, I think we’ve discussed how magic grows in power as long as someone’s pure, up until their twenty-third birthday. Right?”

“I didn’t remember the precise number, but yeah. I am curious about the whole ‘twenty-three’ thing, though. It seems like an arbitrary cutoff.”

Grabbing a corn muffin slathered in some sort of buttery cream, she gestured with the bread. “Two and three are consecutive primes. Plus, there’s twenty-three chromosomes. Some people like to quote that Julius Caesar was stabbed twenty-three times. It’s not as random as you might think. Numerology is a valid field of study for mages, you know.”

“I did not know.” Alex gestured in the air, where his Tablet would appear. “I’ve read a lot of the Accords and indexes on my tablet, but there’s always more. Having someone versed in magic to talk with is actually really helpful.”

“Oh, you think so?” Mei blushed faintly, then covered by biting into the muffin. “I guess you’re probably curious about why I’m a virgin?”

“That’s not on the top of my mind, actually.”

“Well, I’ll tell you, anyway.” She said it firmly, as if she’d decided something at that moment.

Uncertain what might have changed, Alex gave her an encouraging smile. “Go ahead.”

“My parents always wanted a prodigy. They demanded the best from me from the beginning.” She laughed, but it came out a little broken. “I’m half convinced they made a deal with a pact demon. I wouldn’t put it past them. Anyway, they are both really well off, and part of a pretty elite community. My dad told me I could basically have an unlimited allowance, as long as I...”

“As long as you didn’t have sex?” He guessed, appalled at where he thought her story was going.

The laugh came again, even more uneven. “Not quite. He told me either I had to wait for the full inheritance, or I had to make sure I took the right lovers. There was a whole list of requirements he had.”

“Damn. My dad was a vicious prick, but he certainly didn’t do anything like that. What kind of requirements?”

Mei took up another muffin and began peeling it between her fingers. Putting one piece on the table, she said, “The guy or girl had to have enough mana to be worth bonding.” She tore another piece and put it beside the first. “If they were an academic, they needed to be the top of their class.” Then another piece. “The last thing Dad said was, if I bonded with someone, it could only be for six months. After that, I had to find someone else.”

A rush of confusion and anger nearly made Alex leap from his seat. It took everything in him not to shout. “Wait, what the fuck? There were no requirements about the person’s age, or standards, or anything but power? And he wanted you to take other lovers? What the shit?”

“My magical ability impacts my status, and therefore that of my parents. For Mom and Dad, that’s all that mattered.”

He shook his head. “That’s so fucked up. Also, I don’t understand. Why would they care about the mana or academic scores of whoever you slept with?”

“This goes back to the other ways to get magical power. The less...um...natural ones.” Mei hesitated and took a long sip of her drink. "Sexual intimacy between two beings with magic creates a bond. And that bond can be manipulated. Exploited."

"How so?"

"Well, there are a few variations. The first is a kind of transference. One mage 'takes' from the other, siphoning off their magical energy; sometimes, if the bond is deep enough, they can even transfer their knowledge or skills."

Alex frowned, thinking about what he knew about magic. “You said the bond had to be ‘deep enough’–that sounds really invasive.”

"It can be. In some circles, poorer mages will sell their insights and power to wealthy patrons. It allows the rich to skip years of study, to gain abilities they haven't earned."

"What happens to the mage who's on the giving side? Isn’t it draining to only give like that?"

"Their magic regenerates, over time, and knowledge eventually leaks back to them. It's a temporary gift, but a potent one because the mage who had it gets to build on that knowledge foundation and anything they build is all their own. The taker mage gets to jump ahead, and the loaner mage is stuck waiting."

Taking a bite of his steak, Alex mulled over what Mei had shared. “Does that work for women and men? I mean, if it’s just two girls, or whatever?”

“It does,” she affirmed with a wry crinkle at the corners of her eyes. “It just takes extra…enthusiasm.”

“I see. And what about other kinds of bonds?”

Mei's expression darkened. "There is a captive bond. That's when a more experienced mage forcibly takes another's magic for themselves. It's a violation, a theft of the very essence of a person."

Alex felt a chill run down his spine. "That's horrible."

"It is. But it happens more than most people realize. The thief gains not only their victim's power, but a measure of control over them. The ability to compel, to command."

"Why would anyone allow that?"

"Sometimes, it's not a choice. But other times... the dominant mage can use the bond to 'push' knowledge into the other's mind. Techniques, lessons, secrets. In a teacher-apprentice relationship, it can accelerate learning by leaps and bounds. Even more than the first type."

Alex shook his head, trying to wrap his mind around the concept. "How long do these bonds last?"

"The captive bond will fade, eventually. But slowly. And it can be renewed, so the hold could be maintained indefinitely."

“Which type did your Dad want you to have?”

She slumped a bit. “He didn’t care. As long as I ended up with more knowledge or power, nothing else mattered.”

“Fuck. Him.” Alex growled the words. “And fuck your Mom for letting that discussion even happen.”

A heavy silence fell between them, the weight of Mei's revelations hanging in the air.

"I had no idea that kind of thing was going on in the magical community," he said a few minutes later, his voice still rough with emotion. "Power... it doesn’t sit right with me, gaining power like that. The cost is steeper than I ever imagined. There’s more, right? Tell me there’s a type that’s not parasitic?"

Mei dabbed at her lips with her napkin, considering. "You’re right. Not all bonds benefit just one mage. There’s a type of bond that is a willing bond. It’s a conscious choice to meld senses, to share thoughts. It's an incredibly intimate form of telepathy."

"That doesn’t sound so bad."

"When it works, I’m told it’s beautiful.” She gave him a fragile, almost haunted look then, one that made Alex’s heart ache for what he imagined it meant.

Mei went on, “I would love to explore a perfect sync between partners. But it requires an immense amount of trust and can also be dangerous. To open yourself up like that, to let someone into your head, that’s…a lot."

“How might someone go about initiating such a bond?” He tried to sound casual, but Mei’s smile transformed from thoughtful bliss to something more calculative and teasing.

A beat of charged silence hung in the air and Mei couldn’t keep herself from chuckling. Some of the earlier flirtation returned to her face as she said, "Some things are better experienced than explained."

"I am a fan of new experiences.”

She ran her fingertips across the rim of her plate. “Does that mean you’re officially counting this as a dinner date, then?”

“Oh, yes. Absolutely.” If there was one thing Alex felt completely sure of, it was that he wanted to get to know Mei better. In every way that mattered.

Her eyes danced as she said, “I know Lana hasn’t been here for it, but you really should add her into that, too.”

“What am I adding her to…exactly?”

“She really likes you, too. And I think it’s unfair to count it as a dinner for me and not her, just because she went to check on Laura.”

He blinked, caught entirely off guard by this new train of thought. “Are you telling me that you want to pursue something with me, but only if I consider a relationship with Lana?”

Leaning forward, Mei met his eyes with a confident, even challenging look. “Are you saying you’re not interested in my friend?”

“I…didn’t say that.”

“Then yes, that’s absolutely what I’m saying. It’s a package deal.”

Before he could reply, the door to the dining room opened, and Lana stepped inside. Hurrying over, she walked through the privacy bubble and the enchantment fizzled. “Guys, we have a problem.”


Chapter 17: Cheat Code


Taking a seat at the table, Lana put her hand over the privacy bubble to reactivate it. “Sorry it took me so long, but I ended up getting a call from Laura while I was checking in. She found something.”

“Don’t keep us in suspense,” Alex said.

“One second.” Lana grabbed a fork and took several bites of food, then washed them down. “I can’t have you saying we didn’t actually have dinner when this is all said and done, can I?”

Mei snickered. “Don’t choke. I’m here as your witness. I got you covered.”

“Seriously?” Alex waved at the two of them. “Do we have time to discuss food right now? Lana, what did your sister find?”

Sticking her tongue out at him, Lana deliberately took another bite of her steak before explaining. “She was cleaning one of the rooms upstairs when she overheard a conversation. A woman and a man were arguing about something. She heard the woman tell the man that if he didn’t stop something, she was going to find you and tell you about the aether.”

“She was going to find me?” Alex said. “What were they arguing about?”

“Laura didn’t hear that part. She said the woman was threatening the man. The words were something like, ‘If you don’t stop this shit, I’m going to find the local Enforcer and tell him what you’re doing with the aether.”

“And what happened after that?”

“The argument got heated, and the people left the room. Laura gave it some time, then went to investigate. Watch this.”

Lana put her phone on the table and turned it around so he and Mei could see the screen. She tapped the surface, and a video played.

The first shot was the backside of an ostentatious living room, like the sort that cost thousands a night to rent. Laura was talking to the camera. “It’s been half an hour, and I hadn’t heard anything else, so I went to investigate. Check this out.”

Laura’s hand popped into view as she drew a curtain back from a section of the wall. She tapped a fingernail against a tiny crack, then drew it down, revealing a cleverly concealed seam. At around hip height, she tapped a spot and a small symbol, a bit like a winemaker’s seal, appeared.

“That’s a magical seal,” Mei observed. “Looks like a nasty one, too.”

“It’s a magical seal,” Laura said into the camera. “I don’t have the tools to open this, but if I’m right, there’s a chance we’ve stumbled onto the very thing we need to crack this case. If Mei has any ideas about getting through here, it could be the very thing we need. I’ll make sure my phone is on for your reply. Hurry.”

Lana gave Mei a pointed look. “There you go. How do we get through that?”

“Well, it’s hard to say from a glance through a cell phone. I’d probably need to actually inspect it.” The mage looked over at Alex. “But all it should take is him, right? He can just break through it like the Kool-Aid man.”

“But then they will know we’re onto them,” Alex said. He leaned back, frowning as he thought through the implications of what they’d just learned. Someone in that room knew about the aether and was threatening to tell him.

It was nearly what he needed to summon his tabard. Nearly, but not quite.

“I need concrete proof,” he mused aloud. “If there’s aether in the building, or someone who knows about it, I don’t have much of a choice. I’ve got to go up there and investigate.”

“We, not you,” Mei said.

Alex started to protest, but the mage pressed on determinedly. “That seal has alarms on it. I could see that much at least through the video. I have a way to bypass the enchantments. Unless you want to alert whoever is behind that to your presence, I have to go with you.”

“What about Grace?” He glanced toward the room’s fancy clock. “She should be on her shift now, and we need to keep an eye on her.”

Lana waved to get their attention. “That’s why there’s three of us. I can watch out for Grace if you two want to go to the elevator and meet Laura.”

“I’m down.” Mei said.

“I’m not sure.” Alex didn’t want to put Mei, Grace, or the kitsune in any more danger. He also had a mandate from the Fates. What they’d just learned required his involvement.

But would letting Mei put herself in danger be the right call?

“I don’t want you to get hurt,” he said to Mei, trying to get her to see how concerned he was.

“Hate to tell you, Mister Enforcer, but I’m a mage. Dealing with dangerous stuff is kind of my thing.” Standing, Mei tugged on his shirt. “C’mon. We don’t want to lose our window of opportunity, do we?”

It was hard to argue with her logic about that.

Lana rattled off directions to the correct elevator, then sent a text to her sister. With their plan in motion, the trio left the dining room together.

Outside, back in the regular VIP area, they saw Grace in the distance. The lovely woman was busy carrying a tray of drinks. She hesitated when she saw them, then made a subtle gesture to an empty booth nearby.

“I’ll go keep her company over there,” Lana said, holding her hand out. “How about some of those chips? I’ll keep busy and maybe bitch a little about how my boyfriend ran off with my girlfriend or something.”

Mei snorted. “Not going to happen. I told him if he was going to get any, he had to take you more seriously.”

“Wait, you did what?” Lana seemed about to ask another question but stopped short. “Relationship stuff later, fox girl,” she mumbled to herself.

“Relationship stuff later,” Alex confirmed. “Let’s go, Mei.”

***

Alex and Mei went to an elevator tucked out of view on the far side of the VIP area.

Ding!

The elevator opened and Laura waved them in. It took Alex off guard a moment, seeing her wearing the almost inappropriately short maid outfit, but then he remembered she’d come by his office wearing it just the previous day.

“How are you?” he asked, once the doors closed.

“Hype as hell,” Laura said, using her badge and pushing a button for a floor labeled “D” at the top of the floor listings. As the elevator lifted off, the athletic woman started rocking back and forth on the balls of her feet, her expression positively brimming with energy. “I can’t wait to get this case closed.”

Alex gave her a knowing look. “I agree. If there’s aether floating around, we need to confirm it. Hell, I might even call Matty in.”

“Oh, yeah. For sure.” The kitsune grinned, winking over at Mei. “I was thinking more about the “case closed” party we’re going to throw. We’re gonna have one hell of a shindig.”

“A dinner to celebrate? I wonder who gave you that idea?” He tried to glare at Mei, but it only made Laura’s grin broaden.

“What? It’s not like it’s a date… unless you think that’ll count.”

Mei laughed and shook her head. “If we make him pay for it, then it counts, right?”

“Oooh. Good point.”

Ding!

The doors opened, revealing a spacious hotel hallway. There were only four doors in view down the length of the entire corridor. Taking the lead, Laura led them to the furthest two doors. She used her key card and peeked inside, waiting a few seconds before holding it open.

“You two go in and see what you can find. I’ll keep a lookout and make some noise or call if anyone comes along.”

Heart rate spiking with the first hints of adrenaline, Alex entered the room. Mei followed closely behind.

The room was the sort of place Alex would have expected to see in the movies. Two stories tall, it had a spiral staircase and a hot tub big enough to be mistaken as a pool. Across the room, tucked away in a corner as big as his office, was a computer desk with two chairs next to it.

Curtains hung behind the desk, totally incongruous with the rest of the room.

“Why would they put curtains on a random wall and think it was concealing anything?” Mei asked as they crossed to the spot where Laura had discovered the seal.

Alex said, “I don’t think the people who use these rooms are worried about the average member of their cleaning staff snooping around.”

At the wall, he pulled the cloth to the side. Thanks to Veil Perception, he found the seal without needing to search the wall as Laura had. “Do you see it?” He pointed in case Mei couldn’t.

“Not yet, but now that we’re close, I can feel it. There’s some powerful magic over here” Mei whispered a few words and a gentle glow infused her eyes. “There we go. Let me take a look.”

Bending over, the mage inspected the seal.

Alex summoned his Tablet and checked the screen, using it to show him translations of the spell she’d cast.

Spell: Diagnostic Sight
Level: 2
Duration: 1 hour
Cost: 3 Mana
Range: Person Touched
Effect: This buffing spell allows the touched recipient to see magic. It includes a diagnostic aspect, providing the viewer with a significant amount of information about any spell or enchantment. This includes the level of power, intent behind the spell, and what type of magic was involved.


“That’s so nifty,” he said.

Mei tilted him one of her uneven smiles, then went back to her research.

After several seconds, she said, “Okay, I can tell you what this seal does, and how we’re going to bypass it.”

“Go ahead.”

Straightening, she put her fists in the small of her back and arched, stretching. The motion made the curves of her breasts strain at her top. “It’s something called a seven-layer lock. Basically, there are seven effects, all layered on top of each other. There’s detection to make sure the right people have access, and alarms if someone tries to force their way in. There’s a nasty hypnosis and freeze effect, too.”

“That sounds like a lot.”

“It is. It’s one of the higher-level enchantments like this I’ve ever heard of.”

“How do we get around it?”

Mei spread her hands. “I’m going to put a bubble of displaced reality around it. If I do it correctly, the concealed door will open long enough for us to get through.”

“Displaced reality? Like…phase shifting or something?” Alex remembered a bit of text he’d read that mentioned various entities, or other worlds in the magic realm operated just outside of standard physical reality. What Mei described sounded like that.

“Precisely. Just like that. That sort of thing is my area of specialty. There’s just one small problem.”

“What’s that?”

“The spell will cost a ton of my mana. And to be safe we should assume I’ll need to cast it again on the way out. It means I’ll be extremely limited for mana use for the rest of the day, at the least.”

Alex considered the wall, weighing their choices. “I don’t see a way around it. You’ve got a magical bypass cheat code, and I’m required by the Fates to investigate anything involving aether. Do it.”

Shoving her hair back behind her ears, Mei waved for him to take a few steps back. When he did, she spread her hands to either side of the symbol. Curving her fingers inward, like she was trying to cup that portion of the wall, she rattled off a long, complex series of vowels.

It took nearly two minutes, but when she stopped speaking, the section of wall between her hands became semi-transparent, as if it were a ghostly projection.

With a gentle whooshing sound, the concealed door swung open, revealing a narrow hallway that led off for several feet before turning around a corner.

