
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Monster Exchange Program (MXP)

    

    




      
        Mark Albany

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Mark Albany

        Copyrighted Material.

      

        

      
        MONSTER EXCHANGE PROGRAM (MXP) Copyright (c) 2019 by  Mark Albany. Book design and layout copyright (c) 2019 by Mark Albany. This novel is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are product’s of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

      

        

      
        All rights reserved.

      

        

      
        No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, recording or otherwise, without the prior written permission from Mark Albany.

      

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Foreword

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        
          Chapter 19

        

      

      
        
          Afterword

        

        
          About the Author

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Foreword

          

        

      

    

    
      I hope you enjoy this book. It is strictly for adults, but if you are 18+ and enjoy the read, come join me and two other authors in our Facebook group, HAREM NATION.

      

      We look forward to discussing our books with you!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      When people thought of the FBI, they usually envisioned bulky shitkickers with stenciled windbreakers transporting high-security witnesses, taking down the bad guys, and generally doing their damnedest to keep the country safe. Hell, I’d thought the same thing when they accepted my application into the New Agent Program.

      Before I’d joined, I’d always assumed the Bureau was flush with cash. I guess it was because as the FBI’s role expanded domestically, particularly in light of the off-the-books program I was involved in, they went on a hiring binge. Truth is, even though they spoiled us at Quantico, once you graduated, they became as penny-pinching as your local dry-cleaners.

      They wouldn’t even spring for a plane ticket from Dallas to Los Angeles, simply handed me a bus ticket and told me to pack my bags for my first assignment. Sure, there were still people out there who didn’t like seeing people like me on planes, complaining that I made them feel uncomfortable. I guess it was my size. I’m a big fella, a little under seven feet tall, and I have a grayish complexion and two of the gnarliest tusks you’ve ever seen sprouting from my lower mouth. I have troll blood in me, you see, and being half-troll sometimes spooks people. At least the Bureau had the good sense to give me the mission reports to read during the long-ass bus ride. A trip made longer by the absence of Wi-Fi and generally terrible cell reception for about ninety percent of the way. Having something to occupy my mind was a plus.

      Still, getting off the cramped and smelly bus after almost thirty hours on the road was the best feeling I’d had in a long while, although it was immediately trumped by the ecstatic feeling of stretching in the meager light cast by the streetlamps dangling from the front of the bus depot.

      “Hey, keep it moving, tusk-face,” came a low, growly voice from behind me. I turned to see the surly driver eyeing me through his sunglasses, his wrinkled and browned skin telling of many long hours spent behind the wheel of buses or similar vehicles, bringing those of lesser means from one point in the country to another.

      I couldn’t help running my tongue over the right tusk coming up from behind my bottom lip, and offering him a one-fingered salute, not bothering to verbally tell him where he could shove his petty insults. The man backed away from the door, grumbling softly under his breath, somehow thinking that I couldn’t hear what he was saying.

      People forgot how keen troll hearing was. I paused just to drive the point home, making it look like I was staring back at him, but instead studying my reflection in the windows. Short black hair, a couple of inches longer than was allowed during training at the Academy, was pushed back off my forehead. My ears weren’t long like full trolls’ tended to be, but there was a hint of a point to the top. My skin did have the grayish quality that the rest of my kind had, with dark eyes shaped like fat almonds, and the aforementioned ivory tusks jutting out from my bottom lip. They could keep on growing for most of my life, but as of right now, they just about reached the height of my nose. They worked as a quick way to tell how old the troll in question was, but they were a little different in half-trolls, and the influences of human DNA were still being studied.

      Still, I wasn’t going to stick around the bus stop my whole life. I had places to be, people to see, and a job to do. My assignment was to enroll at a local college that had been experiencing some unusual incidents, including more than one missing young girl, and find out whether there were any supernatural forces involved. There had been others like me at various universities around the country, part of what some called the MXP, the Monster Exchange Program, which was a federal diversity initiative. My cover involved enrolling in college and then getting the lay of the land to report back to my superiors at the Dallas field office. Sounded like a pretty sweet gig to me at the time.

      I shouldered my duffel bag and backpack, where I had my monster hunting gear hidden—including Dead Sea salt, vibration emitters, a magic blade, and more. Most of the students wouldn’t have a clue what they were looking at if they found the stash, and those in the know were likely to be the ones I was hunting. Rolling my shoulders one more time to remind the driver how much trouble he would be in if he tried to mess with me, I headed over to an area where a group of taxis was all lined up and waiting for newcomers who needed a ride into the city.

      I wasn’t looking for just any taxi, though. My mind was set on a particular one. The taxi number had been in the mission files, and I had committed it to memory, along with a horde of other details. As confidential informants went, being a taxi driver was like hitting the jackpot. People didn’t really care about what was said in the presence of some anonymous driver, especially if he was quiet, and they talked about all kinds of shit. And trolls were known for having traps for memories. People had a misconception, thinking they weren’t smart because they tended to be larger and talked slower with a kind of slur. That was mostly due to the development of their jaws, of course.

      Half-trolls weren’t much different, and the one waiting for me in the cab looked smarter than most. You could tell by the look in his bright yellow eyes. Still, he looked a little silly, crammed into a vehicle that clearly wasn’t meant to accommodate his impressive size.

      “Hey there, stranger,” I said, peeking into the passenger window. “Think you can give me a ride?”

      “I don’t know,” the half-orc grumbled, his deep voice almost vibrating the whole car. “Can I?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Come on, man. It’s me.”

      “How do I know?”

      “You see another seven-foot-tall motherfucker around here?”

      The orc smirked. “Sorry, kid, but I have to do it before I can let you in.”

      I knew what he was waiting for. He wanted to confirm who I was. There had been a sign and countersign system mentioned in the files I’d read. Signs and countersigns had long been a staple of domestic intel tradecraft , but that didn’t mean they weren’t antiquated as hell. I let my head drop in surrender for a few seconds before looking back up. “Beautiful day, isn’t it? Hope the nights are just as beautiful.”

      “You should see it on the full moon,” the driver said, grinning and unlocking the door. “Okay, big guy. Hop in.”

      I sighed, pulled the door in the back open and tossed my bags in before taking my place on the shotgun seat next to Stu, the driver, one of the FBI’s best West Coast informants.

      “I’m Stu,” the driver said, offering his massive hand.

      “I know,” I replied, shaking his hand firmly. “Nate. Nate Ellison.”

      “Nice to meet you, Nate,” Stu grumbled, putting the car into drive and pulling away from the curb. “Sorry about the mistrust back there. After the skin-changer scare they had last year, the Bureau is tightening up security.”

      “Right back at you,” I replied, leaning the seat back a little as we drove off. “Don’t worry about it. Can’t be too safe these days.” I knew what he was talking about, of course. Even fresh out of the Academy, I had heard tales of how DNA tracers were required for all field agents to keep them from being infiltrated by the damn shifters, supernatural creatures that could morph into men, women, and all kinds of things in between.

      “Where am I taking you?” Stu asked. He apparently hadn’t been briefed on the whole of the mission.

      “USC campus,” I replied, looking at the city around us as we drove through. Los Angeles was one of those cities that people liked to say was full of mystery and fun when they talked about it, even if the reality of the place rarely fulfilled those expectations. It was a place revolving around the entertainment industry, where, as someone once said, lots of promises are made, but few are ever kept.

      “Where you from, kid?” Stu asked, bringing my mind back to the here and now.

      “You ask a lot of questions, don’t you Stu?” I replied as he shrugged his massive shoulders innocently.

      “Not local, then,” Stu replied with a chuckle. “You have the accent of someone from the East Coast, though. I have some family in Jersey, so I thought I’d ask.”

      I opened my mouth, about to tell the half-orc to mind his own business, but after thinking about it, wondered what the point would be in keeping irrelevant secrets between us? I didn’t know him and he didn’t know me, so we might as well have a civilized conversation.

      “Grew up in South Boston, actually,” I said, nodding gently. “They took a lot of us in there after the Breach. My tribe ended up being one of those that actually worked out in the area.”

      “Huh, no kidding,” Stu replied. “My family originally settled up in Maine. Folks thought they weren’t good for anything but farm work—good with the horses, you know—but as it turns out, a lot of the second generation are starting to get it going in the universities, even though there are a lot of assholes who don’t like that.”

      “What are you doing out here?” I asked, turning to face the half-orc. His features clearly pegged him as a second-generation, and so far, there were only two generations. The Breach—the rift in the universe that had forced humans and various non-humans, including monsters, together—hadn’t happened that long ago. Nobody had quite figured out how the Breach occurred, but it had, and once it closed, my ancestors and Stu’s were stuck in the land of mortals for good.

      “Helping my little sister pay her tuition,” Stu replied. “She’s going to be a doctor, that crazy kid. I’ll get in on it with her helping me once she gets her degree.”

      “Cool,” I replied. “But you could get a job as pretty much anything out there. I’ve seen that a lot of movies are taking on you troll-folk as extras, and even putting some in really flashy spots on TV.”

      “Those are slow-burn jobs, Nate,” Stu explained. “I need the money right now, not five years from now when I make it big on either the big screen or the little one. This job pays well enough, and people are sufficiently intrigued by being driven around by a half-orc that they don’t usually notice that I’m ripping them off. They probably think I’m too dumb to outsmart them, and if I’m ever caught, I just put my slur on a little harder and make it out as an honest mistake.”

      A hint of a smile touched my features. At least he was honest about his shady business dealings, although I caught myself checking the meter to make sure he was only charging me for the one ride.

      I could understand why he came out here to work. It was the same reason there was a lot more of his kind wandering the streets. Half-orcs like him were in large supply, many full orcs, too—definitely more than trolls. There were also a variety of skin-changers, drow, fairies, and more making their living in this city. I even caught a glimpse of a couple of fork-tails with delivery packages in their claws. California, being a progressive paragon, had some of the loosest laws when it came to what people these days called the Breach Monsters. A lot of people were against the use of that particular moniker, but I didn’t mind it much. In a lot of cases, it did kind of apply. ‘Monsters’ was a broad enough categorization that covered all the different species involved, so it made things a little easier. When talking to humans, anyway.