Mei, sagging a bit from the effort of casting the spell, said, “We’ve got about thirty minutes, or until I dismiss the effect. Let’s go.”

Reaching out to squeeze her shoulder, Alex stepped into the hall.


Chapter 18: Prodigy


The hall, illuminated by LED strips along the walls, twisted back along the length of the building for thirty feet. It ended at a heavy wooden, iron banded door. A padlock on the simple latching handle rattled when Alex gave it an experimental tug.

“Oh, that’s easy,” Mei said, squeezing up against Alex. She pressed her hip against his, not quite firmly enough to nudge him back a step.

The feeling of her brought a sharp reminder of their earlier discussion to mind. Maintaining contact, he said, “I thought you just used a bunch of mana.”

“This hardly counts. Lockpicking is a basic spell, super mana efficient.” Bending over, she arched her backside against him as she inspected the lock. “Yeah. This one has no magic, no wards. Simple as a dimple.”

She cast a spell that Alex’s tablet translated for him.

Spell: Unlock (Lesser)
Level: 1
Duration: N/A (Instantaneous)
Cost: 1 Mana
Range: Object Touched
Effect: Unlocks a basic, non-magical lock without damaging the mechanism.


With a gentle click she slid the padlock free and pressed it into his pocket before returning to her position behind him.

“Why do I feel like you’re using this as an opportunity to tease me?” he muttered.

“Because maybe I am,” she said sweetly. “You can’t blame a girl for loving a lovely dinner date, followed by an exciting adventure.”

“Is that what this is?”

“Mhm!”

Smirking and feeling amused despite the risk of danger, Alex opened the heavy door. It swung easily, on well-oiled hinges.

A wash of palpable, electric tension rose in the hallway as the duo peered within. The room beyond was fifteen feet across, and the walls were covered in neat arcane script. One side of the space had a thickly padded leather couch. On the other were four metal tables, each of which was clearly lit by low-hanging lights.

One table had an open metal case lined with red velvet. Twelve syringes, held in place with solid gold clasps, sat on prominent display. Eight more clasps were empty, suggesting that whatever they’d held had been used.

Another table had an assortment of bullets in multiple calibers.

The third table had one of Fate’s tabards. It had been torn to pieces, then stitched back together by a craftsman with less skill than the original creators. The edges of the repair were jagged and raw. It was stained in blood.

On the fourth table was an assortment of pills and powders, each conveniently labeled with a white card. They were all names like “Crisp,” “Heroin,” “Meth,” and so on.

All four tables had bubbles of protective magic surrounding them, distorting the air just enough to reveal their presence.

Alex and Mei walked into the room, both looking around cautiously. The far side had a pair of closed double doors. They were solid metal and covered with more of the script that lined the walls.

“Alex,” Mei said with a gasp, pointing as she approached the table with bullets. “Are you seeing what I’m seeing?”

He followed her gaze and felt a rush of apprehension. The tip of each bullet was transparent and filled with churning material. It looked a lot like static, made solid and captured.

“That’s aether,” Smolder said in a note of pure alarm. “Boss, everything on those tables has it. The vials, the drugs, all of it.”

“What about the tabard?” Alex asked, rapidly closing the distance to the third table.

The pact demon’s thin legs hooked the edge of Alex’s shirt pocket, pulling her tiny body into view. She rotated, studying the material for a heartbeat. “The thread they used to repair it. It’s aetheric. Alex, this is very, very bad.”

Smolder didn’t have to tell him twice.

With a thought, Alex summoned his Tablet. It zipped in front of his face, elongating to its full size. The screen appeared with two notifications at the top.

Notice: Aetheric presence confirmed! You are approved to summon your tabard.


Quest Update: Aetheric items have been detected. You have been assigned a dynamic quest. Collect samples of each aetheric item, including the corrupted tabard. Reward: 50% of the experience needed to reach level [4].


Quest Update: Crimes against one of the Fated have been detected. You have been assigned a dynamic quest. Summon Wardens Matthew and Celerity immediately. Reward: 50% of the experience needed to reach level [4].


Alex concentrated, summoning his tabard.

Cloth appeared out of the air, settling over his body. As it touched his skin, he felt an infusion of strength and mental clarity. Notices flowed down the screen of his Tablet as abilities he had yet to earn unlocked, giving him temporary access to incredible new powers.

Feeling the tabard come into being was like coming to life or waking up from a dream. With a simple command, he’d unlocked more of his potential. Confidence and well-being sprung into play, suffusing every cell in his body.

The symbols around the room abruptly flashed, and the repaired tabard glowed with a harsh, static-filled aura.

Alex’s tabard flickered, then vanished. New notifications appeared on his Tablet.

Notice: Enforcer, your Tabard could not fully manifest. You are now treated as [5] levels higher and have [+5] to all attributes. These benefits will last until the quest to uncover the source of the Aether is completed.


Notice: Enforcer, your Tabard and all communications have been temporarily limited to close-range only.. You must collect evidence and leave this room.


“Did I just see that happen?” Smolder rotated on his pocket, bringing burning charcoal eyes up to study his face. “Did the aether somehow dismiss your tabard?”

“Worse than that,” Alex confirmed. He looked around, half-expecting someone to burst in the doors at any second. “Mei, get behind me. There’s no way that didn’t just trigger an alarm.”

“It almost did,” she said, voice strained.

“What?” He turned, looking over to where she stood, closer to the case with the vials. She had her hands up, two fingers extended toward a section of tightly packed symbols in a corner of the room. Cords of nearly solid, white and green energy extended from each finger, attaching to the symbol.

His Tablet translated what she’d done.

Spell: Interrupt Enchantment
Level: 3
Duration: 1 hour
Cost: 10 Mana
Range: 15 feet
Area of Effect: 10 inches (sphere)
Effect: This spell causes a 10-inch area to become suppressed, meaning no enchantments or magical effects may trigger for 1 hour.


She lowered her hands and would have collapsed if he hadn’t caught her. Moving with the enhanced speed of half his tabard’s benefits, he slid his arms beneath her, supporting her weight.

Mei felt like nothing, barely heavier than a doll in his arms. Not only was she slight, but with his greater strength, Alex could probably bend metal at that moment.

“Mei,” he said, worried. “What’s wrong?”

“Zeroed out my mana,” she said, a little breathless. “No worries. I stopped the alarm.” Putting a hand against his chest she managed to stand. “You’ve seen what you need, right? We can go now?”

Alex shook his head. “The Fates sent me new quests before that flash of light turned off some of my Tablet’s powers. I have to get samples from each of those pedestals.”

“Samples?” she repeated dubiously, looking at the protective bubbles around each.

“Actually,” he paused, taking a deep breath. With his free bonus levels, observations he’d already made, but had yet to process, came into clarity. “We should probably do more than just get samples. The only reason I can think of for this room being set up this way is for display. Whoever is manufacturing these things is showing them off. We can’t let them keep any of it.”

“But…we can’t.” She gestured at the bubbles. “I could use the same spell I did on the layered locks to get through those shields, but that spell costs a lot of mana. Mana I don’t have.”

“There’s always more than one way.” Even with only half his Tabard’s added strength, Alex was still flush with certainty. “I can break through them.”

He took a step closer, hand extended to do just that.

“Wait!” Mei shook her head frantically. “No, no! That is a very bad idea.”

Freezing mere inches from punching through the closest shield, he said, “Why? More alarms?”

“Maybe.” She pointed at the walls. “Did you see how when you summoned your tabard, these runes all lit up? If what I think is happening here is correct, they’ll do it again if you use any of your Fate powers. I don’t think that would be good.”

Alex moved away from the tables. Shifting his gaze from Mei to the tattered tabard, he cursed. “This suddenly feels like a trap. If you hadn’t been with me, I might be hip deep in the shit right now.”

Mei bit her bottom lip. “I have an idea. If you’re serious about getting those items. It’s a way we might be able to get them all.”

“Yes, absolutely. It’s not just me being serious. If this is what it looks like, it could have huge consequences.”

With a hitched breath, she looked up at him, her eyes suddenly large. “Do you remember what I told you about the different magical bonds earlier?”

“Yes…”

“You’re not a mage, but you’ve got Fate magic in you. That’s extremely potent. If we form a transference bond, even a short one, it should be enough for you to kind of…push mana into me. In theory, it should be enough.”

Alex felt a surge of hope and desire. “Mei, I’d really like to be intimate with you. But I don’t want your first time to be in a troll show room.” He liked Mei. More than liked her. From the start, she’d shown her strength, intelligence, and even vulnerability.

She deserves the best.

She laughed softly. “Right. Me too. There’s something else we can try.”

“Oh?”

“A mental bond. I can create a temporary mental link. It’ll open us up to the type of intimacy it takes to create the transference. Since it’s just mental and not physical, it will make the whole thing faster and not last as long, too. So, win-win?”

‘Win-win’ came across with just a hint of sarcasm.

“I wish circumstances were different, but…I’d love to bond with you. With or without the motivation of world-ending aether sitting five feet away.”

“And I’d love to bond with you,” she replied, stepping up to press her body to his. Her breasts, full and soft, slid across his lower chest. He felt her nipples, already tight and hard through his shirt. “Kiss me?” she asked, lifting her chin and coming onto her toes.

Her mouth sought his, and he all-too gladly gave her what she wanted.


Chapter 19: Cosmic Trust


Mei’s lips were every bit as soft as he’d imagined.

He’d expected a slow, searching kiss. Mei disabused him of that in an instant. With a soft sound of surprise, she wrapped her arms around his shoulders and pulled him in with all her strength.

Their breaths mingled as her tongue slid across his lips, then teeth. Sensing what she wanted, he breathed pleasure and met her halfway. Their tongues danced as she ran her fingers up and down his back, then between them, against his chest.

A gentle pulse of platinum light drew Alex’s attention. His Tablet appeared, hovering beside Mei’s shoulder, making it easy for him to see the message while maintaining contact.

Notice: Mei is attempting to cast a spell that would create a short-term psychic link. Given the circumstances, the exact details of this spell will appear in your appendix. Do you wish to allow this?

He did.

Magic surged between their joined bodies, swelling until it became a total-body rush, a tingle of buoyant eagerness that left him wanting to laugh, or sing, or feel every inch of Mei against him.

New thoughts and feelings surfaced, utterly foreign and fascinating.

It’s what she’s feeling, he realized, amazed.

There was no physical sensation with the transfer of insight. Instead, he was able to glimpse her thoughts and emotions, a bit like reading an extremely immersive book.

Trust. Warmth. Need. Hope.

He could feel how much she trusted him. The sensation came with flashes of memory. He saw himself saving her from the chains, risking his life to do so. Then he saw himself in the bath house inside the mansion, respectfully looking away. A conversation he hadn’t overheard played like a whisper through his thoughts.

***

What was he like in bed? Mei asked Grace.

The puca looked over, her eyes shining with unshed tears of absolute joy. He was amazing, Mei. I’ve never felt what I feel for him. Ever. He respected me. No, it felt like he loved me. She inhaled, shuddering. I’m falling for him.

There was no puca lie in anything she’d said.

Oh. Mei looked away, uncertain. A sense of loss crept through her chest.

I hope you get the same opportunity, when you’re ready.

Same opportunity? Mei said, confused.

Grace just smiled, all warmth and friendship. I’ve seen the way you two look at each other. If it happens, I look forward to hearing how it was for you, too.

***

The images and feelings washed away as he felt something new in their link. It was Mei, extending an open hand. His Tablet flashed with a new notification, but he dismissed it. Thanks to their growing bond, he knew what was happening.

Mei was inviting him to take the Mind-Link to a deeper level, to form a true magic bond.

He felt three options unfold before him. He could reject the offer, spurning the bond. He could grasp the offered hand, engulfing it with his will. That would make her his. The final offer was to open himself to her, allowing her to take the lead in their magical dance. It would leave him vulnerable, bearing even more of his true self with the mage.

Beneath the offer was a wash of physical sensation. He wasn’t sure whether what he was feeling was ‘real’ but it didn’t matter. His hands were on her tight, perky ass, tugging the dress up until he could feel her flesh.

Mei had a hand between them, sliding up and down his pants, over his shaft. Her touch was gentle and uncertain. Something about that very uncertainty made it even better. It wasn’t about being her first. This was about the sense of how completely she trusted him with this experience.

He didn’t remember taking his pants off, but suddenly her delicate fingers were wrapped around his cock.

“Bond with me,” she said, pleading, kissing him desperately as he kneaded her ass. “I want you in me. I want to be with you, Alex.”

Every word she said was the truth, he could feel it. Moreover, he could tell just how desperate she was to form the bond. She wanted to fall into him, to collide with him and to feel both safe and claimed.

The insights were heady and dangerous. It would be so easy to manipulate someone with this much power.

But Alex was no manipulator.

You’re no manipulator, Alex. You’re a hero. The thought came from Mei, so full of confidence and certainty that it felt like a fundamental truth.

In the circuit of their shared understanding and warmth, Alex’s heart melted, overflowing with emotion. Turning his attention to the magical offer, he began to accept the third form. That was the one that would let her take the lead.

It was their only option, since transference with her in charge was the only way for him to give her magic.

For you, he thought, following his heart.

Mei surprised them both.

For you, too. Even as he opened himself to her, she completely fell into him.

Instead of any of the three types of bonds she’d listed, something different happened.

A cocoon of platinum power, the magical color of the Fates, burst through their mental link, surging from Alex and into Mei. At the same time, a river of latent energy spread from inside Mei’s core into Alex.

Notifications flickered on his Tablet, but he ignored them.

Everything he’d felt before about Mei intensified, doubling and redoubling. They’d created a feedback loop of emotion and sensation. As his fingers kneaded her flesh, he felt her core catch aflame with need.

Her hand on his bare cock became more confident as she read his responses in real time, learning his body with impossible speed.

Alex only thought he’d ever felt desire before. He couldn’t have been more wrong.

His hands gripped Mei’s hips as he shoved her onto the couch. Her dress was already gone, vanished like his pants. Hunger drove him down her body, lips trailing fire across her pelvis.

Mei mewed, arching. “I want you in me.”

“I know,” he said with a hint of a smirk. He wanted that, too. When the time came.

His lips found her little slit, tongue sliding across the length of her strawberry-flavored flesh.

Strawberry?

He didn’t have time to voice his confusion and amazement, for in the next instant he felt Mei’s hands traveling up and down his shaft. Then her mouth was wrapped around the tip.

After a moment of confusion, he understood what was happening.

This was a psychic exchange, a theoretical reality where anything was possible. She’d just put them into a mind-sixty-nine.

Even if it was an illusion, it still felt real.

Mei’s mouth was warm and so very wet. He felt her saliva coating him from tip to base in an instant. Then her tongue was sliding out from between her bottom lip and the base of his shaft, licking him as she drew him deeper.

With a delighted moan, he nudged her slit. Her aroma and flavors, exaggerated in their shared fantasy, were delicious. He gladly explored them all, moving his tongue all the way down her folds and to her perfectly tight ass.

When his tongue brushed her ass he felt a surge of surprise, then delight through their bond.

The next thing he knew, she’d gone from exploring his cock to desperate for it. Leveraging her insight into his needs, Mei unveiled the full depths of her desire. She’d lived closeted, controlled by her parents, and forced to deny who she was at every turn. Now, with a man she’d come to have passionate feelings for, there was no reason to hold back.

At her core, Mei was an earthquake of desire waiting for the right person to unlock everything she had to offer.

And he’d just done that.

“MMmmhhmmmmm,” she moaned as she dove forward, impaling her throat on his cock. She gagged, but that didn’t stop her.

Inside their shared hallucination, neither needed to breathe.

Sliding a finger across her ass, Alex moved back down to her entrance. He pressed his tongue inside, feeling her clenching and throbbing. Adjusting his angle, he used the sense of how she felt to guide him as he slowly pressed his finger into her ass.

Barely seconds had passed before she was bucking and screaming around his cock, her climax nothing short of cataclysmic.

To his delight and surprise, she reached back, gripping his hand and forcing him deeper. He began finger fucking her ass, sliding it in and out smoothly. At the same time, he nuzzled his lips across her clit, adding layer upon layer of sensation for his lover.

Mei went from one orgasm to the next in a near-constant string.

Then, in a flash, she was beneath him, and they were face to face. Her hands were in his hair, yanking, jerking him down into a kiss. “Make love to me,” she said, and it was both a demand and a plea.

“All of you?,” he rasped, not quite certain what he meant, but it felt right.

He arched, sliding into her. There was a tugging, tight sensation as he felt her virginity give way.

She screamed again, howling in pleasure as she bowed against him. “You…so…perfect,” she managed against his lips. “All of you,” she said, repeating his utterance as she bore down into him, urging him to take her completely.