      “Besides,” Stu continued, leaning back in his seat as we reached the on-ramp, the snail-paced traffic giving way to a packed yet quickly-moving eight-lane highway, “the coin I make as a driver is small potatoes compared to what the FBI—and your Myths and Monsters Branch—pays for the information I sell them. Not only that, but your boys in the Bureau make sure I stay in business. Running protection for me and paying me on top of that… I must be pretty important to them. To you.”

      “And yet you’re still trucking a newbie across town,” I pointed out. I was surprised that Stu actually knew about M&M, the Myths and Monsters Branch at the FBI that I was part of. We were an off-the-grid element, a unit within the Bureau organized to assist in various crimes that involved monsters and the like.

      “And getting paid for it,” Stu laughed. “Don’t think that I’m doing this out of the goodness of my heart. Your boss down at the Dallas field office told me to make sure you get settled and get to know the city you’re operating in. He didn’t say anything about giving you free rides.”

      “That’s fair, I guess,” I replied, cracking the window open and closing my eyes for a moment as the warm breeze coming in hit my face. I still wasn’t sure why anyone chose to settle in this place. I felt the same about Las Vegas, where I had spent the last couple of weeks of my training to run a couple of mock operations under substantial supervision. The fact that humans chose to settle in a couple of deserts, places that were rapidly running out of water, was as mysterious as the Breach itself.

      I narrowed my eyes, scoping a couple of posters plastered to the fronts of a brace of buildings, including one for another Warcraft film. How many of them had there been? Ten? Fifteen? The goddamn flicks took off like wildfire when they started using actual orcs to play the parts of the members of the Horde. Trolls like myself hadn’t been so lucky, other than as background. Half-trolls? No chance—not that I had any interest in that.

      “So,” Stu said, as the period of silence threatened to drag on interminably. “What did the FBI send you here to do? I mean, it’s not like they would just send a newbie on a solo mission like this unless there were some mitigating circumstances to help them along, right?”

      Peering over at him, a small smirk touched my lips. Tapping idly at the tip of my right tusk with my fingers, I shook my head. “Nope. That’s not going to happen.”

      “What are you talking about?” Stu asked, taking his eyes off the road to watch me.

      “You made it abundantly clear that we’re not friends, only business associates, and maybe not even that,” I replied, taking a moment to inspect the indentation that my tusk had left on my forefinger. “You’re not even going to give me this ride for free. Why on Earth would I talk about an ongoing investigation with you?”

      Stu didn’t answer, trying to figure out what kind of angle I was working. He was smart, I knew that much, but he was overthinking this. My angle, if that was the right word for it, was simply greed.

      “I’ll tell you what,” I said, tilting my head and smirking. “Restart the meter, and I’ll fill you in on the basics.”

      Stu realized what I was after, and chuckled. “And here I thought that trolls were a little limited in the math department.”

      “Stereotypes are bullshit,” I said. “You, of all people, should know that. Besides, I’m only half-troll.”

      “Your old lady?”

      “A shamaness.” I didn’t feel the need to add that she was also a bit of a war troll. Shamaness carried enough of its own baggage.

      Stu whistled.

      “She’s a certified badass,” I added.

      “They all are. It’s in those long fucking fingers they got.”

      “Wand-like.”

      Stu nodded. “In the next life, I wanna come back as a spell-slinger.”

      “Thankfully, she didn’t raise an idiot for a son,” I said.

      “No, she did not,” Stu rumbled as he reached across me and, with the press of a button, restarted the meter. “So, why does the Myths and Monsters Branch want a young half-troll like you heading up an operation all on your own? What are you anyway, twenty-three, twenty-four?”

      “I’m not heading up anything,” I quickly pointed out. “The chief’s still calling the shots. I’m simply running point. And I’m twenty-one, by the way.”

      “Well, what do they want you running point for, anyway?” Stu said, starting to sound annoyed.

      I decided to stop being facetious. “Look, several girls have vanished on campus and the Bureau wants some answers. Campus security is being difficult, of course, and denying that any disappearances occurred, despite a handful of witness accounts to the contrary. It’s a private university, very distinguished and exclusive, so getting anyone in without tipping security off about it and having them bury any investigation in litigation is off the table. Getting an agent inside would be difficult, except that just this year they opened up a handful of scholarships for non-humans, and I made the cut. On my own merit, I should say. So, I’m going to be the inside man for the operation.”

      “Oh, yeah,” Stu said with a nod. “I remember reading about the missing girls on the newsfeed a couple of weeks ago. The officials denied everything.”

      “Of course, they did,” I said, pulling my phone out of my pocket and running my eyes over the statements in the mission report again, and then the footage of the incident that had gotten the attention of the Bureau. Jags of pain flogged my temples, and it felt like something was pushing forward, trying to burrow through my forehead. I knew the feeling well, and after a moment of hesitation, I let it slip over me, covering my vision with a sheet of black for a moment until I blinked, and a few things came into focus in the form of a vision:

      A patch of trees. A small gravel path leading through what looked like a park. In the middle of summer, the fountains were still running. I heard them babbling gently in the corner of my mind. They weren’t important, though, so I pushed the thought aside, I moved forward, my heart hammering in my chest from a mixture of excitement and fear.

      Screams. Soft at first but getting louder. Footsteps across the gravel. About half a dozen of them, running in my direction. I remained hidden in the trees, watching as a young woman sprinted, her summer dress flowing behind her. She was barefoot, which couldn’t be comfortable on the gravel. She had been wearing heels and kicked them off to run better. She was pretty. Long curls of blonde hair billowed behind her.

      She was looking back, trying to see the shadowy figures that chased her, so she didn’t see me come out of hiding to intercept her. She crashed into me, but my strong arms wrapped around her tight enough to keep her from pulling away. She tried to scream again, but my hand clamped over her mouth, and the noise was quickly muffled as my compatriots rushed in to help me restrain her, dragging her to the ground.

      I blinked, bringing myself out of the trance I’d fallen into. The eyes that I’d been using felt human, but there was something different about them. I’d looked through human eyes before, but they had never been able to see that clearly in the darkness. Maybe some latent monster mutations?

      Turning to look at Stu, I realized that the half-orc was watching me closely and that the cab had stopped.

      “We’re here, kid,” Stu said.

      ‘Here’ was a shitty by-the-hour motel, by the way.

      I planned to grab some shut-eye for a few hours, then head over to campus in the morning to begin my operations. I wouldn’t know what my dorm room assignment was until orientation, which was scheduled for tomorrow, so a short stay at the motel was necessary.

      I eyed the meter to make sure that the half-orc hadn’t added to it while I’d been out. I never could tell how long these visions of mine lasted in the real world, even though they only felt like minutes.

      Either way, it didn’t look Stu had cheated me, or if he had, he’d kept his profits to a minimum. I wouldn’t have put either past him. Pulling out my wallet, I handed the man his due in cash, then pulled myself out of the passenger seat and quickly collected my baggage from the back.

      “You be safe now, you hear me, Nate Ellison?” Stu called, as I closed the car door behind me.

      “Early days, but from what I’ve been able to tell, I can pretty much assure you that’s not going to happen,” I replied with a slightly manic chuckle. “But it’s nice to know you care, Stu. You have a good day, now, you hear?”
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      I growled softly, rolling around in the small double bed as I searched for the annoying buzzing and ringing that had dragged me clear of the realm of dreams. Finally reaching the edge of the bed, and pushing past my sleep companion, Mr. Turtle, a small pet tortoise.  My hands found the phone and cut off the alarm. Mr. Turtle didn’t seem to mind at all that I’d brushed right over his shell. He was a little one, but he was also brave and  helped me feel like I was always home even when I wasn’t. When humans came around, he’d hide inside his shell, but he never did that to me. For some reason, turtles trusted trolls (including half-trolls), and we trusted them. Strange, sure, but it wasn’t that different from humans sleeping with stuffed animals-not in my opinion anyway. Plus, me and my turtle was like my favorite comic book hero—Hellboy—and his cats.

      Scowling from waking earlier than I really wanted to, my eyes opened to stare up at the bleak, dark ceiling of the motel room I had rented for the night. The common anecdote shared among my people was that trolls only needed about three hours of sleep every night to be ready for the day ahead. It was mostly based on mythology, but it was religiously followed, and there was actually some scientific data to back up the claim.

      Of course, I was only half troll, and while I did need less rest than most humans I’d had the pleasure of meeting, I still needed more than three hours. Well, maybe needed was too strong a word. Wanted was more accurate. I had lived on three hours of sleep a night, especially during my early days at Quantico and the M&M Branch’s separate training section, but that didn’t mean I liked it.

      I’d ended up settling for about five when I set my alarm the night before, and I regretted it now. Sure, I wasn’t in the Academy anymore and didn’t have the chief looking over my shoulder with his fits of shouting and stomping, but that didn’t mean I would be allowed to let my standards of fitness and professional habits slip.

      This was a civilized location, and by the gods, I was going to respect that.

      My feet touched the carpeted floor as I pulled myself up from the bed, groaning softly as I quickly patted Mr. Turtle, and stumbled to the bathroom. The motel was right on the outskirts of the campus, maybe a five-minute walk from the dormitory buildings. The fact that there was an option to pay by the hour was telling. The place was mostly used by horny college students wanting to get their freak on in private.

      Whoever had opened this motel was a damn genius.

      Next was a visit to the bathroom, a quick shave across my grayish jawline, polishing my tusks and brushing the rest of my teeth, and making use of the facilities for a few minutes before making my way back into the bedroom. I’d packed all the clothes I needed for the trip, which included some workout clothes that were meant to accommodate the powerful muscles that were a famous attribute of my kind. I pulled the clothes on, as well as some extra-wide jogging shoes, and made my way out of the room, careful to lock it before leaving.