By the third stroke, he was nearing climax.

“Yes, yes, yes, in me,” Mei pleaded, folding her body around his. One of her hands slid into his hair, as the other wrapped around his back. Her eyes met his, full of certainty and clarity. “Alex, please. All of you in me.”

Tension, pressure and pure light seemed to obliterate all thought. His orgasm was transformative, beginning as something positively celestial in nature. When he felt her respond to his pleasure with her orgasm, it only amplified his further.

What happened next wasn’t one orgasm, but a continuous, full-body, full-soul release that felt like it lasted for an eternity.

“Alex.”

They were still making love. He could feel his seed sliding out from her body as he thrust into her, growing rougher as desire mounted yet again.

“Alex, you’ve filled me with so much mana it’s starting to hurt. I’m so full. Ugh. I want to keep going, but we’ve done what we need. Can we maybe take a break, solve this whole epic quest thing, and get back to seconds later?”

Mei’s mental voice was tense, pensive with a mixture of ongoing desire and a reluctant knowledge that they had to stop. Somehow, every time Alex had come inside her, he’d also pumped more of Fate’s magic.

She was, as she’d said, full to bursting – overstuffed with mana. They had to stop.

“As you wish,” he replied.

By mutual intent, they lowered the illusion of their coupling.

Alex came back to his body reluctantly, but with a sense of completion that defied all expectations. When he opened his eyes, Mei was still against him, her lips against his.

Breaking the kiss, he gasped, “Did all of that happen during one kiss? Or did we kiss that entire time?”

Knees weak, Mei took a shaky step back and adjusted her dress. “Check your watch?”

He did. “Holy shit. That was only five or six minutes? What’s going to happen when we do that longer?”

“Or with the other girls,” Mei added mischievously. Then she looked down. “Damn it. I must have come for real like a dozen times. I’m soaked through. Let’s use a bit of mana you gave me and get out of here.”

“Sounds good.”

Moving carefully, on still-weak legs, the mage started casting. Juiced up with Fate-supplied mana, Mei inhaled sharply and dropped her hands after the first cast when the runes around the room pulsed again with light. The light had been less intense, but they both waited with eyes affixed on the runes for a tense beat. Nothing happened, and Alex motioned for her to try negating the next bubble. The runes glowed brighter with every cast, but after the second cast they realized that the markings never fully illuminated. It seemed that Mei’s spell wasn’t enough to trigger the effect.

While Mei took care of the remaining bubbles, Alex saw his Tablet flashing with a notification.

Warning: You have formed an abnormal Eternal Tie with [Mei Meng]. She has been granted two powers instead of the regular one. These are Timeless and Fortified Mind. You may select [1] spell she has access to. You will be able to cast this spell up to [3] times a day with no mana cost. Remaining Bond Slots: You have [2] more bond slots open. When the current tabard effect ends, that will decrease to [1].


He read the text twice, then laughed. “Well, I didn’t intend that, but I sure don’t mind.”

“What?” Mei asked, reaching through the first shield bubble to close and retrieve the case with the syringes.

As she moved to the next table, he explained what had happened, and even turned his Tablet around to show her the text.

“Oh, wow. That’s insane. I didn’t even notice any new powers.”

“Well, we’re still bonded and in the afterglow,” he pointed out.

“True.”

She worked fast collecting the rest of the paraphernalia, except for the drugs. Alex folded the tabard into a tight ball, which he stuffed under his shirt. When he touched it, his Tablet flashed a notification.

Notice: You have come into contact with a [Fate Breaker] enchantment. It will allow you to resist and remove Fate-based abilities from others. Do you wish to echo this spell?


Any concerns he’d had about the contents of the room abruptly ratcheted to an eleven. Declining to echo the effect, he secured the altered tabard, then reached for the bullets, pocketing as many as he could.

Mei came over, grabbing the remainder in her little clutch. “I don’t see any solution for the drugs,” she said, squeezing the purse shut.

“Me either, but I’m less worried about it. Once we’re out of here, the Wardens will show up and clean house. The drugs will go up in smoke.”

With their work done, Alex led the way back out of the room. As soon as they crossed the threshold, the band on his wrist tightened and another urgent notification forced his Tablet to open.

Urgent Notice: This message was blocked until you left that room. Grace and Lana are both in danger. They have moved near your location. Expect trouble.



Tablet Appendix Entry – Mind-Link


Spell: Mind-Link (Intimacy)
Level: 0
Duration: 10 minutes
Cost: Special; see text
Range: Touch
Area of Effect: Up to 4 touched people
Effect: Create a mental link with a willing participant. This link creates a joint psychic space, where anything is possible. Once established, all parties may communicate telepathically within [3] miles.
During mind-link, all forms of magical bonds become available. For more details of magic bonds, how they are established and the rules governing them, see the appropriate entry.
Special: This spell costs 2 mana per participant. If cast during an act of intimacy, the cost is reduced to zero.



Chapter 20: Taken


Alex reached up, adjusting the pack of cigarettes in his breast pocket. Smolder’s warmth met his touch, telling him that his familiar was ready for whatever came next.

Contrasting what he felt from the demon was a cold splash of fear from Mei. She’d run through a lot of her mana again to get them their evidence, and a sense of helplessness radiated through their bond.

Turning back to his lover, Alex leaned down to kiss her, then whispered against her lips. “Mei, whatever happens, stay behind me, okay? I’ve got most of my tabard active. We’ll be fine.” He tried infusing his thoughts with confidence, willing her to know things would work out for the best.

She bit her bottom lip and nodded, falling back a few steps as they continued to the apartment and its concealed door.

The door was as they’d left it, with Mei’s enchantment keeping a small section semi-transparent and out of phase. As they approached, Smolder’s ember pulsed twice.

Danger ahead.

Alex waved for Mei to remain in place as he crept closer, leaning his head against the frame to listen.

At first, there was nothing. Then he heard the slightest creak from floor level, as if someone were standing just outside the door, waiting for them to emerge.

He checked his Tablet, trying to determine whether he could tell how far Lana and Grace were. It listed them as “Close” but that was all.

At least I know that much. Steeling himself, he tried putting himself into the shoes of whoever might be waiting for them outside the hall.

There are valuables down this hall, I have to know that. If that’s the case, I’d want to get the drop on anyone before they had a chance to draw on me. That means standing to one side, with a good view of the door. As soon as this door starts to open, I’d have my gun at navel height, ready to threaten or fire on whoever came out.

Gut shots aren’t instantly fatal, so I’d have enough time to disarm and question whoever it was.

And if he was a bad guy trading in weapons so dangerous that Fate might send a Warden to nuke him out of existence?

I’d question and kill whoever it was. The desert is big, and bodies vanish here all the time.

The logic was cold and honest. It was the sort of thing he’d learned in the Forces, and something that drew him to a different time and place. All emotion vanished, stuffed into a box of cold, hard truth.

Against people who wanted to kill him, there was only one appropriate action.

Adjusting his feet, he dove for the door, flinging himself forward into a roll.

Bang!

A bullet slashed across his shoulder, grazing flesh without doing damage. His half-manifested tabard took care of that.

Alex saw flashes of motion from three men in suits. With Perception active, he knew all of them were mortal thralls. One was standing right where he’d expected, just out of range of the door. That was the one who’d shot at him. The other two were across the room, near the entrance, and had no weapons drawn.

Coming to his feet, Alex closed the distance to the shooter. The man was all slabs of muscle, barely contained in a black suit. He was also, unfortunately, a skilled shooter.

Bang! Bang! Two more shots rang out as the man flicked his wrist, lining up his shot and squeezing the trigger.

Both shots struck Alex’s center mass. It hurt less than it should have, and barely slowed the Enforcer down.

Alex slammed his hand down on the gun, intending to strip it from his opponent’s hand.

Bang!

Another shot went off, this time in a random direction, just before the guy screamed in pain. His gun slammed into the ground, stripped from a mangled hand.

For a moment, less than a heartbeat, the suited man just looked at what had happened, then at Alex. A look of confusion flashed across his face, just before Alex’s punch slammed into the guy’s temple.

Crunch!

The shooter collapsed, body twitching on the ground.

Cu-click!

Alex rolled, dodging out of the way as both of the other men drew their weapons. Snatching up the fallen man’s dropped sidearm, he came up in a practiced crouch.

Bang! Bang Bang!

Both men fired at Alex, with one of the shots clipping his shoulder.

Aiming, he exhaled and squeezed the trigger.

The first man went down with a hole in his face, and the second followed.

“Brock, what the shit is going on in there!” A stranger’s voice, high pitched and cracking, came from the door. “I swear to fuck, I told you I want that asshole alive. What are you doing?”

There was a muffled scream, followed by a man’s grunt. “Boss, the bitch bit me again. Permission to break her arm?”

Alex came to his feet. Looking down, he saw blood leaking from his wounds. He checked his Tablet.

Current Hit Points: 14 (out of 19)


Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Mei peek out of the open door. They made eye contact and he focused on their connection, the sense of her in his mind.

Mei, close the door. I’m going to try to negotiate for our friends. Be ready to cast a spell, if you can.

She replied, I have very little mana, but I’ll do my best.

I know you will.

Alex waited until she ducked out of view to call, “Your kill squad is dead. You might as well come inside. We both know what’s going to happen next.”

The initial speaker cursed loudly. “I know who you are. One of your bitches said your name. You’re not getting out of this.”

That voice doesn’t sound like any troll I’ve met before, Alex thought, uncertain about who he was talking to. I bet that’s Dwayne’s mouthpiece. If I were a fae mob boss, I’d be watching remotely, not in the hall near an active shootout.

Taking a gamble, he said, “In a few minutes, two Wardens are going to cross the Veil directly into this building. You know what happens then, Mr. Saulkin.”

“He knows who you are,” another man’s voice said from the hall. The guy sounded genuinely terrified. “Damn it, Calvin. What if that new Warden takes out Celerity? We’re so fucked. I told you we shouldn’t be doing this shit here.”

“FUCKING SILENCE!” The initial speaker roared the command, his voice dropping just enough to convince Alex the guy might actually have troll blood.

“Listen, Alex,” Calvin said, pitching his voice to sound reasonable. “How about this? I’m going to come in and we can have a discussion. You don’t do anything stupid, and I won’t kill these lovely ladies. It would suck to have all that blood on your hands, wouldn’t it?”

Alex crossed the room, moving behind a bar near the hot tub. It put him as far as he could safely get out of alignment with the concealed door. “Go ahead,” he called, aiming his borrowed gun.

Four more big guys in black suits entered the room. They had guns unholstered, but weren’t aiming them. Laura, Lana, and Grace followed.

The girls had their hands zip tied behind their backs. Laura had a nasty bruise under her eye, and a split lip, but looked otherwise fine. She and her sister were looking around the room, their officer’s training kicking in. On seeing him, they both gave a subtle nod.

Grace, her mascara smeared with evident tears, looked far less confident. “Alex!” she cried, seeing him, and started to walk over to him.

“Not so fast, honey,” Calvin said, stepping through the door behind the girls. The thick-necked man was holding a heavy, oversized shotgun in two hands. He was aiming directly at the girls’ backs.

Beneath the illusion of humanity, Calvin’s shape flickered and shifted, revealing a seven-foot-tall block of a person. Troll men had four arms, almost no necks, and smushed faces with deep set eyes. Calvin matched their typical build, and had added an assortment of tribal tattoos across all four of his arms.

“Dwayne’s son was behind it all?” Alex said with a hint of sarcasm, and loud enough for the supposition to carry.

Positioning himself behind his men and the girls, Calvin snarled, “Why you gotta say it like that, asshole? I ain’t going to be in his shadow my entire life. I’ve got ideas too.”

“Ideas like illegally smuggling Aether products across the Veil and selling them to the highest bidder? That’s idiotic. You have to know that the Wardens won’t let that happen.”

Calvin gestured with one of his free hands. “You two. Guns up on the Enforcer. Security cameras show he came in here with another girl. Look around. I want her found.”

A tall man with bleach blonde hair turned to the troll, “Calvin, she’s probably in the tunnel. We’ll need to go in and fetch her.”

“Fine, Stan. You want to open your mouth again? You get the honor of going to get her. Go.”

Alex adjusted his gun, ready to shoot Stan in the side, but held back. The threat to the other girls was all too clear.

With a cruel smirk, Calvin took a small step closer, until the barrel of his shotgun was directly against Grace’s spine. “Mister Enforcer, you got no idea what our plans are. What we’re going to accomplish. If we have our way, the entire stranglehold you shits have on people like me will be over soon.”

A flash of insight was all it took for Alex to put two and two together. “This wasn’t your idea, was it Calvin? It was Celerity’s. You’re following her orders, aren’t you?”

Calvin stiffened but didn’t respond.

Across the room, Stan made a yelping sound, followed by the hollow sound of a gun fired in an enclosed space.

“Mei!” Alex and Grace shouted almost at the same time, followed only a hair’s breadth behind by Lana.

Searching their connection, Alex felt no pain from the mage, only absolute terror and anger. It took every ounce of his self-control not to open fire.

Trolls are durable as hell. There’s no way I can take Calvin before he shoots the girls.

Stan’s voice carried through the open door. “This one is some sort of mage! She hit me with a damn lightning bolt or something.”

Mei’s thoughts came through their bond. Alex, he’s got a gun on me. What should I do?

Before Alex could reply, Stan shouted, “Honey, if you don’t get your ass out here right now, I’m going to shoot you in the face. This is your one and only warning.”

Do what he says, Alex thought, gritting his teeth.

A moment later, Mei and Stan both emerged from the hidden door. Stan gestured with his gun. “Why don’t you join the others? It’ll make things so much easier.”

Mei made eye contact with Alex as she crossed the room and came to stand with the other girls.

“You sure Celerity is going to want you to do this?” Alex said, trying to keep Calvin talking. “There’s no way this doesn’t blow your cover. If I go missing, you’ll have hell to pay.”

Calvin’s thick, rocky lips twisted. Sliding a hand down into a pocket, he lifted something powdery to his flat featured face and inhaled sharply. “We’ve got a solution for your kind. Besides, this isn’t something you need to worry about. Once she finishes with the other Warden, she’ll be coming here to deal with your mess personally.”

Alex shook his head. “You know that makes no sense, right? She can’t possibly cover up killing an Enforcer and a Warden.”

“Boss.” Running his fingers through his hair, Stan squirmed. “I’m not sure I understand everything going on here, but are you sure about this? We got away with the last one. I’m not sure it’ll work again…”

“It’ll be fine.” Calvin snorted another line of powder. “She covered up one, she’ll handle this one, too.” He paused, beady eyes searching back and forth. “Actually, now that we’ve got everyone where we want them, why don’t we just finish this?”

Click. The sound of the shotgun’s safety filled the air.

“Calvin, darling man. Be a dear. Before you kill the girls, let me try to bribe you. May I?” The crackling Russian accent filled the room, although it seemed to originate from Alex’s pocket.


Chapter 21: Be Careful What You Wish For


“Bribe me?” Calvin asked, hesitating. He tilted his head, angling the little holes that passed for troll ears to triangulate the speaker’s position. “What are you talkin’ about? Who are you? Show yourself!”

Notice: Smolder’s easement has been activated. Your familiar is free.


Alex dismissed the Tablet before it could appear with the new notification. He didn’t need to read the text to know what had happened. Muscles tensing, he readied himself for the horrors to come.

“You want me to show myself?” Smolder asked in a thick Russian-accent. She sounded like a delightfully amused mob boss. “Do you care how I appear?”

“What?” The troll snarled, “What the fuck are you talking about? I told you to show yourself. I ain’t talking to someone who I can’t see. Show yourself now!”

“Boss,” Stan said in a warning tone. “Just waste them. The Enforcer is pinned. We’ve got everyone our boys say he’s been seen with. Whatever this is, it’s just a trick.”

A wizened crone of a woman in a loose black flapper dress stepped into view from around the spiral staircase. Her coal fire eyes burned as she reached down to adjust mirrored bracelets. “Stan, I assure you, I am no trick. In fact, I am here to bargain. You will find my resources are inexhaustible. In fact, if you simply tell me what you want, I’ll be happy to negotiate making your fondest wish come true.”

Two guns swept over, as a pair of Calvin’s thugs aimed at the newcomer.

Smolder studied both men, her eyes aflame with delight. “Gentlemen. How about ten million dollars each? I have it with me in a locked box. If you’ll put your guns down, I’d be happy to discuss handing it over.”

“Ten million?” One of the shooters hesitated, repeating the word. “Ten million? To just put my gun down?”

“That’s riiiiight,” the pact demon purred.

“Jose, she ain’t got ten million,” Calvin snapped. “You! Whoever you are, you ain’t carrying no lock box. We all know you don’t have that.”

Mei! Alex sent. Get ready to use your unlocking spell on Lana and Laura. Both girls know how to fight. If Calvin gets distracted, free them as quickly as you can.

Okay, she replied, steeling her nerves. It’ll be the last of my reserves.

“You say I do not have it?” Smolder’s tone conveyed wit and dry amusement. “Would you like to see my case with ten million dollars? Is that something I could do for you?” She was looking at Jose, maintaining eye contact.

Jose licked his lips, arms shaking, as if something in the demon’s gaze were sapping his will. “I…uh, I sure would, lady.”

“Shut the fuck up!” Calvin twitched with agitation. “I’m the boss here. It’s my job to see what this bitch has to offer.”

With a flourish, Smolder produced a sleek metal case. It looked precisely like the one they’d found with the syringes in it. With a dull click, she flicked the lid open, revealing stacks of cash. “Your money, Jose. And for your friend, too, if he wants it. I just want one little thing.”

Jose’s jaws slackened, his mouth open and arms sagging. He slumped in place, as if simply seeing the cash was exhausting. “Ten million. What…what do you want?”

Bang!

Jose’s forehead exploded.

“The boss told you to stop talking!” Stan screamed the words, wiggling the gun at the other guy holding a gun. “You’re on the fucking clock.”

Smolder’s gaze, as emotionless as a shark’s, glided to Stan. “But Stan. I know what you want. I can get it for you.” Flourishing the case, which was closed again, she added, “You want to prove yourself, don’t you? How about I help you impress Calvin. Or, maybe we can do something a little more…personal? How about I make you into a proper fae, Stan? Then you can be just like Dwayne and Calvin. You can have real power.”

Now it was Stan’s turn to study the demon, his bright eyes shining.

“She can’t do any of that,” Calvin said, visibly shaking with rage. “And even if she can, remember who’s in charge here. Look, grandma, you negotiate with me. Deal with me, otherwise I’m gonna shoot everyone in here.”

With a look of doting promise at Stan, Smolder blinked slowly, then turned her gaze back to Calvin. “I come to you in good faith. Tell me what you want. We can make an exchange.”

Unlike the mortals, the troll didn’t sag or act hypnotized when the demon made his offer. He wasn’t entirely immune either.

“What do you want?” Calvin said, frowning thoughtfully. “I’m not going to make any deals until I know what you’re in this for.”

“I want the lives of the girls and the Enforcer. Intact and unharmed. In exchange, I’ll give you anything you want.”

Off to the side, Stan started to straighten as he shook off the demon’s influence. One of Smolder’s eyes snapped over, fixing on the blonde man. “Anything you want,” she repeated.

Stan’s lips moved, repeating the words. “Anything I want.”

Calvin ignored his subordinate. He stepped closer, moving around Grace’s terrified, quivering body, but kept the shotgun aimed near her midsection. “Listen, grandma, I ain’t sure what kind of fae or whatever you is, but I don’t think you can give me what the Warden’s offering.”

“Oh, come now, Calvin. We both know what you want. Power. Money. Respect. Women. You want what your father has.” Smolder spoke each word softer than the last, as if to inject each offer with deeper meaning. “I can give you what you want. I can make him respect you.”

The last line was practically a whisper.

Even protected from his familiar’s charms, Alex felt the temptation of the demon’s offer.

“Respect?” Calvin shook his head, whatever hold Smolder had begun to have lost. “I don’t give a fuck about the old man respecting me. I…”

“I want it,” Stan declared, taking a few steps closer to the demon. “I want him to respect me. He needs to see all I do for him.”

“Step your ass back!” Calvin jerked the shotgun from Grace, waving the barrel in Stan’s direction.

He was too late.

Smolder hissed, “Calvin will respect you. He will see all you do for him.”

Time seemed to slow, freezing everyone in the room as the pact demon worked her magic.

Blurrrp!

With a wet sound, Stan’s body bloated, expanding into a transparent rectangle that took up half the width of the room. Blood and gore appeared briefly, before the corpse sucked into the summoned object.

In a span of seconds, Stan had become a conjured television screen that bisected the room and shielded Alex from the view of Calvin and the girls.

A grid appeared on the screen, and a different movie clip appeared in each. The video appeared on both sides, drawing the attention of all within view.

The clips were from Stan’s life.

In one, he was driving a car to pick the troll up. In another, he was dropping off dry cleaning. At the center of the display was an image of Stan and Celerity waiting on the outside of a room lined with spells. Both were carrying rifles. The images rolled forward, showing a man walking in. Light flashed as the man’s tabard appeared.

Before the Fate’s Chosen could act, Stan twisted, rifle aimed and squeezed the trigger. A hail of bullets shot across the room. Time froze momentarily, with the bullets still in mid-flight, and circles appeared around each. Bold text popped over them.

Mr. Calvin: This is where your henchmen used aether bullets to perform the murder of a Fated on your behalf. He has sacrificed everything so you will see all he has done for you.

Stan’s first shot took the stranger in the chest.

Time lurched as the demon’s power relaxed.

Alex took the initiative, diving to one side. Smolder had positioned the Stan-television perfectly to give him a clear shot at the two remaining shooters. His gun came up and he fired once, twice, before the magazine clicked empty.

His first shot went high, striking his target across the shoulder. The second was on target, taking the thrall out with a single bullet.

Calvin roared, utterly enraged. He turned, shotgun aiming for Grace’s defenseless torso.

With a blur of motion, Lana brought a foot up against the barrel. With as much flexibility and grace as a hero out of a movie, she kicked it to the side at the last second.

BOOM!

The roar of the blast was deafening, but none of the buckshot struck Grace or any of the other girls. Pellets grazed the Stan-television and the glass shattered. Each individual screen that made up the grid fell like bricks. Any that remained intact continued playing the man’s memories, over and over, showing just how much of his life he’d devoted to Calvin.

Alex took a moment to consider whether to go after Calvin or the final thrall. He glimpsed Mei gesturing and felt her energy drain to almost nothing as she cast two spells in rapid succession. Lana and Laura’s hands snapped free, and both kitsune bounded to action on the troll.

The thrall, unthreatened, had his gun lifted and was sighting on the girls.

“Smolder!” Alex screamed, desperate as he rushed into a sprint for the man.

A stooped, dress-wearing woman appeared directly in front of the thrall. Smolder’s eyes burned bright with her recent feast. “Shall I guarantee your success?”

“What?” The man stammered, shocked. “Yes, I mean…”

Bang!

He pulled the trigger, the bullet striking the demon’s chest with no effect.

“I would call those terms fulfilled,” Smolder mused, turning toward Alex. “What do you say, boss?”

Alex slammed into the stunned shooter with all the force of a car. The suited man crumpled, desperately fumbling to get his gun in play.

Bang!

At point-blank range, the shot grazed across Alex’s ribs. In exchange, the Enforcer brought a hand up and around the man’s throat. Supernatural strength met all-too-human flesh, which provided almost no resistance.

A moment later, he rose to his feet over the corpse in time to hear the shotgun blast again.

BOOM!

Turning, Alex saw Laura and Lana moving in tandem. They’d maneuvered Calvin away from Grace, turning his attention and the shotgun toward the opposite corner of the room. The kitsune had become water, flowing around the four-armed monster’s clumsy attacks. Using every opportunity, they jabbed with sharpened nails, folded elbows, and their feet.

Laura was still wearing heels and her maid outfit, and her first solid kick sent the shoe flying. She instantly adapted, ducking closer to angle rapid punches up into the man’s armpits.

Calvin was tough, absorbing blow after blow. His two free hands smacked at the girls, and though his swats rarely struck, when they did they were enough to deal serious damage.

With a yelp, Lana flew back, landing against the hard back of a recliner nearly ten feet away.

Seeing an opening, Calvin used a pair of hands to reload his shotgun.

CLANG!

Grace, her hands still bound together, had grabbed a metal barstool from near the entrance and brought it down on Calvin’s head.

It wasn’t a particularly powerful attack, but it was distracting. Calvin fumbled the shotgun, the weapon he’d been loading falling to the floor.

Already in motion again, Alex sprinted around the screens cluttering the center of the room. Smolder floated at his side, no longer maintaining the pretense of needing to walk.

“You have but to unbind me further and I will handle him,” the pact demon offered.

Not bothering to reply, Alex came into range of the enraged troll. Calvin twisted, meeting his approach with two hands spread and two curled into fists.

Dropping into a side stance, Alex bobbed away from the troll’s punches. The fae creature had incredibly long, strong arms that were coated in rock-like formations. Even taking a single glancing blow on the shoulder was enough to hurt worse than the bullets he’d absorbed so far.

Laura took advantage of Calvin’s distraction, moving behind to place pin-point accurate kicks at his joints.

It was enough to send the troll stumbling.

Seeing an opening, Alex shoved the troll’s arms aside and grabbed Calvin’s rounded head. With a lunging, leaping motion, the Enforcer rocketed upward, driving his knee into the troll’s face with every iota of his strength.

Crack!

Bone broke and the troll fell back, his face covered in orange blood.

Swiping at the air with all four hands, Calvin whined. “Celerity! I need you! You promised.” A streak of magic appeared above the troll’s head, rippling briefly before it vanished.

“Oh. Boss,” Smolder said in a warning tone, “I just got a very, very bad feeling.”

“No shit.” Alex fumbled at the ground, grabbing a dropped gun, then reached into his pocket.


Chapter 22: Clash


The air in the center of the room crackled and split, spilling red hellish light into the room. Celerity rushed through the hole, twisting as she flung herself to the ground. One hand snapped out as she flung a grenade into the Veil tear just before it snapped shut.

“Got you!” she screamed, exultant. Panting, she still hadn’t looked around the room as she added, “Good job, Calvin. That couldn’t have come at a better time. We’ll see how that asshole feels about being locked in a demonic volcano with a grenade at his feet.”

Alex looked at the lean, hard-bitten woman, trying to make sense of what he was hearing and seeing.

She was wearing her tabard, the same one he’d seen on her when they’d first met outside of the mansion. Only now there was a secondary bubble around her, like a rotating sphere of static aether.

It didn’t take long for her to come to her senses. She started to stand and turn.

Alex aimed and emptied all four bullets he’d found to fit the gun into her center mass.

The shots rang louder than they should have, filling the room with a metallic, howling timbre. All four struck home, penetrating both the woman’s aether bubble and the one of Fate beneath. Blood fountained from each shot, all of which had hit in a tight cluster around mid-chest, just above her heart.

The Warden made a sharp gesture. Platinum, Fate-filled power shot from all around her body, flooding the room.

Lana, Laura, Grace, and Mei all shouted as the magic wrapped them in a cocoon, binding them in place.

Alex reacted a hair faster than his allies.

Focusing his attention on the repaired tabard tucked under his shirt, he willed his class power to activate. An Echo of the tabard’s enchantment passed into his body.

When Celerity’s spell surrounded him, squeezing from all sides, he felt it soften. Then, with effort, he struggled forward, tearing through the spell entirely.

The rogue Warden yelped in surprise as he turned to face her, moving to engage before she could do any more damage.

“Like hell I’ll let some low-level Enforcer fuck with my plans,” she muttered, making a backhanding motion.

He was nowhere near her yet, but a telekinetic backswing caught him in the chest and sent him flying. Alex hit the door next to his trapped friends and rebounded hard, his head spinning from the sheer magnitude of the blow. The gun he’d stolen slipped from numb fingers and landed beside him, the magazine empty.

A red notification appeared out of the corner of his eye. It meant he was down to his last few hit points.

Coughing, he tasted blood and found he couldn’t move. One of the Warden’s spells had gotten through his resistance, holding him to the ground.

“You don’t get to fight someone like me and win,” Celerity said, eyes narrow as she swept the room. Settling on Calvin, who was blinking but otherwise unmoving, she snorted. “You. Did you finally shit the bed? What happened here?”

The troll made a weak sound, twitching.

“What was that?” Cupping a hand behind an ear, Celerity gestured, casting another spell. This one was filled with raw Aetheric power.

Vines of midnight and purple energy peeled from the air, winding around Calvin’s limbs. They tightened, straightening him until he was standing. Then a vine curled, plunging directly through the top of the troll’s head and into his brain.

His body danced once, jerking spasmodically in death, before his corpse spoke in a hollow voice.

“Thralls encountered an Enforcer with Grace. Security footage. Figured out that Grace was with one of the girls. Figured out the girls were with a stranger. Put two and two together. Came to get him. Kill the Enforcer. He killed my men. Hurt me. I summoned you.”

“Is that all?” Celerity asked.

“Stella has broken your compulsion. She wanted us to stop. Told me she wouldn’t let us keep going with the experiments. Said we had to free her friend. I had her chained up and put away.”

“You put the elf’s experiment away? Where?”

“Second site, across town. Figured you could talk sense back into her. She cares for her girlfriend. That’s leverage.”

The Warden choked back a laugh. “Damn it, Calvin. It turns out you’re not totally incompetent after all. Maybe I can manage a resurrection spell, for good old times, eh?”

“Would like that.”

“I’m sure you would.”

Turning away from Calvin, Celerity locked eyes with Alex. For all her ultimate power and authority, he saw that she was not completely well.

Her tabard was scorched, as was her face. She looked hollowed out, nearly starved, and blood was pooling at her feet from the four bullet wounds.

She’s got a ton of hit points, but she’s not invulnerable. Matty, where are you?

The pack of cigarettes in his breast pocket shifted. Smolder, once more in her home, perked up. “Do I sense a request, boss?”

With a mental sigh, Alex forced his tongue to work against his teeth. “Smolder, pact demon of the greatest depths, I promise to reward you with an easement. In exchange, I request that you help my brother get here before that asshole Warden murders all of us.”

“Woohoo!”

Smolder’s scream of excitement burst from the packet as the tiny, glowing mote that was the demon’s manifest body shot out of his pocket.

Eyes darting, Celerity followed the demon’s process. “A pact demon? Here?!” She made a swiping motion, trying to access a Tablet-based power. Whatever she saw made her eyes widen in realization and terror.

A great bellowing sound filled the air as Smolder struck the spot Celerity had arrived. A sound like a gong went off, then the air bent and fluttered before tearing apart like wet cloth.

The rogue Warden turned, flinging platinum energy toward the hole and buzzing demon. With a cackling laugh, Smolder dodged around the portal. The rest of Celerity’s blast went inside, where it struck…

“Ye fuckin’ bitch.” Matthew’s Irish-accented voice came through the opening, just before he appeared. The wolfish, hard man, looked precisely as he had earlier that day, only far more annoyed.

Burning motes of platinum swirled in his eyes as he stepped into the room, one hand holding the very ball of energy Celerity had just shot in his direction. As casually as if he’d been on a stroll, he squeezed his hand. Tattoos covering his body burst alight, glowing as the energy of the woman’s spell simply vanished within his skin.

“Now, we’re going to have a wee little talk, aren’t we, Celerity?”

With a howl of fear and rage, Celerity held two hands out. One hand became sheathed in the static, Fate-defying power of the aether, and the other was covered in Fate’s magic. Bolts burst from both hands.

The Fate magic did nothing to Matty.

The other wrapped around the man’s body, locking him in place. It did not, however, seem to be dealing any damage. He just stood there, surrounded by the maelstrom, watching Celerity with a sense of tireless patience.

Smolder zipped back around the room. As the demon settled back into Alex’s front pocket, a tingle of something struck out from the little demon.

Her voice was soft in his ear. “All this trust you’ve been collecting. It’s time we did a little something with it, don’t you think?”

And with that, the effect forcing Alex to remain in place relented.

Sagging, he leaned forward, crawling the three feet to where Mei stood, helpless and still. Reaching up, he grabbed her handbag, popping it open. Inside, he found what he was looking for.

“Matthew,” Celerity said, hand extended to maintain her captive spell. She sounded manic, on the brink of laughing. “You know what it’s like to work outside of the Fates’ purview. Why don’t you join me? We both know what you do now, and who you used to work for. It’ll be like old times.”

Matthew just looked at his peer, expression flat, and eyes feverish. “You’ll run low on magic soon. When you do, I’m gonnae…”

Bang!

The shot was off-center. Instead of taking Celerity in the brain, Alex’s bullet blew off her ear instead.

She screamed, momentarily losing focus, and the enclosing spell on Matthew fractured. It vanished a moment later, as the other Warden growled the words of an unfamiliar spell, then made a savage ripping motion with two hands.

Celerity’s tabard bunched, wrenched, and tore. Light flared around her shoulders, and from the outline of her Tablet. Then, it too vanished.