      It was early. Earlier than most college students tended to be up during the semester. The fact that it was the first day of the semester, with most of the students involved in returning from their summer break and getting situated, meant that the place would be fairly deserted at this hour. An early morning jog would double as an excellent way to scout the premises, find the gravel path I had seen in the footage, and check the place out for any evidence that may have been left behind. After three weeks, I didn’t have much hope for that, but the mission parameters implied a duty to be thorough. So, I would search the scene with due diligence.

      It was just past the crack of dawn, the sky barely changing from dark blue to pink by the time I stepped outside, breathing in the refreshingly cool morning air as I started jogging toward the campus. There was some movement already. A few students and professors made their way toward the various lecture and research halls, but they were the exception and not the rule. I had the place to myself, for the most part.

      Once I passed the various parking lots and headed into campus proper, one detail came to me that was simultaneously promising and deflating. All of the pathways within were made out of the same finely ground, smooth type of gravel that I remembered seeing in my vision.

      Finding the exact spot would be complicated, I realized, as the people who designed this place were apparently in love with gravel for some reason. I kept jogging, keeping my eyes open for anything resembling the same formations of trees and bushes from the footage. They had to be close enough to be within earshot of some fountains. That much, I remembered.

      I did a couple of rounds over the grounds, keeping a good, strong pace, almost a full run, feeling the sweat soak into my clothes as a welcome burn started in my thighs and calves. I kept moving until I found a map of the campus. Most of the buildings were identified with only a basic covering of the paths between them, making things complicated. But there was a marker for some fountains at the very center, which appeared to be the best place to start. I headed off in that direction, kicking up gravel as I picked up my pace and ran toward them.

      As the sun rose higher in the sky, I noticed that the number of people—exclusively human—was greater than before, and a handful had the time to point and look at the oddity of a half-troll jogging around the facility. There was no hostility in their looks as far as I could see, but I was apparently worth commenting on.

      I didn’t mind, having experienced the pointing and stares for most of my life. I wasn’t about to let it start bothering me now.

      The fountains were already on, bubbling water up over statues of a group of cherubs chasing each other around. It was a nice area, with some benches and a handful of tables with checkered markings on them to encourage chess or checkers, giving the whole place a mixture of a natural, soothing, and studious environment.

      No sign of anything that rang a bell when it came to the footage, I thought, pausing for a moment when my lungs began to beg for a break from the exercise. For a few seconds, I looked around the place, tilting my head and trying to think of what I could do. I’d been running for a little under an hour now, and that wasn’t going to stand as cover for much longer.

      There was an answer to my problems, I realized, temporary though it might be. An open-air workout area, with bars for pullups, planks to be used for sit-ups, and even push-ups for those who were ambitious enough to try. It would be a good cover for about fifteen minutes as I went through the variety of body-weight exercises that were possible with the equipment. I didn’t mind that kind of exercise, but I would have to look into finding a proper gym around here to keep up with my standards for personal fitness.

      I jogged over to the pieces and started with the bars, jumping lightly to the highest one, the only one that could accommodate my six-foot, seven-inch frame. Pulling up slowly, I kept my eyes on my surroundings, trying to get my bearings on the locations I’d already written off and mentally marking those I still needed to check out. That would come later, though. I pulled myself up, then twisted my grip around so I could push myself higher until my hips were parallel to the bar before slowly dropping. Keeping my movements painfully slow was the best way to keep up the muscle tone that I was only slightly embarrassed to admit I was proud of. I repeated the motion fifteen times before a brief pause and then went through the set two more times.

      More eyes looked my way, but the curiosity I’d seen before was now replaced with something more akin to interest, most notably in the eyes of the female students, and even a couple of professors who were passing through the area. A handful hung back, pausing on their way to what looked like the dining hall to wonder aloud what a troll was doing on campus.

      I quickly switched over to pushups on the sit-up plank, using the angle to improve the workout. I added three sets to that before moving on to sit-ups, taking my time and trying to ignore the whispers that my keen ears picked up on. People really did forget how good troll hearing was, even if the ears were only half-troll and decidedly smaller but still showing off the telltale point.

      Finished with my workout, I dropped into a crouch as I eyed the area one more time, scanning my surroundings as my fingers ran through my sweat-soaked hair.

      Let them stare at my tusks, my ears, or my grayish skin, I thought, pushing myself back up to my full height and rolling my neck. As long as they were staring at the obvious, they would miss the subtle. That was the whole point of sending me, or so it had been implied.

      Orientation would start in about an hour and a half, I realized, once I checked my watch. It was time to head back to my room, shower, and made myself presentable. I should probably check out of the motel too, considering that enrolling meant that I would get a dorm room with one of the other students on campus. I wasn’t a fan of the arrangement, of course. I was the kind of guy who needed my space, but some sacrifices came with the job. It was a job I wanted, so I’d do what was needed without too much fuss.

      I stopped mid-step when I heard a soft scream, not twenty feet away from where I was. My instincts being what they were, I couldn’t help the suspicion and assumption of luck that I had somehow just walked into another kidnapping. Sure, it was a dumb thought. I realized that almost immediately as I turned around to see what it was. Not only was it highly unlikely that the perp would try something as stupid as kidnapping a student in broad daylight, but they would also avoid doing it with so many witnesses present.

      A quick look confirmed my speculation as I saw two young women—students with that preppy, cheerleader look about them—standing over a piece of tech that had dropped to the ground.

      “Fuck,” the blonde one shouted as she picked up the device and studied it closely, pressing a few of the buttons on the side. “It’s bricked. My dad’s going to kill me. He already gave me grief over jumping into the pool with my other phone.”

      I took a moment to consider my position. Sure, I wanted to get back for a shower, but I could take the time to try and help the young woman with her phone. Besides, an hour and a half was more than enough time to get back, shower, change, and check out, and still be on time for orientation. I mentally shrugged. Why not?

      Apparently, seeing me stroll over was enough to divert both cheerleaders’ attention. The blonde was the first to see me. She narrowed her eyes as I approached. She was tall, lean, and wore her hair tied up in a ponytail. Her friend, a shorter, more curvaceous Asian human with her black hair hanging over her shoulders, quickly followed suit.

      “Hey,” I said with a small smile, revealing none of the nervousness that was rapidly puddling in the depths of my stomach. “I can take a look at that.”

      They didn’t answer immediately, quickly sharing a glance between themselves before turning back to me.

      “You think you can fix it?” the Asian girl asked.

      “I think I can try,” I said. When she eyed me with suspicion, I added, “Where do you think I’m going to go with it? Besides, it’s broken. It’s not like you have anything to lose.”

      The Asian chick turned to her friend, who shrugged. She looked tired and unwilling to deal with any drama at this point.

      “Fine,” she said. “But I don’t know what you think you can do with it. These new things are really useful, but they break with any kind of bump. I swear to God, they need to start making them sturdier.”

      Gods, I corrected her mentally but didn’t say anything aloud as she handed me the device. The screen was cracked pretty badly, which meant that the holographic capabilities would be limited until she could replace it, but that wasn’t the problem that kept the device off. With the two women watching me closely, I moved over to one of the empty checkerboard tables. There were tricks that my mother had taught me over my formative years that had stuck, and they had proved rather helpful. My thick fingers were deceptively deft as I quickly took the device apart, memorizing where each piece went as the screen came off first, then the battery, followed by a handful of the safety components, then the comm chip and a tiny SD drive.

      I narrowed my eyes and leaned closer as I inspected the motherboard. As suspected, the impact with the ground had jarred a couple of the cells used for connecting the battery to the motherboard, thus causing the issues. Most professional engineers would have missed it, but it was a common problem found among a tribe of trolls whose first instinct was to salvage and repair any broken device they came across. Angry people called us scavengers. Nicer ones referred to us as recyclers. I wasn’t sure which was the more accurate description.

      A light tap was all that was needed to put both of the cells back into place, and I went through a quick check routine to make sure nothing else was broken or dislodged before I put the device back together again. The whole process had taken me less than five minutes. Once I put the last piece in place, I pressed the power button on the side, and the screen immediately lit up with the manufacturer’s logo.

      “Holy shit,” the blonde said, grabbing her phone back from my outstretched hand, almost disbelieving that I’d actually done it.

      “You’ll still need to replace the screen,” I advised her, rubbing my hands together. “But that will be cheaper than a new phone.”

      “Wow, you’ve got serious skills,” she said with a little chuckle as she quickly logged in before turning her attention back to me. “I’m Jennifer, by the way. Jennifer St. George.” She put her hand out as she spoke.

      “And I’m Crystal Jeong,” her friend added, quickly offering her hand for me to shake as well. Her hand lingered in mine a bit longer than usual, her soft skin so tender in my grip.

      “I’m Nate like I said.” I gave them a small smirk as I pulled my hand back. “It was nice to meet you both. Have a nice day.”

      I wasn’t much for awkward, apologetic conversations, which I felt was coming next, so I walked away and headed back to the motel. As I walked, though, I heard them start to talk about me once they thought I was out of earshot.

      “See the way he moved his fingers?” came the higher-pitched voice I associated with Crystal.

      “Gets you thinking, doesn’t it,” Jennifer replied with a giggle.

      “I’ve heard a rumor, one about trolls being hung like fucking porn stars,” Crystal added. “Every last one of them.”

      “Maybe half-trolls, too,” Jennifer replied. “And he’s just on the right side of rugged to make him handsome enough for me to want to try and find out.”

      I couldn’t help but add a bit of swagger to my walk as I continued out of earshot. Humans really were an odd bunch. Entertaining, but odd nonetheless. Orientation wasn’t quite what I thought it would be. There was a tired, stressed-out assistant professor laying out the rules for all of the new arrivals. The poor man looked like he’d been working all through the summer break. He was reading directly from the e-book on his tablet. The rules were pretty straightforward. No partying in the public areas of the campus, no consumption of controlled or illicit substances on campus, although the university itself was only responsible for what was consumed in public.

      There were some chuckles from the newer arrivals who interpreted that as free license to consume whatever they wanted in their dorms. I knew better, though. They would still be punished if caught using any drugs stronger than pot—since that had been legal in the state for a while now—but the university wouldn’t be held liable in any way. This was the university covering its ass.

      As he started to hand out the various dorm and study assignments, the chosen major of each student was revealed based on the classes and whatnot. I knew there would be hints of a surprise when the rest of the students learned what I’d picked for my major. Sure, someone like me being given a scholarship did have sports connotations (and it didn’t hurt that the Bureau had pulled a lot of strings). Most of the leagues were already starting to put rules in place that allowed non-humans to participate in sports events, and some sports were even being developed and broadcast for non-humans only.

      When my major showed up as Electrical Engineering, there was tittering and open laughter. There were a lot of things that I generally didn’t let touch me, and times when I encouraged the hurtful stereotypes since that made people think they knew what I was capable of. There was nothing more fun than proving them wrong and watching them rethink their whole lives.

      But, there were other times when people needed to be taught a lesson in humility. Mocking me by trying to imitate how they thought I would look while fixing electronics with my tusks was too much, even for me. I shook my head, trying to ignore them, but as the laughter continued, I decided that something needed to be done. One of the students was holding his phone up and filming all the reactions—likely some kind of ‘influencer’ planning to post it on one or more of the various social media platforms.

      I extended my hand, inhaled, and closed my eyes. There was some of the old ways, the old magic swirling in my blood, all thanks to mom, of course. Geneticists had studied it, calling it a recessive gene, although they weren’t sure exactly what it was that allowed me to connect to electronics. My mother was better at it than me, but I had inherited a few of the skills.

      I reached out, feeling in touch with the electrical waves coming from the device, and then followed them into the phone itself. The connection was difficult to explain, but it felt like I was physically slipping through the interior of the machine and riding the pulses of energy with each command sent from the touchpad, which now coursed through me as well.

      I smiled, closed my fist, and opened my eyes as the phone exploded in a shower of sparks.

      The influencer’s eyes widened as he tried to understand what had just happened to his whole life, which was tied to the device. He turned around to face me, seeing my lips curled up in a smile made slightly terrifying by the tusks on either side. He shook his head as I flipped him the bird and then returned my attention to the AP, who had noticed the young student reacting to the fact that I was responsible for ruining his life.

      “You son of a bitch!” the kid shouted. Now, there was something that I wouldn’t take personally. I learned so much from my mother, but there was no disputing that she was indeed a stone-cold bitch.

      “If you wouldn’t mind paying attention… Skylar Blackwell?” the AP snapped, taking a step forward. “You really don’t want to start this semester on my bad side, do you?”

      Skylar. That kid’s parents never gave him a chance in life with a name like that. Although with a last name like Blackwell, I imagined that a hefty trust fund came with the terrible name.

      He sat, and the orientation continued. It didn’t take very long since the AP was determined to get through all the information as quickly as possible, making sure all the necessary details were texted to the students who needed to know them. It made the whole orientation session a bit redundant, I mused, but then, that was what universities were about these days, right?

      I was the first one out of the room, not wanting to be bothered by Skylar and his sudden lack of ability to ‘influence.’ I wanted to get to my room, unpack, and focus on the real job I was here to do.

      As I walked through the grounds, more students were arriving, enjoying the bright, sunny California day. They were bunched up in the usual collection of cliques that I’d come to expect from a place like this. Jocks, cheerleaders—I caught a glimpse of Jennifer and Crystal, still poring over the phone— the studious, valedictorian-type kids, the activists. There were even a couple of sororities and frats already starting to gather attention for the rush that would come later in the week.

      There was something else I noticed, that I thought was out of place. About a dozen students—a disparate group of jocks, stoners, and goths who usually wouldn’t associate with each other—were hanging in a furtive kind of way that made the hairs on the back of my thick neck stand up. I narrowed my eyes, slowing my pace as I intentionally shifted my backpack and duffel bag around to give me an excuse for not moving as fast, buying more time to watch. My first instinct was that they were only together for the common interest of scoring some illicit or controlled substances. That was what made the three groups hang out together, right?

      But no substances were passed. They spoke to each other in hushed whispers that I could hear but not make out the words, which were too mumbled to understand. They appeared to be trying to spread a message without anyone noticing that they were actually interacting as a group.

      Their reaction to seeing me wasn’t quite what I expected. They quickly scattered. I came closer, trying to follow some of them, but they disappeared into other groups and rushed into various buildings. By the time I reached the place where they’d gathered, they’d all vanished.

      Clearly, I needed to work on my eavesdropping skills, I thought, mentally chastising myself until I caught view of something else. Something different but equally interesting. Posters—of the girl who had gone missing. The same girl from my vision. If campus security was so intent on keeping the disappearances a secret, I had to assume that the only reason these posters were still up was that they hadn’t been seen, yet. Had this been what the kids were discussing?

      I stepped closer, noting that some people watched me oddly, but I didn’t care. I ripped off one of the posters from a post it was stapled to, folded it up, and put it in my pocket for closer study later. For now, I needed to get to my room and adjust, get my bearings.
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      It was a short walk to the student dormitories. People were eager to get out of my way, and it wasn’t only because I was larger than the university’s team linebackers. The news that a half-troll had enrolled was already spreading across campus. I didn’t like the way people stared at me like I was some kind of novelty. I preferred it when they ignored or hated me, the way most humans felt when they looked at me. This way, I felt like a fucking caged animal that they expected to pull off tricks to amuse them, all afraid that I’d break through the bars and hurt them, wild animal that they thought I was.

      Fuck them.

      I couldn’t shake the feeling as I reached the door of the housing complex, shrugging my annoyance off like an ugly coat and ignoring the rest of them. I was here to do a job, whether they were aware of it or not, and I didn’t give a shit how they saw me.

      Following the directions provided, I ended up on the second floor and found the room marked 213. I used my phone to unlock the door. Campuses like these were equipped for pretty much anything. While the doors could be unlocked using a key card that was given out at the central building, they also made it so we could get the app to open the door without needing a card or a key. Streamlining the process was something that I had always been in favor of.

      The room wasn’t that large. There was enough space for a pair of single beds with a small desk between them for studying. There was another desk between the door and the bed on the right, with the space between the bed on the left and the bathroom taken up by a closet. This was a student living in a private university. I’d never thought I would see the like.

      Since it appeared that my roommate hadn’t shown up yet, I decided that I would choose the bedding situation. I picked the one closest to the entrance, which meant my desk was the one next to the door, just the way I liked it. I took a quick moment to inspect my surroundings and make sure that everything with the bathroom and the room was in place the way it was supposed to be after dropping all of my luggage on my bed. It wasn’t a lot, but there was a need to mark my territory.

      Not literally, of course, but still.

      I connected my laptop and phone to the room’s integrated Wi-Fi before I unpacked. I was going to leave most of my stuff in the bag, but there was some equipment, including what I called my tinkering bag—full of pieces and half-built devices that I toyed with and got to work on in my spare time—that I needed closer to hand. I also moved Mr. Turtle from his hidden pocket in my suitcase to a five-inch high and six-inch wide nook in the wall behind the mattress. My best guess was that the last resident had too much to drink one night and fell into the wall, then hid his mistake with the bed frame. A lucky break for Mr. Turtle.

      The rest, I quickly shoved back into my bag, except for a change of clothes. I had thought that I would need to give off a much better first impression by dressing up somewhat. Now, I needed to put on some clothes that would let me mix in better with the rest of the folks around here.

      I looked around the room one more time and made sure that the door was closed and locked before I pulled off my shirt, rolled my shoulders and ran my fingers across the selection of scars on my skin. A scattering of tattoos across my chest, shoulders, back, and arms were visible, too. Some were more modern than others. There were those in my tribe who liked the old ways a little too much, making it difficult to advance but damned if I didn’t find a way to compromise. The Old Tree covered my back, with the branches spreading the Valeesa snakes over my arms. They were markings for warriors of the tribes. The modern tattoos—a panther on my right bicep, some human tribal patterns on the left arm, and the sigils of a couple of the local teams that I’d ended up becoming a fan of over the years—contrasted the old-style art. The modern ones weren’t very popular with the elders, but with a shamaness for a mother, some things received a blind eye turned.

      I was a bit of rebel. They said it was the human nature in me. Then again, trolls weren’t exactly the most establishment-friendly beings, anyway.

      I dropped my pants, too, and my briefs were on the way down when I heard the door to the room unlock. I shook my head, thinking about how the timing could not have been worse. But I wasn’t overly ashamed of my body. Let my new roommate step in and have his eyes pop out of his head with my lack of modesty.

      Except, I realized, as I stepped out of the last of my clothes, it wasn’t a him after all. It was a her. A particularly small her, just a hair over five feet tall. She sported black hair that was barely down to her shoulders, with bangs and glasses, and dressed with a little more than had to be comfortable in the warm summer weather.

      Her eyes bugged out of her head when she saw me naked in the room, though.

      “I think you’re in the wrong room, here, lady,” I grumbled, narrowing my eyes and adjusting my watch for a second, not hurrying to get my clothes on again.

      She didn’t look like she would be talking for a few seconds. Her eyes were stuck on my naked body, quickly running up and down as her mouth dropped open. Her eyes looked even bigger through those glasses of hers.

      “Hey,” I said, waving my hand and snapping my fingers to catch her attention again. “You still with me? What, see something you like?”

      A few more seconds were needed to bring her out of her trance.

      “Yes,” she said. I raised an eyebrow, and she panicked again. “I mean… No? I mean, what? No, no! Hi, I’m Kelly. Kelly Graham.” She stepped in to offer her hand for me to shake, and her eyes drifted down over my body again, particularly stopping at the bits that were usually covered. “Do you mind covering that thing? It’s a little difficult to concentrate while it’s…hanging around like that.”