Aetheric energy continued to tumble around the woman’s body, only now it wasn’t a simple aura or globe. Bits of stray, raw magic shot through her flesh like particles accelerated in a collider. Tiny wounds by the hundreds appeared, then multiplied. Finally, she seemed to simply disintegrate, reduced to ashes in the center of the room.

At her disappearance, the spells she’d cast vanished as well.

Calvin’s corpse collapsed, the vines holding him up evaporating. All the girls likewise relaxed, their bodies no longer held in place.

Mei looked down at her open clutch and the bullets spilled beneath it, then to Alex, crouched at her feet.

Bloodied and down to his last few hit points, Alex glared at his brother. “About fucking time. What in the hell took you so long?”

Matthew looked over and, without missing a beat, replied, “I went for some smokes, since we both know I can’t have any of yours.” He proceeded to reach into a pocket, withdrawing a full pack of cigarettes. Lighting up, he inhaled before speaking again. “So, Celerity was as rotten as the ladies thought, eh? Good to know this ended up being a good use of my time.”

“A good use of your time?” Alex struggled to his feet. Ignoring his insane brother, he turned to his friends.

Mei looked terrified, but mostly uninjured. Other than her running eyeliner, Grace also seemed okay. Laura and Lana were both battered now, with bruises covering their arms, legs, and fists. Laura sported a split lip and was only wearing a single high heel. Her already too-thin maid outfit was tattered in a dozen places.

“Are you all okay?”

“In some pain, but mostly our pride,” Laura admitted, reaching down to adjust the numerous holes in her garment. The maid outfit had gone from risqué to scandalous, with stretches of her bloodied abdomen and flanks revealed. “One of those thralls got the jump on me while I was trying to check in on Lana.”

Lana moved to hug her soul-partner, squeezing the other kitsune tight. “It all worked out.”

Across the room, Matthew made a gentle coughing sound. “Dear brother, would you please come talk with me? We need to tae get this done. Now that there’s no one interesting to kill, I need to button this up and get back to my garage.”

Alex looked around the destroyed room, and at the flickering screens, still displaying moments from Stan’s life, on the floor. “Uh. Sure. I guess we probably want to get out of here.”

“Sure, sure. I can help with that. You’ll have to talk with Dwayne yourself though.”

“I will?”

“Mhm. Negotiations are your job, and his own son broke a whole bunch of laws. The idea that the father had no idea probably won’t sit well with the Fates. They will want restitution. You’ll need to handle that.”

Nodding, Alex crossed the floor to speak with his brother.

Behind him, the girls set about tending their wounds.

***

Matthew gestured and Alex’s tablet flashed with notifications.

Congratulations! You have succeeded beyond all expectations. The Warden Mansion is yours. Feel free to rename it. A Veil key has been added to your Tablet and personal abilities list. You may use it with or without your tablet to move between Earth and to your Mansion up to [3] times per day. You may bring up to [6] other people with you per use of the key. A team of Fated Craftspeople will arrive in [3] days to help upkeep, repair, and upgrade the security systems for the mansion.


Note: These craftspeople will not repair or upgrade other elements of your new abode. Earn those with future quests or pay for them yourself.


Congratulations! You have received significant bonus experience for taking a personal hand in the discovery and defeat of a rogue Warden. You are now level [6] and have received a [$200,000] bonus. The money has been added to your accounts.


Congratulations! You have been given a new responsibility. The aether items you’ve found are extremely dangerous and should be studied. Your mansion comes equipped with facilities to make this happen. It also happens to be near a mage university, incredibly secure, and will likely have access to a mage of incredible potential to help facilitate these studies. We wonder how this all came together so neatly? You will be provided a stipend for the staff you’ll need to oversee these studies, should she agree to do so.


“Level six?” Alex said, “Responsibility for protecting and studying Aetheric items? What?”

“Yeah. Turns out, the Fates trust you. A lot.” Matthew shrugged. “Guess maybe that’s part of why they brought you on board last year. Anyway, you did a great job. I ought to warn you, no good deed for the Fates goes unpunished. More quests are likely tae follow.”

Looking over his shoulder, Alex looked at his friends and thought about their adventures over the past days. “Guess it’s better to have quests than be bored.”

“I couldn’t have put it better myself, brother.”


Chapter 23: Better than an Apartment


One Busy Week Later

“Dwayne said what?” Mei asked incredulously.

She, Grace, and Alex were in the Enforcer Mansion library, sitting around a small table set with their evening meal. Evening sunlight shone through the tall windows, giving the room a spacious, cheerful atmosphere that hadn’t been there when they’d first visited.

Around the room were signs of Mei’s moving in. One corner had a new alchemy table, next to a new bookshelf. Tomes from the magic school lined the shelf. Next to it, secured beneath enchantments overseen by the craftspeople sent by the Fates, were the aetheric objects they’d secured from the casino.

In addition to the mended tabard and bullets were the aether enhanced drugs, although they’d been individually secured in lock boxes.

“He said that he was grateful for us handling a very private matter with such consideration,” Alex said again. “Apparently, Dwayne was out of town for the two weeks leading up to events. He’d put his son in charge.”

“And he didn’t suspect Calvin was up to no good?” Grace said in a disbelieving tone.

“He said not.” Alex shrugged. “Anyway, he spent a fortune on a resurrection spell, then agreed to send his son to a remote island in the Fae Wilds. Since Calvin wasn’t the true mastermind behind the aetheric plot, they let me negotiate his rehabilitation and incarceration. It should work out.”

Grabbing a steaming loaf of bread, Mei took a bite. With her mouth still half-full, she said, “That still leaves a lot of loose ends. What about the demon they talked about? Or the person who trapped me in that pocket dimension?” “Dwayne freed the demon. Apparently, she agreed to continue working for him. I’m going to talk with her soon.”

Grace shook her head in disbelief. “Why would anyone agree to keep working for the man who kidnapped them?”

“Guess we’ll find out,” Alex said.

“And the pocket dimension?” Mei prompted.

“We’ll need to figure that out.” He paused, eyes dancing with mischief. “Actually, you may get to take point in that. If you accept the offer I’ve negotiated with the Fates on your behalf.”

With a flourish, he summoned his Tablet. He turned it so the girls could see the offers written on it.

Congratulations! The Fates have deemed Mei Meng and Grace Crosby invaluable and worthy professionals.


Offer of Service: They would like to extend Mei a paid, long-term position to help explore and uncover the nature of aetheric magic. This role would come with an official Fated title and authority (but no Tablet).
The Fates have decided it is past time to discover how to counter aetheric threats. In exchange for a monthly salary, Mei would have the role of Fated Specialist. She would also have unlimited access to the previous Warden’s library and research into the Aetheric. This knowledge is normally secured at the highest levels, and only professionals bound into Fated service are allowed access to it.
Such an honor is rarely offered, and will come with unlimited access to the Mansion, as well as a Veil key with instant travel options [2] times per day. It will only work for Mei.


Reading the text, Mei squealed with delight.

Grace skimmed through her friend’s reward and leaned over to give her a side hug. “That’s amazing!”

“Keep going,” Alex directed.

Offer of Service: The Fates would like to offer Grace Crosby a staff position. She will work with Enforcer Alex on gathering information and supporting his expanding mission. Tasks might include questioning fae or helping with upkeep around the mansion. This job would come with a monthly salary and a permanent Earth visa.


Grace’s eyes widened as she read the offer. “You…you got me a job? And a visa?”

“Mhm. Negotiations are kind of what I do,” he confirmed, grinning at her expression. “I’m sorry it’s not more prestigious. I couldn’t get you a Veil key, so you’ll need to hop a ride or go the traditional way. But…”

With the sound of a chair scraping on hardwood, the puca flung herself across the table and into Alex’s arms. Tears rolling down her cheeks, she screamed, “I hate it! I hate it and I hate you! How could you be so thoughtful!”

There was a gentle creaking sound as the door to the library opened.

“What do we have here?” Laura asked in an amused tone.

Keeping one arm around the enthusiastically cuddly Grace, Alex turned his chair to see Laura and Lana walking in.

The kitsune were wearing brand new uniforms, in a new design. They were black, with platinum buttons and badges. Each had a special pin with a “FSIU” above the breast.

“Lana!” Mei said, coming to her feet and racing around the room to hug her friend.

Laura sniffed delicately, watching the two. “What, just because I was busy wearing a different uniform, I don’t get hugs?”

Laughing, Mei tugged the other girl into a three-way embrace. Settling back on her heels, she tapped Lana’s badge. “What’s this? New clothes? What’s the FSIU?”

Alex replied, “The Fates approved my proposal for them, too.”

“Oh? More fun Tablet text?” Grace nuzzled his neck once, then came to her feet and moved to the kitsune, giving each a round of hugs.

Chuckling, Alex scrolled to the appropriate text and turned it around for Mei and Grace to read.

Congratulations! The Fates have deemed that Laura and Lana Kitsune have gone above and beyond the standard call of duty in helping both an Enforcer and a Warden in the line of duty.


Offer of Service: Enforcer Alex has successfully negotiated for the establishment of a specialized team of local law enforcement to help monitor and police aether-related events. The proposed name for this team is “FSIU” or “Fated Special Investigations Unit.”
This team would be responsible for helping Enforcer Alex in his official capacity. They would hold joint loyalty to the fae police and to the Enforcer, although primary responsibilities would be to the Enforcer.
All members of this team would enjoy a small increase in salary, with 70% of their costs being paid from a special fund created by the Fates to help with these matters.
You are currently authorized to have up to [2] members on this taskforce. If they accept, the members will be provided with a Veil key to the mansion. Each key will work [2] times a day and may convey up to [1] additional person with the key holder.


“Fated Special Investigations Unit, eh?” Mei said. “And why didn’t they specifically name Laura and Lana after the first line?”

“Alex had to negotiate it with our higher ups,” Lana explained. “He came in and went to work for us a few days ago. It was kind of incredible. He talked about just how important we’d both been to handling Calvin and the rogue Warden, and about how our exposure to the Aether made us uniquely qualified to be on this team.” Laura added, “It didn’t hurt that the Fates clearly intended for it to be us.”

“That too,” the other kitsune agreed.

Grace beamed, taking a step back and giggling. “You realize what this all means, right?”

“What’s that?” Laura asked.

“We’re all part of the same team now.” She waved at Alex. “Team Enforcer!”

“We are not calling it that,” Alex grumped from his chair, eyeing the group. “First of all, I’m not that conceited. Second, all of you are equally important. Just because I have a title doesn’t mean…”

“Alex,” Mei interrupted dourly. “If you keep that up, I’m going to sit on your face until you stop talking.”

“Oooh! Facesitting sounds super fun!” Grace’s ears perked straight up, and she bounded in place, rocking back and forth with all the eagerness of…well, a rabbit. She was wearing a simple tank top and shorts that barely covered her ass, so the motion did all sorts of distracting things to her chest.

Lana made a high-pitched, fox whine. “Grace, that’s distracting as hell. And you absolutely cannot talk about facesitting now. We just stopped in to give Alex an update on the demon. We can’t stay.”

“Why not?” Grace pouted, not-so-casually leaning forward. Bringing her arms together, she squeezed her breasts, creating an opening in her cleavage that nearly exposed her pert nipples. “We can make time. Can’t we?”

“We’ve got paperwork to do,” Laura said. “Plus, if we’re going to get home at a reasonable time, we need to get on it.”

Grace’s ears twitched. “Home? Mei, are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

“Alex!” Mei said, bouncing with almost as much excitement as the puca, “What if we move the girls in?!”

“What?” Lana and Laura said in unison. “Really?”

Alex chuckled and shook his head. Things were moving so fast. How could he possibly accept going from having two roommates/co-workers to four? And what about all his moral issues about mingling with the fae?

“I don’t know,” he said uncertainly. “It feels like a conflict of interest…”

“Boss.” Smolder twitched in his pocket. “Anyone who deals with the aether is likely to be in a lot of danger, from a lot of sources. These girls trust you. Like, they really trust you. And you feel the same for them. Wouldn’t you feel better knowing the kitsune were here, in a warded building, where we can protect and keep them safe?”

All four girls turned as one. Lana and Laura both gave him their best big eyes. Mei just grinned, as if she already knew what he was going to say. Beside them, Grace held her hand up, making a suggestive gesture as she plunged her tongue into the interior of her cheek.

“Grace!” Alex said, trying to scowl. “You cannot possibly think that’s appropriate.”

Laura, Lana, and Mei all turned.

The puca, totally remorseless, just grinned. “What? I might have insinuated blowjobs as part of a bribe. Do any of you see a problem with that?”

“I sure as fuck don’t,” Lana announced, eyeing Alex up and down.

“I’m still owed a first dinner date,” Laura said with more than a little playful eagerness. “I can’t believe you went on a date while I was under cover.”

With a groan, Alex threw his hands in the air. “Fine! You can move in, too. But you’re absolutely not allowed to use sexual favors to bribe me.”

“But, Mister Enforcer,” Mei said, sliding across the room and bending down to run her fingertips across his chest. “When they work so well, why wouldn’t we?”

She had a point. Not that he was about to admit it.

“It’ll take us a day or two to arrange the move,” Lana said a few minutes later, once each of the girls had a chance to use the opportunity to try and ‘bribe’ Alex for more. “Mei, will you open a proper Veil crossing for us, if we rent a hauler?”

“Of course,” the mage said brightly. “While you all do that, Grace and I can get some rooms ready. I don’t know if you knew this, but the lower levels of the mansion have all sorts of neat places, too. There’s old fitness equipment, a pool, and even a shooting range. Once you move in, I’ll be glad to show you around.”

“Of course, your rooms will have to be near ours,” Grace added. Then, without missing a beat, she turned to Alex. “You know we’re going to have to move your bed, right?”

“We are?” he said.

“Mhm. We’ll need to move you from that side room to the proper one the old Warden stayed in, at the end of the hall.”

“Why’s that?”

“The bigger bed, duh.”

Alex just rolled his eyes but didn’t say anything. He wasn’t equipped for yet another round of the girls trying to out-do each other with playful bribes.

As Lana, Mei, and Grace discussed details, Laura crossed to Alex and settled on the arm of his chair. The firm curve of her hip brushed his arm as she looked down at him.

“Are you sure this is okay?” She kept her voice soft, so it wouldn’t carry.

“I want you and Lana safe.” Extending his arm he wound it gently around her hips.

She reached down, placing her fingertips gently on his wrist and palm, holding it there. “I know. But the rest. The moving in close, and all the flirting. Going from what we were to…moving in with your lovers, it feels like a lot, and very fast. For you, I mean. Not us. We’ve been interested in you for a long time.”

Alex chuckled. They’d made their interest evident off and on for the past year. “I know. And I don’t want to rush into anything. But…like you said, this doesn’t feel like rushing. It feels…somehow right. You and Lana have been my closest friends–not just fae friends, but actually friend friends–for a long time now. If I can help protect you both, and spend more time with you, this is a big win. And if more comes of it, great. I have no requirements or expectations from either of you.”

Leaning down, Laura kissed his forehead softly. Her spicy, almost fruity aroma caught his senses, igniting something in his chest and lower.

“And if we want much, much more, Mister Enforcer?” she breathed against his ear, husky and raw.

“Then I guess we’ll see what happens after you move in, won’t we?”

Leaning lower, she pressed her lips to his. It was soft and brief, but confident. Against his mouth, she rasped, “See and feel and taste. I assure you.”

When she sat back up, Alex saw that Mei, Grace, and Lana were all looking over at the two of them. Grace was holding Mei’s hand, eyes dancing brightly, and Mei had reached out to tug Lana closer.

“Why do you all look like you’re getting ready for a family reunion?” Alex griped, trying to glare the trio down.

It didn’t work.

Laura cleared her throat. “The demon’s name is Stella. We interviewed her, briefly, before coming out to visit you today. I put all the information in this.” Standing, she slid a USB drive out of her pocket. “She’s asking you to come and talk to her before much longer. Those syringes we took are important to her. Once you read the briefing, you’ll see why.”

He accepted the drive. “Hrm. Okay. I’ll check it out.”

As soon as his fingers touched it, his Tablet appeared with a notification.

Quest: Investigate the aether-infected demoness. Reward: 25% of the experience needed to reach your next level.


Quest: Investigate the one who created the aether-infection process. Reward: 25% of the experience needed to reach your next level.


“Hey!” he complained, “I haven’t even read the briefings yet. This isn’t fair. I need context.”

The Tablet did not reply.


Epilogue: Love’s Bonds


As Laura and Lana left, Alex made his way down the stairs to the hot spa. Mei and Grace had gone to see the girls off, and he’d decided to make the best of the opportunity for some alone time.