      “Oh… Sure,” I said with a smile, pretending not to realize what was making her uncomfortable about it. “Sorry about that. As I said, I think you’re in the wrong room. I don’t think these dorms are co-ed, you know.”

      She waited to answer until I wrapped a towel around my midsection and turned to face her again, stubbornly refusing to fully dress just because she wanted me to.

      “No, I think you’re in the wrong room,” she replied, still refusing to look directly at me as she pulled her phone out of her pocket and showed me the number that was meant to be hers.

      Or, ours, in this case. I moved over to my bed, where I’d left my device, and showed her the same number, 213.

      “Shi…shoot,” she snapped, shaking her head as she pulled her backpack off and dumped it on her bed. “Looks like they bungled something at the admissions office, maybe because you’re a… I mean… wait, are you here on the MXP program?”

      “Yeah,” I said, narrowing my eyes.

      “That’s so cool!” she said, looking at my eyes for the first time instead of my chest. “What did you pick for your major?”

      “Electrical engineering,” I answered. “So I’m doing pre-engineering now.” That basically meant a series of classes that would involve Fundamentals of Physics, Calculus, a basic Linear Circuits class, and a few others. It was all a cover anyway, so I kept it simply as ‘pre-engineering’ for now.

      “Ooh, wow!” she said, and when I scowled at her, she quickly spoke up again. “I’m not saying that because I’m surprised that a troll would be in electrical engineering. The wow is because that’s mine, too. This year, anyway. I changed my major after I realized that the Psychology department here was one of the worst programs.”

      “Oh,” I said, taking a moment to pick my shirt up off the bed and pull it on. Even though she had managed to pull herself back together somewhat, her eyes still drifted toward my chest, arms, and shoulders uncomfortably often.

      “Yeah, and what’s funny is that I was one of the students campaigning for them to start an MXP program here,” she said, turning back to her bed and starting to unpack. “They opened one up in a few of the New York universities, and even one in Washington State, so I thought it would be good to have one here at USC too. A lot of students agreed with me, too. Almost five hundred of us showed up at the rally.”

      “Huh,” I grunted, raising an eyebrow. “Don’t you think it’s a little weird that the admissions office would have had a mix-up like this regarding me and someone that campaigned to have me here? Sounds like someone’s messing with you. Or me.”

      “No, they wouldn’t do that,” she chuckled, but the way her eyebrows dropped said that she didn’t actually believe that. “I’m Kelly, by the—”

      “You introduced yourself before,” I replied, taking her extended hand and shaking it firmly. “I’m Nate. Do you want to go and see if we can’t get the room thing sorted out now? Before either of us get too far with our unpacking?”

      “Yes, please,” she chirped. “Though I think it would be best if you put some pants on.”

      I nodded, dropped the towel, and turned around with a small grin. She gasped and quickly faced her bed while I pulled on some underwear and pants, as well as my boots.

      “I’m sorry about this,” the building supervisor, a woman who looked like she was only a couple of years out of college herself, said. She had agreed to meet with us even though this had to be one of the busiest days of the year for her, with all the students arriving for the beginning of classes. “Looks like there was some kind of mix-up at the Admissions office, putting the two of you in a room together. I’ll sort it out although it might be a couple of days before we can move you to separate rooms. Do either of you want to move to a temporary residence until then?”

      “I don’t mind,” I said with a shrug. I was used to bouncing around from one room to another as my job needed me. Or I would be, once I’d been at the job a little longer.

      “Oh, come on, that won’t be necessary,” Kelly said quickly, watching me out of the corner of her eye. “I mean, we’re in there now, anyway, and I don’t mind having him for a roommate for a couple of days.”

      The administrator nodded, and then turned to me, waiting for me to speak up. I looked at both of them before shrugging.

      “As long as I have a place to sleep and put my stuff, I don’t really care where it is or who I share it with,” I said. I might regret that decision eventually, but at this point, the day was getting away from me and I wanted to do some work before my schedule clogged up with classes.

      Besides, it was almost lunchtime and people didn’t maintain the kind of mass I had by skipping meals.

      “Excellent, then!” the administrator said with a chuckle. “Once again, we’re sorry about this mix-up. Please let us know if there’s any trouble with this arrangement.”

      I did note that she focused most of that last bit toward Kelly. Again, it was pretty much to be expected. I was actually a little surprised that the admin didn’t insist on one of us leaving the room. They had some progressive people here in California.

      “Well, with that settled, I think I’m going to get some lunch,” I said, idly running my tongue across my left tusk as I turned to leave.

      “I’ll see you around, Nate,” Kelly called after me. I politely smiled back, not answering.

      The campus dining hall was a lot nicer than I thought it would be. The mess hall back in the M&M training facility had been hard to associate with food for most of the humans that made their way inside. There was something to be said about private universities, though, even if most of the students needed to pay a little extra to have access to it. Of course, in my case, access to the cafeteria for three meals a day was included in my scholarship.

      People liked to ask what trolls ate. The answer was, pretty much anything. There was a standing joke about the Vestfell tribe that they grew apple trees not because they liked the apples but because they liked the wood that the trees provided. It escalated to the point where every time the leaders came over to my tribe for a visit, they were offered firewood before they were offered food. I wasn’t a fan, but jokes were like traditions and needed to be observed as often as possible.

      Half-trolls inherited that hearty appetite, or at least, I had. I could down pretty much anything if I needed to. The food they offered around here was pretty exquisite, though, and in an all-you-can-eat buffet, too. I started off with bacon. Trolls could eat pretty much anything, but most had a particular taste for meat. I was no exception.

      Lots of bacon, some of the meat strips and some scrambled eggs. Fries, and a touch of salad because I was human and needed to stave off some of the human health problems that came with a protein-heavy diet. I sat at one of the abandoned tables. Those few humans who were watching were in for a treat the likes of which wouldn’t be seen outside of a competitive eating contest. The pile of food on my plate was gone in a few minutes. Delicious, greasy like I enjoyed it, the smell of the eggs and meat lingering in my nostrils even after the plate had been emptied. I was tempted to attack the buffet again, but I put it off for now. I had one extra meal to tag in for today, but that could wait for the moment.

      I moved over to the men’s room, ignoring the eyes that followed me as I closed and locked the door behind me. It wasn’t supposed to be done by anyone but the staff, but I needed a bit of privacy for the moment. I pulled my phone out. It was one of the new ones, the kind that projected holographic images. I’d played around with the circuitry, which allowed the hard light to extend beyond the borders of the phone, pushing it over to a nearby wall as I accepted an incoming call.

      “Afternoon, Chief,” I said, placing the phone on a nearby sink and crossing my arms. The image that was projected onto the wall like it was right in front of me was of a tall, full orc, powerfully built, although a little shorter than I was. Orcs didn’t have much in terms of height versus trolls—especially war trolls. There was gray in his dark hair, and his ears were longer and more pointed than mine, with a dozen rings pushed through them. His tusks were a lot longer too, circling up and over his jaw, with decorations carved into the ivory of them. Tusks of orcs and trolls never stopped growing for the duration of their life, meaning that, unless they were broken, they were a good place to permanently carve mementos of their happiest and most victorious moments.

      Ryko was the first orc to be accepted into the FBI, and when they opened up the Myths and Monsters Branch, he was made the head of it. Ryko had a lot of shit to put on his tusks. Calling him Chief, even if he wasn’t technically the head of a tribe, was a matter of respect.

      “Afternoon, Nate,” Ryko said, crossing his arms over his chest. The juxtaposition of his one eye and enormous bulk wrapped inside a shiny new suit and sharp tie was jarring. “Or should I say, Agent Ellison?”

      “Special Agent Ellison,” I corrected. “Says so on that shiny silver badge they gave me.”

      “Special Agent, it is,” Ryko chuckled. He was a by-the-books kind of orc, and usually a lot gruffer and more foul-tempered than he was now, which meant that he had just received some good news. I doubted that I would be privy to it. Most orcs weren’t a fan of trolls, to begin with, let alone mingling the races. Ryko, however, was the kind who thought that I and others like me were the future, whether it was approved of or not.

      “Do you have anything to report, yet?” Ryko asked. “I know it’s your first day, so I’ll temper my expectations.”

      “Nothing concrete, yet,” I replied, keeping my voice down in case anyone was hanging around outside the bathroom door. “Girls are missing from the campus all right, but nothing that says our kind of situation yet. I’ll keep on looking, though. I have a…hunch.”

      “Hunch?” Ryko asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “A…premonition, I guess,” I replied. “Something that came to me when I was reviewing the footage we got.”

      Ryko had told me more than a few times that he didn’t like me using the old magic. It was antiquated, a relic of a bygone era when trolls needed such things to survive. We were in a civilized place now, and magic wasn’t used in civilized places. Still, there was natural respect for the powers that had sustained our people for so long. He nodded, not questioning my ‘hunch.’

      “Keep investigating,” Ryko said after a long silence. “Keep following those hunches. Even if it’s not our kind of thing, it can’t hurt to track what’s taking these girls down and put a stop to it.”

      “Will do, Chief,” I replied.

      “Ryko, out,” he growled, ending the transmission. That killed the hologram and retracted the extended light splitters. I picked up the device and returned it to my pocket, realizing that someone was knocking on the door.

      Opening the door revealed a couple of young men wearing letterman jackets waiting outside.

      “Come on, this ain’t a private room, tusk-face,” the one closest to me snarled, coming closer.

      I placed a hand on his shoulder and forced him a step back. “Says the guy who has to squat to take a piss.”

      “The hell does that mean?” the young tough asked.

      “It means to use the fucking ladies’ room. It suits you better.”