First, he finished leveling up, summoning his Tablet and assigning his attribute and skill points. Now that he was level six, the benefits of having a Tablet were becoming increasingly apparent. By the end, he felt incredible, as if he could run a marathon and power lift for hours after, without breaking a sweat.

“You’re doing great, boss,” Smolder said.

The pact demon had eased out of the cigarette pack and was trailing one stick leg in the water. Her bright red eyes reflected how well she’d eaten recently as she regarded him.

“Oh?” Alex asked, smiling over at his familiar.

“All this trust. It’s…” Smolder made a sound like inhaling. “It’s perfect. Precisely what I needed. Precisely what you needed.”

Looking down, Alex studied the elaborate symbol carved in his chest. He ran his fingers across the symbols, each of which glowed faintly red. The same red as Smolder’s eyes.

“You know, I never considered that part of Eternal Ties,” the Enforcer admitted. “The text says I get one special ability from the bonded person, but…”

“You didn’t realize that I only have one ability,” Smolder finished for him.

“Just so.”

The pact demon laughed.

Before the two could continue their discussion, the door began to open. Smolder lifted from the water and darted into hiding, her demonic coal dimming.

Mei and Grace came into the room.

Both were wearing bikinis that left very little to the imagination and allowed Alex to admire the contrast of both gorgeous women side-by-side.

“Do you mind if we join you?” Grace asked softly, hesitating just inside the door.

“Of course not,” he said. “This is our home now.”

“You are our home now,” Mei gently corrected, making her way down the steps and sinking into the warm water. She floated over, coming to rest against his side.

“Except for one thing,” Grace added, following her friend into the water and to his other side.

“What’s that?” he asked.

One hand sliding beneath the water, Mei ran her fingertips across the outline of his cock. “We accidentally created a special bond that Grace isn’t part of.”

Alex opened his mouth to explain, or maybe protest, but then Grace had her hand under the water as well, coaxing his balls. “And you and I have had something that Mei hasn’t,” the puca said in a warm, throaty voice.

“Are you suggesting that we need to make things equal?” he asked in a voice suddenly thick with desire.

“In the realm of fae love, we don’t use the term ‘equal’,” Grace said. Sliding back a bit, she positioned herself against the wall of the tub, just out of his reach. Her eyes were on him and Mei as she explained, “We instead talk of fairness. It’s impossible to share love with many and constantly worry about what is, or is not, equal. That would drive a person mad. Instead, we give everyone a voice. An opportunity to discuss their needs, so that all can have them met fairly, and with an open heart.”

Mei had both hands around Alex’s cock, stroking up and down in slow, sensual strokes. It felt different than their hallucinated bond. In that state, emotions and sensations had smeared, mingling with intent and imagination. This was in the flesh and heightened for it.

She still benefited from their experience and the bond. Mei knew instantly how hard to grasp him, or what rhythm would earn the results she sought. He had to fight for mental clarity.

“I…ahhhh, I appreciate you educating me. I’m new to fae love, so I may need tutoring.”

“And that’s why having three fae girlfriends will be of great benefit to you,” Grace said, totally earnest. “Your human girlfriend seems to be adjusting just fine.”

Four girlfriends, Alex thought. He hadn’t put it in those terms before now. “So, how can I make things fair for both of you?”

Sliding her bikini bottoms to the side, Mei floated on top of him. One hand between them, she slid the tip of his cock across her entrance, back and forth teasingly. “First of all,” she said, “you can make love to me.”

“And you can bond me properly,” Grace added from her position just a few feet away.

“Ooooh,” Mei moaned, lowering herself until her heat engulfed his cockhead. He felt the same, brief, resistance they’d exchanged in the hallucination, followed by an incredible pressure. She slid down his length, settling completely against him as the warm water bubbled around them both.

Looking up, into the mage’s eyes, Alex leaned up and captured her mouth with his. Their kiss was intimate and intense, and left him feeling intoxicated.

“How does this feel even better than the last time?” Mei asked, practically panting as she moved slowly on top of him.

“Mei,” Grace said in a pouty voice. “Don’t forget!”

“What? Oh. Yes.” Maintaining her slow, steady rhythm, Mei said, “After you’ve bonded Grace, it would be super fair if you’d fuck both of us. A lot.”

Alex had his hands around Mei’s hips, his fingers digging into her firm little ass cheeks. Turning to catch Grace’s bright, excited look, he said, “A lot?”

The puca nodded rapidly. “Like, barely any. Just a minute or two. Both of us. Together. That would be awful.”

“Awful,” he repeated, unable to think as Mei’s gripping rhythm increased. She felt like she was on fire, her insides lava trying to melt him.

When her mouth found his for another kiss, he knew he wouldn’t be holding on much longer. His chest felt like it was going to explode with emotion as his lover’s trust and need spoke to his heart. Then her body found the rhythm he needed and all he could do was hold on.

“Alex, I love you,” Mei said against his mouth, her chest heaving as she began to rock and jerk with her first climax.

That did it.

“I love you,” he replied, gasping, then screaming as he drove himself upward, using her butt as leverage to pound into her channel.

Eventually, he came back to himself with the feeling of Mei nuzzling against his neck. She wasn’t on him anymore, but against his side, kissing his neck.

“That was so perfect,” she said.

A hand coiled around his half-hard cock, moving up and down smoothly, but without the cheat codes that Eternal Ties gave.

“My turn,” Grace said in a pleading tone from his other side.

When he turned, she was there, her face inches from his. She kissed him urgently, all vulnerable and seeking. For all they’d discussed fairness and sharing, the kiss told Alex another truth.

Until Grace could feel him the way Mei could, she’d be on the outside.

Oh, Grace, he thought, willing Eternal Ties to activate.

A notification appeared beside them. The screen turned so both could see it.

Still kissing him, with her hand around his need, Grace turned.

Offer of Bonding: The Enforcer [Alex] has offered [Grace] an Eternal Tie. This bond will convey many benefits to both parties. By agreeing, [Grace] will earn one of the following supernatural powers: Veil Perception, Fortified Mind, Timeless, or Pierce Veil. In exchange, Alex will inherit either heightened hearing or the ability to cast a high-level illusion spell [3] times per day.
Long press for additional details.
Both parties must accept this bond for it to manifest. It cannot be removed except through death. Be certain it is what you want before you…


“Yes! Yes, Yes, Yes!” Grace said, one hand tapping at the space where the “Accept” button would appear.

With a laugh, Alex echoed her sentiment, “Yes, we accept.”

A flood of emotion and sensation, all new and unique, joined the ball of sensations that were Mei and Smolder in Alex’s mind.

Inside that flood, Alex learned how Grace felt for him.

It was the sun. No, more than that. It was a constellation of suns, all shining at once. It was hot and bright and so earnest that just feeling the reflection through their newborn bond took his breath away.

“I am for you,” Grace said against his mouth, kissing him with such passion that he found himself hard and breathless all at once. “My mate,” she declared, sliding onto his lap.

Mei’s hands brushed his thighs as she tugged the puca’s bottoms to the side. The mage’s tiny palm slid around his throbbing shaft, lining him up for the two of them.

Whimpering in need, Grace drove herself down onto him. If anything, she felt even tighter than before.

“Mine,” Alex said, understanding what his lover needed with a rush of realization. Grace was built for a level of devotion and generosity that dwarfed anything he’d known before. When she gave herself to him, it was with all of who she was.

She bottomed out, settling all her weight into him. Then, with a sigh of relief, she began to rock back and forth. Her hips dipped and rolled, taking several seconds to find a rhythm that matched her needs. Then she began to move atop him, curving her body to meet his thrusts.

“Like…like that,” she gasped, “Alex, yes. Harder.”

He looked up, a little uncertain. She met his eyes as she clenched her core around him like a vice. “I love making love with you. But I’d love to feel totally claimed. Please, just…” she panted as he arched, grinding deeper into her tunnel. “Ah! Yes. That. Take me!”

Fiery passion practically combusted in his veins at her urging. Standing, he lifted her from the water, his hands gripping the thick plushness of her ass as he settled her back on top of the edge of the tub. Balanced on her rear, he shoved between her thighs.

From beside them, Mei made a soft sound. “Oh. I…like that.”

As Alex bent forward, sliding into Grace with enough force to make the globes of her breasts bounce against his chest, he saw the puca turn to lock eyes with Mei.

“You…you…you can join in.” Extending a hand, Grace reached for her best friend.

Biting her bottom lip, Mei accepted the fingers. She slid up onto the edge of the tub and leaned over, catching Alex’s mouth in a kiss.

The kiss deepened, growing hotter as he continued plowing into Grace’s clenching core.

“I want it too,” Mei said against his mouth. The next thing he felt was her reaching down, running her fingers across his pelvis. She stroked across his width, experimentally sliding a fingertip over Grace’s folds.

Grace bucked, the sounds of her impending orgasm growing with every thrust. “Oh, fuck. I want to see that. No! I want to feel it… Alex, love, bend her over me and…” She lost whatever she was about to say as her climax hit with all the force of a freight train.

Breaking his kiss with Mei, Alex leaned down, folding over to devour Grace’s mouth, exchanging breaths as his lover went wild on his cock.

Seconds, then minutes later, when she finally calmed down, Alex looked over. Mei was biting her bottom lip and looking at him with huge, innocent-seeming eyes.

“Maybe,” she said, blushing. “Maybe we can do that thing we almost did when we bonded.”

Tugging slowly out of Grace’s throbbing entrance, Alex thought for a beat. “Anal, you mean?”

She nodded eagerly, still blushing. “It felt so good. You know, back then.”

“That might be something we work up to.” Alex reached over, grabbing Mei’s gorgeous, petite body. Kissing her once, firmly, he maneuvered her between Grace’s thighs, then bent her over.

The girls were facing each other as Alex moved behind Mei and found her sopping hole. She practically screamed in pleasure as he began to ease inside her for their second round.

He heard Grace whisper something, then the puca tilted her head to the side, looking up at Alex. “You won’t mind if we kiss, will you? I know…some men get some sort of way about that.” Alex blinked. “Absolutely not. I mean, I’m new to this whole fae relationship structure thing, but having my lovers enjoy themselves while I’m fucking them sounds like a win-win to me.”

“Me too!” Grace said with a squealing laugh, then proceeded to kiss Mei as he dove inside the mage’s tiny body.

Halfway into his first thrust, he reached down to press a finger against her tiny little ass. She moaned even louder into Grace’s mouth, then bucked backwards. It felt reflexive, as if she couldn’t control how she responded.

The arch drove his cock even deeper. It also pushed him over the edge.

With a screaming cry of pleasure, Alex pumped his hips forward, “Fuck, I’m…” And then he felt Mei join him, her insides clamping down as she spasmed.

Breaking her kiss with Grace, Mei shouted, “Yes! Please! Fill me up.”

He did.

Before the end of the night, he’d filled both of them to the point that they were dripping.

When they finally made it to the bedroom, Mei lay against one side of his chest and Grace on the other. The puca’s hand slid between them, gently cupping his cock as she nuzzled closer.

“Mei,” Alex asked, voice a little sore from all the moaning, “we’re not going to have to worry about babies, are we?”

She laughed softly, and he could feel the throbbing pleasure and amusement from his bonded partner. “No. Mages disable their reproductive process when we enter school. I can turn it back on though…if we decide otherwise.”

“Thank you for clarifying,” he said, leaning down to kiss her. Despite all they’d experienced thus far, he felt desire blossom between them.

“Oh!” Grace’s cry of surprised delight was a little tired, but her grip on his stiffening need was anything but sleepy.

It ended up being a very long night.

The End of Fate’s Enforce, Book 1 of the Enforcer Trilogy. Book 2 will come later this year.

P.S. Remember to read the bonus chapters!


Starting Character Sheet: Alexander Colin


Age: 34
Level: 2
Class: Echo Parasite (Legendary)
Template: Fated Enforcer
Total Progress toLevel 3: 0%
Species: Human
Hit Points (Endurance + Level): 18
Attributes
Tablet Wielders gain 5 attribute points per level but may not assign more than 3 to any one attribute at a time.
· Strength: 13
· Endurance: 16
· Agility: 15
· Focus: 14
· Sharpness: 19 (You have greatly enhanced recall and puzzle solving skills)
· Resistance: 4 (You take [10%] less damage than normal from magical or fae attacks. Negative effects with an extended duration last [10%] less than normal.)
Core Skills:
· Investigation: 2. This skill helps in all manner of investigation, including observing details others might miss.
· Negotiation: 2. Similar to Diplomacy, this skill allows you to understand the needs and desires of others. Combined with Investigation, it will make your job as an Enforcer easier.
· Fae Law: 2. This skill provides you with insights into the laws and contracts of the Fae and Magical community. It also updates your Tablet with local Accords and customs when you move into a new area.
Fated Enforcer Template
You have been granted the Fated Enforcer template. It grants you all of the following benefits, some of which scale with your level.
Timeless: You no longer age and remain in peak physical condition naturally. This does not convey immunities to poisons, toxins, etc.
Veil Perception: You can see through illusions, enchantments, and fae misdirection. Using this ability requires conscious activation and deactivation, but it has no maximum duration. Bonus: Your Tablet will remain invisible on Earth by default. Using this power will allow you to see and interact with it covertly. Warning: Use of this ability can be distracting.
Dungeon Upgrade: With 30 seconds of concentration, you may pierce the Veil and see into the Fae Wilds.
Unbound: You are capable of breaking almost all bindings, be they magical or physical. This only applies as it relates to quests specifically granted by the Fates. If a binding would prevent you from accepting a quest from the Fates the binding is removed.
Fortified Mind: You are immune to all negative mind-control or mind-influencing effects.
Pierce the Veil: Twice per day, you may cross the Veil. You may take up to [5] willing people with you for the crossing. These numeric values increase by 1 at class level 3, 5, 7, 9, 11, etc.
Fate’s Justice: If you discover conclusive evidence that any of Fate’s laws have been broken, Fate’s Justice will activate. It will remain active until justice is met. While it is active, you gain 10 levels and +10 in all your Attributes. See Fate’s laws for additional details.
Thousand Tongues: Starting at level 8, you can communicate with any intelligent creature from the Fae Wilds.
High Ruling: As a Fated Enforcer, you may oversee bonds, pacts, and agreements. By doing so, you can “Seal them to Fate” – this will ensure an Enforcer will be notified if either side breaks the bond. Limitation: This ability makes the written agreements between the Enforcer and another party Sealed. If the Enforcer was tricked or coerced, this does not apply.
Eternal Ties: You may form a bond with a supernatural or fae creature known as an Eternal Tie. If you do so, that person gains one of the following benefits: Veil Perception, Fortified Mind, Timeless, or Pierce Veil. These gifts are known among the fae and considered of extreme value.
Historically, Eternal Ties were used to deputize assistants for Fate’s Enforcers.
In exchange for an Eternal Tie, you gain enhanced awareness of the bonded person. You can find them at will and can observe their status at all times. If they break any of Fate’s laws, you will instantly be aware of it (and be responsible for remedying the situation). As you have the [Echo Parasite] class, you may also gain 1 special ability from the bonded person that becomes a permanent effect, unless the bonded person dies.
Limitation: You may bond up to 3 entities. This increases by 1 at levels 5, 9, 11, 13, 17, and 20.
Class Benefits for Echo Parasite
Granted Power: When you are affected by any magical or fae effect, you gain the ability to duplicate it as if you were the original source, only at your level and with your attributes. Gaining an ability in this way also provides you with complete insight as to how to use the effect properly. The duplicated ability is called an Echo. If the ability costs manna to use, you effectively have unlimited mana for the duration of the adaptation. You may only echo one ability at a time. If you are affected by a new magic or fae power, you may opt to replace the current adaptation with the new one.
Duration: This ability lasts up to 1 minute per your level.
Special Enhancement (Due to Dungeon Reward): You suffer 50% less damage from any source you have Echoed. At level 10, this increases to 80% and at level 20 this increases to 91%.
Limitation One: It will not substantially alter your appearance: being struck by dragon’s breath will grant you the same power, but you will remain overtly human in appearance. Depending on the potency of the attack, you might get glowing eyes or a dragon’s aura. If you are struck by a creature with alternative limb structures as a supernatural power, you gain those limbs as ephemeral extensions of your body.
Limitation Two: You may not duplicate spells, or other level-dependent abilities unless you are within [2] levels of the requirement to use them yourself. Example: You could duplicate a level [3] fireball while you are level [1], but you could not duplicate a level [4] until you are level [2].
Level 1: While you have no Echoed abilities, you suffer 1 less damage from all sources. This resistance increases as follows:
· 2 points at level 5
· 4 points at level 9
· 9 points at level 15
· 20 points at level 20