      They didn’t have an answer for that, and I didn’t wait around for them to come up with one. I had work to do, so I mimed tipping a hat and brushed roughly past them. Food would have to wait. I needed to look into the disappearances and hunt down clues while trying to pass it off as casual interest—a new student wanting to know more about where he would spend most of his next three to five years. As I made my way around campus, I pulled the flyer that I’d plucked from the post out of my pocket and inspected the woman’s features more closely. This was the same woman from my vision. It was difficult to forget when you’d been in the eyes of the person taking her. Her name was René Pearson. Her parents were offering quite a substantial reward for any news regarding her, and there was a police hotline set up to call in case anyone saw anything. I made a mental note to memorize the number.

      “Hey, you!”

      My head snapped up, fingers quickly refolding the flyer as I turned to see Kelly jogging over to me. She was wearing fewer clothes—a short skirt and a thin, red cardigan that showed off a lot more curves—than when I’d first seen her so it took me a moment to recognize her, mostly relying on the bangs and glasses. She’d been hiding that tight little body the entire time.

      “Hey,” I replied quickly when I realized that she was waiting for me to say it back before continuing. I quickly tucked the flier back into my pocket.

      “What was that?” she asked, narrowing her eyes.

      “Just a frat, advertising their rush ahead of time,” I lied smoothly, without needing so much as a beat to have my story.

      “Nice!” Kelly chuckled. “I’ve been thinking about joining a sorority. I’m a sophomore, but I didn’t have time to do anything during my freshman year. Too busy jumping around from one cause to another while trying to keep up with my studies. I think I might join one this year, though. My folks told me that it’s important to enjoy your time in college, you know?”

      “You should rush Tri-Delt,” I said.

      “What?”

      “Tri-Delt as in Delta, Delta, Delta. You know their slogan, right?”

      She shook her head.

      “Tri-Delt,” I said. “Everyone else has.”

      She giggled and swatted me playfully in the arm. I frowned, pulling the flyer back out. “Actually, this… Know anything about this chick?”

      The look of confusion in her eyes only lasted a moment, as she likely wondered why I had lied. So did I, honestly, but hey, I was still getting a feel for this place.

      “The missing girl?” Kelly asked, tugging my arm and urging me to walk with her. “A lot of rich parents have rich kids coming to school here. If the story about kids being kidnapped from campus starts to spread, the university will see a drop in donations and applications next year. Campus security has very clear priorities to protect the university first, students a distant second.”

      “Huh,” I grunted. “Rich people problems.”

      “Right?” Kelly chuckled. “Anyway, I don’t know that much about the girl. I didn’t know her very well, and I wasn’t around when she went missing. I spent my summer break with my parents up in Malibu, so I wasn’t here when people started disappearing.”

      I nodded. She looked at me. From the way her eyes narrowed, it seemed like she knew that it wasn’t the answer I’d hoped for.

      “I know a couple of girls who stuck around, though,” Kelly said, guiding me back to the fountain section of the campus. “I can introduce them to you if you’d like.”

      I nodded. “I’d appreciate that.”

      “May I ask why you’re so interested in this?” Kelly asked as we kept on walking.

      “I guess part of it comes from morbid curiosity,” I said with a small smirk. It wasn’t really a lie, I thought. “Another part is just me watching my back. A monster like me comes to campus, girls are disappearing, and people make the undeniable association.”

      “But you arrived after the disappearances started,” Kelly pointed out.

      “Sure, but that won’t matter to a certain kind of person,” I said, my eyes falling on a group of youths that stopped talking and stared at us. “Those guys over there, for instance, will be the first to tell campus security that they saw you walking and talking with me if you were the one to disappear next. The admin for our building would offer a similar story.”

      “Disgusting,” Kelly growled.

      “It’s only natural,” I said with a small smile. “I don’t hold people’s natures against them. It’s just as bad as holding their appearance or where they’re from against them.”

      “That’s… very understanding of you,” Kelly chuckled. “Oh, there they are.”

      She waved to a pair of girls that I already recognized. Blonde and black hair. Jennifer and Crystal, if memory served. Both came over to where we stood.

      “Hey, Kelly,” Jennifer said, wrapping the smaller girl up in a hug.

      “Jen, Crys, this is Nate,” Kelly said, hugging both of them before turning back to me.

      “We’ve met,” I replied, forcing a small smile to my face out of politeness.

      “Yeah, Nate fixed my phone after I dropped it,” Jen laughed. “I still don’t know how you did that.”

      “That’s classified, ladies,” I answered with a sly smile. Jennifer and Crystal snickered at this, their pert breasts bouncing up and down.

      “Nate is curious about René,” Kelly explained. “You guys were still on campus, right?”

      “Oh, yeah,” Crystal said, her smile disappearing. “There was a party up at the Sigma Chi frat house. We were all doing shots when she got a phone call and stepped out. She didn’t come back, afterward.”

      I narrowed my eyes. There had been no mention of a phone being found in the area in the reports. Too much had been obfuscated by campus security in their attempt to protect the university.

      “Did anybody ever find her phone?” I asked, tilting my head.

      “No, I don’t think so,” Jen replied. She was about to continue when a tall, young man approached. He was handsome. Nice jawline, expensive haircut, and trendy clothes, like he’d just stepped out of a fraternity recruiting poster. I immediately hated him. He draped his arm over Jennifer’s shoulders as if he owned her.

      “Hey, Cal,” Jennifer said softly, rolling her eyes.

      “Jen, I haven’t seen you since we got back,” Cal said, leaning in to kiss her. She pulled away just in time. He didn’t look like he liked that, but out in public, he restrained himself from trying again. Instead, he focused his frustration on me. “Is the tusk-face bothering you, babe?”

      “No, we were having a pleasant conversation,” Jennifer replied.

      “Well, it’s only a matter of time,” Cal chuckled, disengaging from Jennifer and coming over to me. He was trying to look tough, despite the fact that I was several inches taller and almost fifty pounds heavier than he was. “Get lost, tusk-face. Go find someone who doesn’t mind you bothering them.”

      “Come on, don’t be like that,” Jennifer growled.

      “No, no, it’s fine,” I said, raising my hands and staring Cal down with a smirk. “I was just about to get my stroll on.”

      “Hey,” Kelly said. She reached out and grabbed my hand, stopping me in my tracks for a moment and tugging until I faced her. I ended up a little closer than she had anticipated, but she didn’t pull away. I didn’t pull away, either. She looked up at me, a small smirk touching her full lips. “I’ll see you back at the dorm, okay?”

      I sucked in a deep breath and nodded. “Yeah, you will.” I needed to pull away, start walking, but there was something in me that didn’t want to part ways from her just yet. Being close was comforting. Well, that and distracting. I had a job to do here, with the possibility of lives being at risk. Being distracted wasn’t an option.
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      I knew that I could get used to the kind of food they put out in the dining hall, although I assumed they would rethink allowing me a card as part of the scholarship over the next couple of weeks, considering the kind of dent I planned to make in their food stores.

      It was nothing personal. They weren’t going to go out of business just because they needed to buy a little extra food to feed a growing half-troll.

      It had been a productive day for me, even if it wasn’t very long. Under the guise of exploring the campus, I scouted the whole of the place. The central area was mostly made up of the study and lecture halls, and one library building, all named after donors and storied alumni of the past. I even recognized a couple of names. There were names on the fountains and benches, too, probably the lesser donors.

      After a bit of looking around, I managed to find the spot where the girl had been taken and mentally reconstructed the scene from my very vivid recollection of events in the vision. She had been picked up while out in the open, on the path, but there was nothing left that could be used as evidence. Even the bushes and the grass where one of the kidnappers hid was already too disturbed. There were tracks, dozens of them, all too fresh to have been part of the kidnapping.

      And, there was no sign of her phone anywhere. I’d thought that it was a lead at first, but unless the kidnappers were so idiotic that they kept their victims’ phones, they had probably thoroughly disposed of it to make sure that nothing could be tracked or lead back to them.

      It brought another idea to mind, but I needed to work it out a little more. I had the raw materials to build the required tracking device, but I did need something to track, first.

      As the sun began to descend past the horizon, I decided that I’d done enough legwork for the day. I needed to gather what I had and assemble a plan of attack. They’d gone over how we were supposed to build up cases back at the Academy, and the fact that there might be some supernatural elements to this didn’t change how that was supposed work.

      After a big, quick meal, I spent a few hours in the dining hall, assembling all the data, trying to get an idea of what had happened. There was no camera footage of the first two abductions but there were a few witness reports. None covering the actual incidents, but there was enough for me to start constructing something like a picture.

      Sure, it was a little uncomfortable to do this out in the open, but people would simply assume that I was getting ready for classes to start tomorrow. Nobody would come close enough to see the actual contents of the files I was reading.

      Of course, I could have done the work back in my dorm, but there was the small matter of me sharing the room with someone who was already aware that I was at least curious about the disappearing girls. Having files on the topic with no explanations would only make things worse.

      I remained in the cafeteria until one of the people working there told me that they would be closing up shop in a few minutes. I checked my watch and thanked the man as I packed up my shit. It was half-past nine in the evening. I was thankful that they’d bothered to keep the place open that long.

      The light was on in the dorm room when I got there. I wasn’t surprised. Kelly hadn’t seemed like the partying type, which could be a problem. Hopefully, my next roommate was the kind that stayed out partying all night, giving me free rein of the room between him being absent or sleeping off a hangover.

      And someone who was a lot less…distracting.

      “Hey, Nate,” she said, turning to face me. She wore even less now than she had before. Incredibly short pajama shorts, a matching long-sleeved shirt, and nothing underneath from what I could see. Oh, she wore glasses, too, I realized. Glasses are a very underrated thing on ladies.

      She grinned at me as my attention returned.

      “Hey, Kelly,” I replied, forcing a smile to my lips as I placed my backpack on my bed. “I guess they still didn’t figure out that shit with our rooms yet, huh?”

      “I guess not,” she replied with a chuckle, looking around. “Still, it’s not like it’s the end of the world, right?”