Final Character Sheet: Alexander Colin


Age: 34
Level: 6
Class: Echo Parasite (Legendary)
Template: Fated Enforcer
Total Progress to Level 7: 0%
Species: Human
Hit Points (Endurance + 2 per Level): 31
Attributes
Tablet Wielders gain 5 attribute points per level but may not assign more than 3 to any one attribute at a time.
· Strength: 17 (You are at peak human strength) (+2)
· Endurance: 19 (You get an extra 1 hit point per level and need only 5 hours of rest each night) (+3)
· Agility: 18 (You are a peak human agility and have a 10% increased chance to dodge attacks you are aware of) (+3)
· Focus: 18 (You perform any task requiring focus or will with 20% increased efficiency) (+4)
· Sharpness: 19 (You have greatly enhanced recall and puzzle solving skills)
· Resistance: 10 (You take [20%] less damage than normal from attacks. Negative effects with an extended duration last [20%] less than normal.) (+3)
Core Skills:
· Investigation: 6 (+3). This skill helps in all manner of investigation, including observing details others might miss.
· Negotiation: 5 (+2). Similar to Diplomacy, this skill will allow you to understand the needs and desires of others. Combined with Investigation, it will make your job as an Enforcer easier.
· Fae Law: 7 (+4). This skill provides you with insights into the laws and contracts of the Fae and Magical community. It also updates your Tablet with local Accords and customs when you move into a new area.
Class Benefits for Echo Parasite
Granted Power: When you are affected by any magical or fae effect, you gain the ability to duplicate it as if you were the original source, only at your level and with your attributes. Gaining an ability in this way also provides you with complete insight as to how to use the effect properly. The duplicated ability is called an Echo. If the ability costs manna to use, you effectively have unlimited mana for the duration of the adaptation. You may only echo one ability at a time. If you are affected by a new magic or fae power, you may opt to replace the current adaptation with the new one.
Duration: This ability lasts up to 1 minute per your level.
Special Enhancement (Due to Dungeon Reward): You suffer 50% less damage from any source you have Echoed. At level 10, this increases to 80% and at level 20 this increases to 91%.
Limitation One: It will not substantially alter your appearance: being stuck by dragon’s breath will grant you the same power, but you will remain overtly human in appearance. Depending on the potency of the attack, you might get glowing eyes or a dragon’s aura. If you are struck by a creature with alternative limb structures as a supernatural power, you gain those limbs as ephemeral extensions of your body.
Limitation Two: You may not duplicate spells, or other level-dependent abilities unless you are within [2] levels of the requirement to use them yourself. Example: You could duplicate a level [3] fireball while you are level [1], but you could not duplicate a level [4] until you are level [2].
Level 1: While you have no Echoed abilities, you suffer 1 less damage from all sources. This resistance increases as follows:
· 2 points at level 5
· 4 points at level 9
· 9 points at level 15
· 20 points at level 20
Level 3: You may Echo a second ability. This increases as follows:
· 3rd ability at level 8
· 4th ability at level 14
· 5th ability at level 18
Level 5: While you have no Echoed abilities, you gain a +3 innate bonus to resist any non-instantaneous damage, such as poisons, toxins, curses, etc. This resistance increases as follows:
· +9 points at level 9
· +12 points at level 15
· +15 points at level 20



Bonus Chapters


In the original draft of Fate’s Enforcer, we had flashbacks of Alex’s time in Fate’s dungeon woven throughout the story.

As it turns out, Flashbacks can kill flow.

In the end, we decided to keep the Prelude so readers would have a bit of context about the world, and then move four of the chapters around Smolder to the end as bonuses.

These chapters are canon and take place near the end of Alex’s time in Fate’s dungeon, but before he earns his title as Fate’s Enforcer. In these chapters, he’s decided to split from his companions to go on a personal (optional) quest to earn significant rewards.

His scores going into the trial are included below.

Alexander: Combat (5), Social (5), Intellect (5)


Bonus Chapter: The Captive Part 1


Words appeared on the scoreboard next to Alexander’s head. You have accepted an optional Social test. You have been temporarily granted two guides to act as advisers in local customs and rules. They will not provide information about the test itself. You have been temporarily granted the powers of a Fated Enforcer.

Think of Fated Enforcers as lawyers, judges, and investigators. If you become one, the Fates may assign you duties to investigate potential law breaking. You will also act as a neutral intermediary between supernatural factions on Earth.

A semi-transparent tabard appeared over Alex’s clothes. It looked like his brother’s, from the start of the trial. Two glowing white spheres appeared in front of him, bobbing up and down.

“I don’t understand,” he said. “Why would the Fates need someone to judge or investigate? If they have all this power, why ask for help at all?”

Both lights bobbed up and down. The left one spoke in a vaguely effeminate voice. “The Fates are not gods. They are neither omniscient nor are they omnipotent. Their domains are probability and the manipulation of outcomes. Think of them as Merlin, mixed with the Oracle of Delphi from your Earth lore. It is through their efforts that the Tablets were created. That does not mean they are infallible, invulnerable, or without flaws. To maintain stability between the worlds, they require assistants.”

“Gotcha. Thanks for answering.” Leaning to the side, Alex saw a cobblestone trail leading down to a European-style fantasy village. At first blush, the scenery looked like it was from a fantasy-inspired Renaissance Faire, but the more he looked, the more things he picked out that weren’t quite as he expected. Hints of magic and Earth technology were abundant.

There was even a rectangular, green road sign that proclaimed, “Welcome to Wurstblaat.”

“Wurstblaat?” he said, studying the surrounding terrain.

Farmland stretched to either side of the town, with crops like cotton and corn on display. The field to his left had a combine sitting in the foliage, with magical symbols decorating the cab. A large swath of land was churned up, as if a tornado had touched down at some point recently.

The sound of voices raised in anger drew his attention from the fields, and he saw a cluster of men and women wearing dirty, fantasy-style tunics and pants rushing into the town.

“Guess that’s the start of this quest,” he mused, hurrying down the path.

As he neared, he saw the settlement had several dozen slate-roofed buildings, many with signs. There was an apothecary, a bakery, and even a shop labeled, “Ye Olde Hedge Witchee.”

“They can’t be serious about that signage,” he commented, moving across the cobblestone streets toward the sounds of people.

“This dungeon is at the crossroad between Dreamers and the Fae Wilds,” one of the fairy lights explained in a pure, asexual voice. “What people imagine sometimes just pops up spontaneously within these reaches. It would appear someone was imagining a-”

“-Ye Olde Hedge Witchee,” Alex finished.

“Quite.”

Now that he was deeper in the village, he saw past the buildings. A sloping hill stood on the opposite side of the settlement, tall enough to give the mansion resting atop it a commanding view. The mansion was four stories tall and built in that fusion of fantasy and modern aesthetic. He thought he saw a man on an upper level’s balcony leaning out over the railing, peering toward the village, but couldn’t be certain.

The sounds of raised voices led him to the city square. Dozens of people, including a few bloodied young men, stood with various farming implements or old, rusty weapons around a central captive.

It was a demon.

Lashed to an iron pole that glowed with magical symbols, the creature was all of three feet tall, and covered in horny growths and protrusions. It was female, although only subtly so, with saggy breasts and a wide pelvis. Her eyes were oversized and yellow, and her mouth was a down-turned slit. From Alex’s quick glance, she looked dismayed and hurt, although he couldn’t see any wounds.

Curious, he approached the rear of the crowd. One of the young men with pitchforks saw Alex approach and called, “Enforcer! An Enforcer has arrived!”

With the cry, the noise in the immediate area dampened down, replaced with silence and bated breath. Looks of awe, respect, and fear flowed out from the point of contact as the locals gradually came to perfect stillness.

The crowd drew away as Alex walked closer. A pair of men with straw hats practically tripped over one another in their haste to avoid his path.

In the center of the circle, Alex saw the demon had been bound with some sort of metal wire. Its arms were stretched backwards, behind it and around the enchanted post.

A hunchbacked old woman wearing a worn old dress stood nearby, just outside of a complex pattern scrawled on the ground. The pattern glowed and steamed, producing a heat haze effect.

“What’s going on here?” he asked the woman, since she was the only one who stood her ground at his approach.

“This demon came down to kill our people and ruin our crops. She near gave the Bowin’s boy a concussion, and I’ve been told at least one family was murdered in their sleep.” She spat at the demon’s clawed, cat-like feet.

“Not true, not all true,” the bound creature said weakly, looking at Alex with imploring eyes. She sounded like her throat was full of razor blades, all dried out and difficult to understand.

One of the fairies bobbed over. “Alexander, as an Enforcer, you may review the pacts and agreements between people. May we suggest you do so?”

The demon’s chin bobbed. “Do, please do!”

“Who cares about what sorts of agreements a demon would make?” the mage woman said, snarling and making a rude gesture at the captive. “They are all liars. The worst filth. If you’ll just step back, I’ll finish this draining circle.”

“Draining circle?” Alex studied the symbols, then the post. He could make neither rhyme nor reason of either. Many of the patterns repeated, and seemed to be laid out in a systemized, organized manner, but that didn’t give him any insight.

“Some demons you can’t kill without special tools,” she explained. “Ole Auntie Hellen here knows a workaround. Bind them and drain them, and all their magic becomes yours.” She clamped her mouth shut at the end, her eyes bulging as if she hadn’t meant to say the last bit.

He studied Hellen’s face, seeing what might have been glimmers of greed. “Yeah, let me see what terms are in place around all this.”

A silver Tablet appeared in the periphery of his vision. When he focused, it floated over, allowing him to see the script. “It’s in cursive?”

“An elegant hand, from a far nobler time,” the fairy intoned.

Muttering beneath his breath, Alex translated the archaic font.

Pact Agreement: Lord Bert, the inheriting noble overseeing the village of Wurstblaat, is owed taxes. The Pact Demon, Smolder, shall cause such havoc upon the people that they remit their owed amount. Failing that, she shall deal damage equal to the amount owed. In exchange, Smolder will be permitted to migrate permanently to this settlement and out of the hellish depths.


“This doesn’t say anything about hurting people,” he said, looking from the woman to the demon. “Why did you kill people?”

“I didn’t,” the demon, who he assumed was Smolder, declared. “Lord Bert tried to use a spell to change the terms of the agreement without my consent. It threw me into a frenzy. I did my best not to hurt anyone.”

“Lies!” Hellen declared. “A family is dead because of you!”

“I wasn’t near any family,” Smolder shot back. “That young man, yes. I struck him, but that was while I was trying to escape all the pitchforks.”

Alex held up a hand and addressed his fairy guide. “Is what Smolder says possible? Could someone use magic to change an agreement?”

The fairy’s light dimmed, then brightened. “It is. Only agreements sealed by an Enforcer are inviolable.”

“And could tampering with the demon have thrown her into a frenzy?”

“It could. Pact Demons feed off the need present in their agreements. Attempting to alter her magical ‘food’ could very well have thrown her into a rage. If what this demon says about her attempts to avoid hurting people is true, it may be indicative of just how old and powerful she is. Few demons would retain composure under such duress.”

Alex narrowed his eyes. “That last bit feels like you’re planting an idea. You’re telling me Smolder might be powerful. She doesn’t look very intimidating, comparatively speaking. Are you insinuating that freeing her could be more dangerous than her appearance would suggest?”

“I am merely providing you with the facts, Enforcer. Draw what conclusions you wish.”

Hellen’s eyes darted from the fairy to Alex and back. She sidled to the side, moving closer to the spell circle carved into the ground.

“Stop that,” he said, and the second fairy zipped over, intercepting the woman’s progress.

“Do not interfere with the Enforcer’s judgment,” the fairy said solemnly.

Turning to the demon, Alex studied the creature. She looked less like he’d imagined a demon would and more like a boney goblin, with long limbs and a face overstuffed with yellow teeth. Smolder returned his regard with big, curious eyes. The creature was, he decided, objectively ugly. But he’d seen worse during his time in the dungeon.

Hell, I’ve seen men do worse, he thought sourly, thinking about his time in the Service. Ugly doesn’t mean evil.

Alex said, “You didn’t want to hurt people. Your bargain was for freedom from your old home.”

Smolder tried to nod. The bands wrapped around the creature’s neck glowed, constricting, and preventing the movement. “I’ve never been very good at the ultra-evil, murder monster thing. It just doesn’t strike me as civilized. Wasteful, too. People give me what I need to survive. Why kill them?”

“Hrm. A logical demon. Who’d have thought it?”

Hellen scoffed. “Demons are all scum. Born from the twisted, darkest depths of the Dreamers. You can’t trust any of them. They just lie and misrepresent their intent and...”

“Wait,” Alex interrupted, gesturing for the woman to be quiet. “If Enforcers oversee agreements, could I create one between me and this demon? Could I have her promise to tell the truth in exchange for me temporarily sparing her life?”

The fairy next to him bobbed up and down. “Such would be a clever use of your abilities, yes. If the demon were to break such an agreement, as an Enforcer, you would know instantly. It would also allow you to summon your tabard to deliver justice to the creature.”

“How do I do it?”

“Go to this screen on your Tablet and speak the words. Both parties must see and agree to the terms with a clear mind. Technically, Smolder is under duress, but since it’s not from you, it will be fine.”

His temporary Tablet flashed, bringing up a screen labeled Personal Oaths and Bindings. When he repeated the terms of his agreement, the words appeared in cursive on the Tablet. It then rotated to face Smolder.

“I agree,” Smolder said without hesitation.

A sensation of tugging and pressure stretched from Alex toward the Tablet. He saw a thin streamer of energy extend from the demon to the floating device as well.

Words flashed on the Tablet.

Notice: Binding Agreement Accepted. This oath is now Sealed to Fate. If either party breaks it, a [Fated Warden] will mete decisive judgment upon the agreement breakers.

Alex gestured at Smolder. “Would you mind repeating everything you already said?”

“Certainly.” The demon did, reciting everything she’d said, word-for-word.

Nothing happened.

“Well, okay then. I think we all know where this has to go next.” Alex pointed at the old woman. “First, you’re going to turn off this spell until I’m done with my investigation.”

When she hesitated, one of his fairies flickered. She jerked and stepped over, using her foot to smudge a line in the spell surrounding the captive demon.

“Thanks,” he said. Then, addressing the fairies, added, “Would one of you guides remain behind to make sure none of these good people interfere with my investigation?”

“Certainly,” the fairy closer to Hellen replied.

Relatively confident that the fairy would keep things in order, he began the trek to the mansion.

“You know what worries me?” he said to the remaining guide.

“What’s that, Enforcer Alex?”

“If a family died during Smolder’s attack, and the demon didn’t do it, who did?”

The fairy blinked but did not reply.


Bonus Chapter: The Captive Part 2


Alexander climbed the steep road leading to the castle. As he went, he tried to work through what this optional puzzle was for. Beside him, hovering near the periphery of his vision, the status plate floated. What would happen when he achieved more than the required five pips?

And what if I do it in multiple categories? The thought filled him with a sense of anticipation.

Despite the life-threatening danger, he’d come to enjoy his time in the dungeon.

“What does that say about me?”

No one replied.

Studying the mansion, he saw it looked like a cross between someone’s ideal of a typical European fantasy style stone construction, but with modern amenities. Electric lamp posts framed the walls, and the turrets had men standing behind submachine guns. The soldiers were wearing plate armor that glowed with a subtle blue hue.

“Is the armor enchanted?” he asked.

His remaining fairy guide bobbed up and down. “It is. This particular individual has amassed great power within Fate’s Dungeon. He’s collected odds and ends from many worlds, all of which has been stored away in his castle.”

Stopping next to the iron-banded, wooden double doors, he saw an octagonal plate atop a tall pole standing nearby. It read, “Castle Bethod. No Serfs Allowed!!!!”

“What’s a serf?”

The fairy said, “Anyone who isn’t royalty, basically.”

“Ah. What am I?”

“Among the fae and magic wielders, Tablet Wielding members of Fate’s forces, such as Wardens and Enforcers, are above almost all others. With your tabard on, and invested with the full might of the Fates, you may render verdicts on kings and queens.”

Still considering his next best move, Alex decided to collect as much information as possible. “Will you elaborate on what being an Enforcer means?”

“Enforcers oversee pacts and agreements. They ensure all laws and decrees are enforced fairly. If you become an Enforcer, you will have the authority of oversight. Furthermore, you will be able to remove bindings and oversee the creation of new ones. In essence, you would be a lawyer, judge, and investigating officer on behalf of the Fates on Earth.”

“But only while I wear the tabard?”