      “No…it’s not,” I said, struggling and mostly succeeding to keep my eyes from dropping to check her out. She was dressed modestly the other two times that I’d met her, and now that she wore something more revealing, the curves that she had hidden before—the ones that filled in all the right places—became a lot clearer, and a lot more… What was the word?

      Oh, right. Distracting.

      She stepped a little closer, making me wonder if she was after some payback for my lack of modesty from before. It didn’t seem right, but I hadn’t had much opportunity to hang around human girls before. Were they that intent on petty revenge?

      She batted her eyes when she was close enough to have to look almost directly up at me. Her head barely cleared my chest. “Have a long day?”

      I nodded, clearing my throat. “Yep. Getting used to the campus. Orienting myself, making sure I don’t get lost. Lots of…yeah, classes tomorrow.” Thinking was becoming more and more difficult as I looked down at her. I tried taking a step back. She followed me like she was trying to remain close. I didn’t have any more room to retreat. Not without dropping onto my bed, and I didn’t want to lose my height advantage.

      Yeah, she was definitely after some revenge. It was an odd way to go about it.

      “We have some of the same classes,” she pointed out, pulling her glasses off and tossing them onto my bed. “I guess I’ll see you there.”

      “Right,” I replied, narrowing my eyes and nervously running my tongue over my right tusk. “It’s…not like we won’t have other opportunities to interact with each other.”

      She smiled, then reached up and placed both of her hands on my chest. They ran over the powerful muscles underneath my shirt, nimble fingers finding the buttons that kept it closed. I cleared my throat again. If this was revenge, it wasn’t the way that trolls, half or otherwise, went about it. Humans were strange, I thought for what felt like the hundredth time.

      That said, I was curious about what her game was. I watched her undo the buttons on my shirt, gently, one by one, letting her fingers linger as the last one was pushed out of the way. There were muscles down there, too, which tensed up as she ran her fingers over my suddenly-bare skin.

      “Huh,” I grunted, unsure what to do with my hands. She lacked the same kind of inhibition, though.

      “Considering the long day you’ve had,” Kelly said, her fingers running up over my stomach, forcing me to draw a quick breath. “I’d say that you’re in need of a shower. Wouldn’t you? Jennifer said that she saw you working out early in the morning before you fixed her phone.”

      I nodded. I had indeed been working out earlier. I remembered that now. It was getting harder and harder to remember as her fingers toyed with the button holding my pants in place. If this was a human thing, there were a lot of things I needed to learn about how they handled this sort of situation.

      The pants were being pushed away, I realized. She dropped with them, personally making sure that they went all the way down before looking up at me, almost on her knees with a cheeky grin playing over her features as her eyes settled on what was right in front of her. It was still hidden beneath my underwear, but the outline was clearly visible through the thin fabric. She had seen it in the flesh earlier in the day, which made me wonder why she was making so much of a fuss this time around.

      She leaned closer and licked her lips as she gently nuzzled against it. A surge of sensation raced up my spine. A hint of a shudder rushed through my body in response as I watched her, curiously, while growing more excited.

      It wasn’t like I could help that.

      She giggled and let her hands brush over my rapidly-growing shaft as she stood, sucked in a deep breath, and rubbed herself gently against me. Her fingers traced over my exposed torso as she carefully pulled my shirt off. As close as she was, it was impossible not to bend my head and place a light kiss on her lips.

      It was a little more complicated than I thought it would be. The women that I’d dealt with before were trolls, too, and from what I remembered, they seemed a lot more durable than the smaller, more delicate woman now in my arms.

      Besides, I had tusks and she didn’t. It created some logistics problems, but the way that she used her tongue solved most of them. Her hips pressed against me as I leaned into the kiss.

      She broke away and backed up a few steps, sighing softly. It took her a few seconds to open her eyes. Then she looked up and down my briefs-clad body.

      “You know, if you’re not going to use the shower, you mind if I do?” she asked, tilting her head.

      “Have at it,” I grumbled, still trying to figure out precisely what her game was. She smiled and reached down to grip the hem of her shirt with both hands, then pulled it up and over her head and tossed it over to her bed. Her breasts weren’t overly large, about a handful each. They were perfectly formed, though, with small, pink nipples that clashed nicely with her pale skin. I couldn’t help licking my lips.

      She liked seeing that reaction in me and shifted around a little to give me a good view before her hands moved to her small pajama shorts. They looked loose-fitting enough that one easy move would send them down, but she took her time, turning around and making sure that everything was exposed as she bent at the waist, pushed them to the ground, then collected them and tossed them to the bed with her shirt.

      The way that she’d bent over, she’d made sure that I could see her pink lips, which glistened with wetness. She was genuinely aroused by this. And she didn’t appear to be playing any games.

      Then again, looks could be deceiving.

      She grabbed a towel, flung it over her shoulder, and slowly made her way toward the bathroom. She looked back when she reached the door and realized that I wasn’t following. I was watching her, rather openly and boldly, and she smiled, indicating for me to join her.

      I did, stepping behind her as she moved into the stall, leaving the curtain open as she turned the water on.

      When I moved to join her in there, too, she reached out and put a hand on my chest, effectively stopping me from entering the stream of water with her. “Not yet,” she whispered breathily. “I want you to watch me. And I want to watch you, too. Besides, you still have your briefs on.”

      “I thought you were the one who was intent on undressing me,” I growled, not moving from where I stood. I bit my bottom lip.

      “I don’t want to do all of the work,” she said with a small pout, her hand moving away from my chest and settling on her own, cupping her breast as I took a step back, away from the stream of water.

      “Fair enough,” I rumbled, reaching down to push my briefs to the tiled floor. My cock, already mostly hard by this time, jumped free of the confines. I picked up the solitary piece of clothing and tossed it out of the bathroom, closing the door behind me.

      When I turned back to look at her, she was leaning back against the wall, the steaming water flowing over her front. One hand was still on her breast, gently kneading the soft flesh. Her free hand had drifted down between her thighs, which were slightly spread to accommodate her fingers as they started to rub between her lips.

      She let out a low, pleasure-filled moan as her eyes closed and she pushed herself a little further back against the wall. Her lips parted as her fingers started to toy with her clit in slow, circular motions.

      Her eyes opened again and went to me. “Fuck… Let me watch you stroke that huge cock of yours, Nate. Please. I want to watch while you watch.”

      I was more than happy to oblige and reached down to stroke the shaft, playing with the head slowly. She kept her eyes open and picked up the pace of her fingers between her thighs, working quickly as the other hand squeezed and tugged at the soft, pink nipple.

      I’d never done anything like this before, I thought. My sexual encounters up until now had been rough, hot and dirty affairs, with little time spent on foreplay. The primal two-way satisfying of needs. This, on the other hand, seemed to be nothing but foreplay. Not that it was a bad thing. In fact, I couldn’t think of a time when I had been this aroused.

      “Fuck, yes, Nate,” she whispered, her head dropping back and pressing against the wall as two of her fingers slipped inside herself, her thumb still toying with her clit as she shuddered, almost losing her balance as she gasped for breath. She was a vision, pressed up against the wall with water cascading over her body as her eyes rolled back, panting softly as she slowly came back from what I assumed was a powerful orgasm.

      Her lips parted again, her tongue flicking out to lick her lips as she watched me still stroking myself. She stepped away from the flowing water, still drenched as she moved closer to me. My hand came up to cup her breast, dwarfing her easily as she pressed her naked body to mine. Her fingers reached down to touch my cock, the tips of them lightly grazing over the thick head.

      “Your turn,” she whispered, hands reaching up to grip my shoulders as she pulled me down to that unique kind of kiss again, moaning softly against my lips.

      “My turn for what?” My hands roamed over her bare skin, touching, stroking, and squeezing as I pleased. She moaned again, shivering against me.

      “To shower,” she gasped and pulled away from me. “I…need to get to bed. We have an early class tomorrow, remember?”

      I narrowed my eyes and nodded as she reached over to grab her towel. She hadn’t taken the time to soap herself up, which meant that she hadn’t intended to take a proper shower. She was teasing me, playing a game of cat and mouse, but damned if I didn’t enjoy a bit of a hunt myself. I licked my lips, enjoying the view of her body while it was still exposed before she turned her back and headed into the room.

      I reached out and pulled the door closed. There was a need inside me that was difficult to resist. I wanted to indulge, but I had the feeling that it was precisely what she wanted from me. I had misjudged her and was pleasantly surprised by what I saw.

      But I wasn’t going to give in to her that easily. Even with the door closed, not letting her watch, I wasn’t going to.

      The water was still going, filling the room with steam. I reached in, not letting the water touch me, and turned the hot water off. I waited for a few long minutes before stepping under the suddenly icy shower, shivering as it suddenly sapped my arousal. I gasped and spluttered, then closed my eyes and stayed under the water for as long as I could. It was a little while before I moved away. Then I realized that I’d left my towel in the room.

      “Shit,” I grumbled, shaking my head as I unlocked the door and stepped into our room. I didn’t mind letting her see me. I wasn’t ashamed of my body. Let her watch if she wanted to.

      But, she wasn’t watching. She was wrapped up in covers, and apparently asleep.

      On my bed.

      I was confused but happy to find this little bit of excitement and distraction amidst what promised to be a very morbid investigation. I easily found my towel in the darkness, quickly drying off and dressing only in my briefs. It was how I liked to sleep.

      I made sure not to leave any puddles on the floor before moving over to my bed. The fact that she had chosen my bed instead of hers was interesting, but I didn’t have time to think about it right now. We did indeed have an early start tomorrow. There wasn’t much room in the bed for two. Thankfully, she was as small as I was large. I gently eased into the bed against her.

      “You’re cold,” she murmured while settling herself into a spooning position in front of me, pulling my arm around so that she could use it as a pillow.