“Eh.” The light bobbed from side to side. “You’ll have many powers and responsibilities permanently, as a perk of the position. For certain duties, you’ll be able to summon the tabard. If you’re an Enforcer, the tabard will supercharge your innate abilities, effectively boosting your level as long as it's on.”

He remembered his interaction with Smolder. “Going back to the bindings thing, does that mean I’ll be able to dissolve contracts, or negotiate new ones for my own benefit?” Alex had no intention of doing such a thing, but he’d found it was important to know all the sides before deciding.

“If you use your Fated abilities for ill or selfish purposes, there is a whole universe of consequences that may be visited upon you. Threats are outside of the scope of this quest. Suffice to say, even as one of Fate’s chosen, you would retain free will. Showing poor judgment, particularly while wearing one of their tabards, would be unwise. At one point or another, they always discover when one of their agents is misbehaving.”

Alex was surprised to hear just how limited the Fates were, especially given all the power they seemed to have. Still, he felt many of his concerns ease knowing that if he worked for them, he’d retain his humanity. “Got it.”

Gripping the iron handle on the door, he tugged. Sparks flew from the metal as if the steel were electrified. They tingled when they struck his skin.

“It is enchanted so that it will not open without the right charm,” the fairy explained.

He almost asked what he should do, but then stopped himself. This is supposed to be a test. The fairies aren’t here to provide every solution.

Bracing his shoulders, he tried pulling harder. The sparks flew faster, and he felt the door shift a little. Gritting his teeth, he leaned back, using every inch of his strength to yank at the door.

Riiiiip!

With a sound like cloth tearing, the magic around the handles gave way. He looked through the open door and saw a long hallway, with stairs running off into secondary and tertiary levels of the castle.

No one came to stop him as he made his way inside. Plush carpet cushioned his steps as he explored deeper into the confines. A few minutes into his search, he found a stone kitchen, like something out of a Medieval textbook, except for the soft serve ice cream machine. A stack of cones sat next to it, still in the box. The type across the front read, “Sugar Cones!”

Intrigued, he crossed the room, grabbed a cone, and tried the machine. Chocolate and strawberry ice cream oozed out in a perfect swirl.

“This tastes delicious,” he remarked, happily lapping at the confection as he resumed his search.

He wandered into a library that would have been at home in any Disney movie. Bookshelves lined a grand room, with three separate fireplaces and a veritable army of comfortable looking chairs.

“There’s even one of those climbing ladders,” he said, chewing down the last of the ice cream cone. “I’ve always wanted one of those.”

The fairy did not reply.

Walking over to the bookshelves, he studied the ladder. It was mounted at an angle, with wheels at the base and a cunning locking mechanism built in. He gave it an experimental push and was delighted that it rolled smoothly.

“How much time do I have for this test? Should I expect the guards to come rushing in?”

The fairy said, “This isn’t a test of speed. As a Fate’s Enforcer, the odds of anyone outright attacking you are quite low. Enforcers may not be combat-oriented, but attacking one could summon a Warden.”

“And they are combat-oriented?”

“Decidedly so.”

Grinning, Alex took a few minutes to inspect the books. When he found one with a title he liked, he’d lift it free and study it closely. Many were lore about Earth, much of which was patently wrong.

“Why does this book say humans only feed their dogs pizza?” He shut the book, checking the title again. It was, “The Parasitic Relationship of Earth Humans and Canines.”

There were other, far more interesting books about magic and lore. Those he skimmed with fascination, and only reluctantly re-shelved. He was tempted to take a few, recognizing an opportunity for some otherworldly knowledge, but also knew it would be theft.

It’s not like I can enforce the laws if I go into another man’s house and steal his books. Then he remembered the ice cream and felt a hint of guilt.

Resolved to examine just one more book, he reached out for one titled Vision of the Fates.

Click!

When he pulled the book out, it triggered some sort of mechanism. The wooden panel slid to the side, revealing a glowing alcove with a pair of glasses on it.

“Congratulations, Alexander,” the fairy announced, “you’ve found a permanent upgrade. If you survive these trials, you will receive an enhancement to your Veil Perception ability.”

The glasses swirled and became a line of light that streaked off, merging with the floating display of his current score.


Bonus Chapter: The Captive Part 3


The second story of the castle was even more opulent than the first. Making his way down a long hall, Alexander found increasingly ostentatious displays of wealth. There were busts made of solid gold next to racks covered in loose jewelry.

He even passed several glowing swords.

“This is a prime example of an orgy of evidence,” he said to the bobbing fairy. Hesitating between two open chests, one full of diamonds and one gold, he corrected, “an orgy of temptation.”

He remembered Matty’s words about the Fates. Any gift the Fates give always has a price.

Bobbing beside his head, the sphere did not reply.

Click!

The sound of a door easing shut drew his attention. Scanning the hall, he spied a nondescript door nestled between two murals depicting a man in a superhero pose. It was a shockingly modern style, with several computer artifacts around the periphery.

They say this isn’t a combat test, but we’ve been surprised a few times already, he thought, hand sliding down to draw his belt knife.

Walking over, he opened the door.

Inside was a sort of office space, complete with a fireplace and a wide oak desk at the rear. A single pack of cigarettes from some knockoff brand sat on the table. Elaborate symbols surrounded the pack like some sort of magical ritual circle.

Sitting behind the desk was a corpulent, pig-eyed man wearing a business suit and an ornate gold grown. He bore a passing resemblance to the figures in the paintings, mostly in the arrogant tilt of his head.

“You may have scared my men, but you’re not going to judge me!” The man lunged to his feet. Rounding the desk, he lifted a hand to unsheathe a rapier from his hip.

Alex crossed the distance in a smooth lunge. As the sword cleared the man’s scabbard, he brought his fist up and down, slamming the butt of his knife against the top of his opponent’s head, right on the crown.

Clunk.

With a wooden, hollow sound, the man fell to the floor as if his strings had been cut.

Bending over, Alex retrieved the rapier. “I had some of your ice cream on the way in. Do you mind if I count sparing your life as making us even? That feels fair.”

The man blinked dumbly but nodded. “Very fair, Enforcer.”

“Well done,” the fairy announced, and Alex saw his Intellect and Combat scores both go up by one pip.

Ignoring the light, Alex took a few steps back. Grabbing the leather reclining chair, he rolled it around the desk and took a seat in front of the still-collapsed man.

“What’s your name?”

“Lord Bert.”

“Do you mind if I just call you Bert?”

“Sure.”

“Excellent. Now, did you send the demon to terrorize those people down the hill?”

Bert’s eyes darted toward the desk, then over to a glass window facing the town. “I told it to reclaim the taxes they owed me. They haven’t paid in weeks.” He sounded petulant, like a scolded child.

Scanning the books in the room, Alex asked, “What sort of agreement do you have about these taxes? Is there something in writing? If they’ve broken their pledge, I’d be happy to help.”

“In writing?” Even hurt and clearly scared, the fallen man scoffed. “I’m the lord here. They owe it to me. It’s always been like this.”

“How do you have so many books, but no written agreement about your pay?”

“Why would I put anything those peasants say in writing? Can they even read?”

Alex fought the urge to grimace. His role was to be impartial. There was still a chance Bert had been wronged. “Does that mean there’s a verbal agreement? Do you shake hands on it, or have some sort of regular ceremony to reaffirm participation?”

“I sent my troops down to collect the tax every month. That’s the agreement. I make sure my expectations are made clear regularly. If they didn’t want to pay, they could just leave.”

It’s morally reprehensible, but Bert may not be entirely wrong. If there’s precedent of debt, then the townspeople should have attempted to negotiate a better deal.

This sort of situation needed someone like Alex to get involved before things escalated to violence.

If that was all there was to this scenario, he had an easy solution. All he’d need to do was negotiate a new tax rate between Bert and the locals. Once that was on paper and sealed by his temporary Fate powers, that should put a neat bow on everything.

But it felt too easy. That’s too simple. I’m missing something.

Settling back in the chair, Alex furrowed his brow, thinking. His gaze flitted to the pack of cigarettes. They weren’t entirely amiss, given the mixed surroundings, but the circle of spells was suggestive. “The demon said you were forcing her to push the limits of her agreement. Is this how?”

Bert drew his lips tight.

“Bert,” Alex said, tapping his chest and the symbol across the tabard. “Don’t make me ask again.”

Growing pale, the lord nodded jerkily. “Our agreement was to get the tax. I wanted the people to learn a lesson. When the demon resisted my commands to use violence, I used a compulsion spell. What else was I to do?” He spread his hands in a helpless gesture. “Peasants don’t learn without force.”

That was it.

“And did you arrange to have the family murdered, too?”

“What? Family murdered? No.” Bert sounded confused, not guilty.

One more hangnail, Alex thought. Looking over at his fairy guide, he said, “What can you tell me about the demon, or the pack of cigarettes?”

“The cigarettes are likely the demon’s vessel. Think of it like a magical lamp in Earth lore. They allow the demon to travel places their kind normally cannot. Pact demons are among the most powerful entities in the Fae Wilds, with only bindings and agreements limiting the upper bounds of what they can do.”

Why do I feel like this setup is for me to learn something? With an effort, he shelved the introspective thoughts.

Turning to his fae guide, Alex asked, “Pact demons sound a bit like Wishmaster. Is that right?” He referenced the old horror movie. In it, djinn had the ability to grant unlimited wishes, but they could also twist those wishes in their favor. They’d been evil, and with an agenda to reclaim the world for hell. Or something like that.

“Less apocalyptic, but you’re in the right ballpark.”

Turning to face Bert, who’d watched the exchange with an open mouth, Alex said, “I’m taking the cigarettes. In addition, we’re going to draw up a new, fair, tax agreement between yourself and the citizens.”

The city lord shifted in place and slowly climbed to his feet. “You’re not going to kill me and take my things?”

“That’s not what I do. But I am going to demand the demon’s home for my services.” Alex hesitated, cutting his eyes to the fairy. “Is that allowed?”

The ball of light bobbed. “In this scenario, yes. What you do with the demon will impact whether you earn additional rewards.”

Exhaling a relieved breath, Alex spent the next half an hour negotiating a simple agreement with Bert. When he wasn’t being an arrogant prick, the man ended up being surprisingly reasonable.

When they were done, Alex reached out to grab the pack of cigarettes. Sparks flew as his hand passed the magical barrier. Grabbing the pack, he felt himself falling...


Bonus Chapter: The Captive Part 4


He appeared in a black void, with only a tiny amount of ambient light to see by. When he lifted his hands, he discovered they were intact.

“Over here.” It was an older woman’s voice, hard and with a vaguely Russian accent.

Looking up, he saw a burning black coal, like the tip of a cigarette, hovering in front of him.

“What do you want?” the demon asked. “You freed me. I assume you want to make some sort of agreement.”

“Not really.” Alex shrugged. “As far as I’m concerned, you’re the wronged party here. If you made an agreement and Bert broke it, you’re owed damages. How can I help?”

The coal darkened, then burned bright orange. Her voice came out in an outraged strain. “How am I, a demon, owed damages? That’s not how this works. You people always treat me and my kind as the bad guys. Fuck, your spells even label us as evil. It’s not like you give a shit.”

“I don’t know about all that. I became a lawyer to protect people. You’re sentient and make agreements in good faith. To me, that makes you people. If you were bound by your agreements, it means you had to obey them to the letter, right?”

“Yes. And?”

“Did you try to convince Bert not to hurt the locals?”

“I told you back in town, it’s not how I prefer to operate. There’s nothing good that comes from hurting the people who might make deals later on. Plus, it’s messy and leads to all sorts of consequences, like adventurers getting called in.”

“So, you came in to do a job, and made an arrangement in good faith. Moreover, you actively tried to avoid hurting the locals. In my mind, that makes you the wronged party. Bert broke his agreement and the very spirit of his interaction with you.” Alex gave the creature his best reassuring smile. “How can I help make you whole?”

“Whole?” It came out as a whisper.

“It’s how things are balanced. Sort of. I’m taking it upon myself to make sure whatever you’ve lost in this is returned to you.”

The demon pulsed black and red. “I’ve been hurt. Drained of my magic. When Bert forced me to act outside of my agreement, it damaged me.”

Alex gave her a sympathetic look. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

Sounding mollified, the demon went on. “I’m actually one of the highest-level pact demons in the Fae Wilds, you know?”

“My guides mentioned you might be powerful, yes.”

“And that doesn’t concern you?”

“No? Why should it? You’ve been wronged. I’m here to help. If you’d actively tried to hurt those people, I might make a different call. You’ve shown restraint, clear judgment, and heart. I’d say that merits a reward.”

She chuckled. “That doesn’t sound entirely impartial, Enforcer.”

Alex replied evenly. “I didn’t go into law to make assholes rich or more powerful. If I become an Enforcer, that won’t change. When there’s an objectively better outcome, I’m going to use whatever discretion I’m allowed to steer things in that direction.”

“I respect that.” After several more pulses, Smolder said, “My power comes from pacts and agreements. The only way to restore me would be to make a new one. If I made one with you as you are now, as an Enforcer, it would be...quite rejuvenating.”

“And that would make you feel whole?”

“Exceedingly so.”

Considering the smoldering demon, Alex weighed his options. “I don’t want you to do anything for me, though. I have no interest in hurting people or having a slave.”

“What about companionship?”

“Companionship?” Images of succubi flashed in the back of his mind, and Alex winced. “I’m not into that sort of thing.”

“No, not sex, silly man. I’m talking about a familiar’s bond. In this case, it would be an Eternal Tie. I’ve long wanted to travel to Earth. If you’re willing to take me, I am willing to bind myself to you. We’d just need to come up with a set of rules and stipulations that we can both agree to.”

Alex narrowed his eyes, feeling leery about bringing a demon back to Earth with him. Could he responsibly do such a thing? “I’d want to severely restrict how you interact with people. I won’t be responsible for releasing a devil that hurts people.”

“That’s not a problem. As long as there’s a way to let me feed, I can work within limitations.” The demon bobbed. “By the way, I don’t think I’ve caught your name?”

“Alexander. You can call me Alex, if you want.”

“Alex. I like that name.” Smolder glowed brightly. “Now, shall we make our agreement?”

It took a very long time, with a lot of back and forth, but they eventually came to terms. In the end, a pulse of platinum light appeared in the darkness, stretching from Alex to Smolder.

A beautiful woman’s voice filled the space. “Thus the pact is written. Thus the pact is made. Demon and man, bound in faith.”

Next to Alex’s head, the score board appeared. He’d gotten a new Social pip.

When he emerged from the vision, he was holding the pack of cigarettes. One had a glowing tip, and he could sense the entity inside. Looking down at his familiar, Alex said, “Now, we need to figure out what happened to that family.”

“Your official quest is done,” the fairy guide said from nearby. “Are you sure you wish to remain here to pursue that?”

“I’m not letting some asshole get away with killing a bunch of people and blaming it on someone else.”

“As you wish. Your quest timer has been extended.”

Updated Scoreboard
Alexander: Combat (6), Social (6), Intellect (6)



Glossary


Aether: Aether is magic outside of the control of the Fates. It may come from new worlds, foreign spirits and gods, or unexplored realms.

Dreamers: Mortals who are unaware of magic and the fae.

Dream, The: A mandate by the Fates that the world of magic should not interfere with humanity as a whole. As humanity is the source of magic, and shapes the Fae Wild, a mass “awakening” could have catastrophic consequences for both worlds.

Fated Enforcer: Investigators, police, judges, and overseers of pacts and treaties.

Fated Warden: Special operatives, who act as Fate’s executioners.

Fates, The: The Fates are mystical beings responsible for maintaining stability in the Fae Wilds and Earth. They were responsible for the creation of Tablets, and have administrative authority over them.

Fates, Limitations: The Fates are not traditional gods. Although they have many god-like powers, they are not omniscient.

Glamour: A global enchantment that actively helps protect Dreamers (mortals) from seeing fae or magical phenomena. The Fates and their assistants (including the kitsune and other law enforcement) help maintain this.

Tabards: Fate’s mantle given to those that pass Fate’s tests, earn a Tablet, and become either a Warden or an Enforcer. When one of Fate’s chosen are seen wearing their tabards, it means they are authorized by the Fates to use the whole gamut of their power in order to guide events.

Thralls: This term usually refers to mundane humans who are brought in to work for fae or magic-wielding people. These are humans who have been allowed to learn some aspects of the way the world works, under the condition that they remain in service to the one who “woke” them up. Thralls tend to be carefully monitored, and only told what they need to do their jobs. If a thrall went rogue and began telling other mortals about magic, the consequences to the one responsible for that thrall could be final.

Thralls (Other): This term can also refer to a servant of a vampire, demon, or similar entity.
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