      “Are you surprised?” I whispered back, but she didn’t answer. Once comfortable, she drifted off to sleep. I wasn’t too far behind her.
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      I was up before she was. I’d forgotten to set my alarm, but my body knew what time it was and the fact that it needed to be up. It was going to be a long day, and if I wanted to be ready for it, I needed to keep up with my routine. One step away from it would lead to another, and then another. A slippery slope was a genuine problem.

      A jog around campus was once again used to disguise another sweep of the area. Surprisingly, I was already old news. Fewer students paid attention to me, although there was a spike when I reached the bodyweight equipment, similar to the first time I’d used it. Not as much, but still. I didn’t enjoy the attention, but it was easy to ignore as I made my way back to the dorms. When I walked into the room, Kelly was still asleep in my bed.

      It was weird how we had teased the line between sex and sleeping together, doing the latter more than the former. I still didn’t understand what kind of game she was playing, and I was curious to find out more about it. I couldn’t do any of that while she was asleep. I quickly stripped off my sweaty clothes, put them in with my other dirty clothes, and grabbed my towel before taking a lukewarm shower.

      I didn’t take my time; instead, I went through the motions of a shower quickly and precisely. My training was still deeply ingrained in me, and while I still didn’t get it done in the 30 seconds of blasted water that were provided during the early days at the academy, I was still out in a few minutes.

      A quick shave followed by some aftershave was next. It wasn’t particularly expensive, but the scent was subtle enough that it didn’t give me a headache. Trolls were known for having better vision and hearing than regular humans, but their sense of smell was often overlooked. Wearing anything too strong would have me pissed off and annoyed at everything and everyone before too long.

      Once I was finished, I wrapped my towel around my waist and stepped out. Kelly was already out of bed, dressed, and pulling her backpack onto her shoulder.

      “Morning,” she giggled, taking a moment to appreciate the view. “You’d better hurry if you want to make the class on time. And…put that thing away.”

      She tacked on the last comment as I hung my towel on a hook to dry and reached for some clean clothes. I chuckled but didn’t immediately oblige. She opened the door and left, quickly closing it behind her.

      There were enough people out and about for the first day of classes that my presence was obfuscated for the most part. Everybody was meeting up with someone else—old friends, new ones, and talking about what the coming year had in store. I made my way through the groups and headed into the lecture hall where they were teaching Pre-Engineering 101. Apparently, they required it for Electrical Engineering.

      Most of the students had arrived already, although the professor hadn’t. I was on time, though. I worked my way through the seats to a spot that was neither too close nor too far from the podium where the professor would be. I saw that Kelly had picked out the same row. She didn’t see me since she was poring over notes with a friend. I moved to sit next to her, but someone else beat me to it. It was a tall, preppy guy, who immediately addressed Kelly’s friend, oblivious to Kelly and me. Annoying jumped up into the back of my throat, but I managed to shove it aside.

      Focus, I told myself. You’re here to investigate kidnappings, not act like a horny fucking teenager.

      I picked out a seat that was a handful down from where Kelly was and pulled my laptop out, quickly closing the open case files and opening up the e-book versions of the textbooks that were required for the class. Pre-engineering was popular, apparently, with all of the at least four dozen seats quickly filling as the clock struck nine in the morning.

      A few minutes passed before the door opened again, admitting a tall, elegant-looking gentleman. He was too old to be a student and too well-dressed to boot, so I assumed that he was our professor, a few minutes late.

      “I’m sorry for my delay, class,” the man said, his calm voice easily carrying across the room and silencing everyone in a few seconds. “Lots of work to get done, and I’m afraid that I was a little caught up in some of the back-to-school parties last night. Only as a chaperone, I should say, before any eyebrows are raised.”

      The man was handsome and rocked his tweed suit like nobody I’d ever seen before. He was lean, with just a hint of bristle on his jawline to indicate that while he was usually all business, things could still get wild when he was around. I somehow doubted that he was only a chaperone. His hair was dark, with a hint of gray starting to appear around the temples. The guy looked like Mr. Fantastic. I wondered if he had any superpowers. That wouldn’t be a stretch, given the world we lived in.

      “Right,” he said, placing his briefcase on the desk at the front of the room. “I’m Professor Brian Wyllis. Welcome to Pre-Engineering 101. Most of you are juniors although, we have a couple of sophomores with us as well. Welcome to you all.”

      There was a moment of silence as he pulled up a couple of slides from his computer onto the board for us to view.

      Outside of law enforcement, my true passion in life was engineering. Electrical engineering, to be precise. It related to my connection with the old magic, but it wasn’t only about that. Electronics spoke to me in a way that few other things in the world did. I didn’t like to think about it too hard, but it was there—something that helped me see deeper into myself through the mechanisms that made me want to explore the engineering behind them. It was why I obtained the scholarship without any help from the FBI.

      Which explained my confusion when the title on the first slide was “An Introduction to Quantum Mechanics.”

      “We’ve been delving into the mechanics of the world around us, working from the symptoms of the world instead of causes,” Wyllis started, looking around at the class while putting on a pair of glasses. “Engineering is the study of the symptoms but relies on others to provide the causes. Standing on the shoulders of giants while getting all of the credit as inventors, holding patents while the men and women whose work they rely on, depend in turn on grants from people who don’t know anything about what they’re doing. Here in pre-engineering, we’ll look into the causes. The rest of your courses will focus on the symptoms.”

      I grew a little hot under the collar. What he said oversimplified the issue to a dangerous, inflammatory degree. Doing so as a cheap trick to make himself feel superior to everyone else in the class. I suddenly didn’t like him.

      “Let’s start with the study of semiconductors,” Wyllis said, changing the slide to show a picture of one. “Some of the most overrated research papers in the field are based on these materials. People study them like they’re the holy grail, but they aren’t much more than symptoms, allowing everyone to ignore the causes behind them.”

      Even without wanting to draw attention to myself, this was about as much bullshit as I could stomach. Let the professor state his philosophical case about how some of the most useful materials in the world were a symptom, whatever the fuck that meant. I wasn’t going to be party to it. I quietly closed my laptop, slipped it back into my backpack, and tried to sneak out of class.

      I wasn’t much good at it. The professor caught me almost immediately.

      “Excuse me… Mr. Ellison, is that right?” Wyllis said as he scanned a piece of paper, bringing the attention of the whole class onto me. “Are we boring you? Do you have some kind of pressing appointment?”

      He was trying to bait me. I wasn’t going to let him. But, if he was trying to get a rise out me, that meant I could turn the tables on him. I wondered if he had been specifically waiting for me to do this.

      I noted that Kelly was watching me closely as I placed my backpack on the floor. “No, sir, no pressing appointment. I didn’t realize that I’d wandered into the Quantum Mechanics class instead of Pre-Engineering. I’ll see if I can’t fix that, now.”

      “What are you talking about, Mr. Ellison?” Wyllis asked, looking amused as he crossed his arms in front of his chest.

      I pointed at the screen. “This is a Quantum Mechanics class. No offense, but it seems like you’re trying to pass it off as Pre-Engineering, hoping that none of your students realize that you spent too much time drinking… oh, sorry, chaperoning your parties to prepare a class of your own.”

      Wyllis kept that smile on his face, but a hint of annoyance crept into his body language.

      “If that’s what you think—” he started to reply, but I cut him off.

      “For instance, your claim that semiconductors are the most overrated materials in the world is ignorant at best,” I said, letting my voice boom through the classroom. “In reality, they’re the basis for every phone, chip, computer—y’know, pretty much everything that the twenty-first century is built on. If that’s what you call overrated, I’d love to see what you call underrated.”

      Some of the other students chuckled at this. Wyllis’s smirk disappeared. “That’s one point of view. My point of view is that people are reliant on semiconductors, ignoring all other possible advancements.”

      “I’m pretty sure that’s not true, sir,” I replied. “If there were materials that are better at the job of electronically transmitting data with that kind of precision, enough to bring all of this to life and more, you know that we would be chomping at the bit to use it. However, if you argued that our society is defined by the use of semiconductors, that would be a more interesting debate, bringing up the question of what our society would look like if we designed our world around the use of another kind of material.”

      “Are you finished?” Wyllis asked, finally showing his annoyance with me in full.

      I sucked in a breath. Kelly was smiling. “Yep, I’m done.”

      With that, I moved out of the row of seats and headed toward the exit before I became any more pissed. Most of the time, I would have spent in class was spent outside instead, repeatedly studying the details of the case. Nothing changed, and I had almost everything committed to memory. I wasn’t likely to find anything new, but I was trying to assume another point of view each time, hoping for some kind of prescience. But nothing was coming. The power that I’d inherited from my mother was weak and unreliable.

      The bell rang, and people flooded out of the lecture hall. Too many humans that I wanted very little to do with. There were names attached to the witness reports, but hunting the people down, girls mostly, wouldn’t go over well with the local authorities. I couldn’t just approach them. Although if I did, there might be more progress with the case. Maybe the Bureau should have sent someone else. Someone human, more of a people person, who could get others to trust them and tell them things.

      No. I wasn’t going down the ‘what if’ rabbit hole. I was here to do a job, and I’d do it to the best of my ability.

      “Hi.”

      I looked up from my laptop, eyebrows raised, expecting to see Kelly give me a hard time for losing my temper with the lecturer. Instead, it was someone else. She was taller than Kelly, although that was literally a low bar, and her hair was a frizzy red instead of black. Blue eyes stood out against her dark skin, and she had freckles on her cheeks. She was wearing mostly black clothing, making her look like a bit of a goth, and had a Hello Kitty backpack slung over her shoulder for contrast.

      “Hey there,” I said, tilting my head to study her.

      She dropped into a seat next to me. “I’m Jessica Bailey, but you can call me Jess. I thought it was really awesome how you talked back to the professor like that. I mean, I know it probably won’t score you any popularity points with the rest of the professors, but you had it pretty much on point, there. I’m one of those sophomores, and I’ve been around Professor Wyllis. He likes to pass himself off as one of the cool professors, but I just see him as creepy, preferring to hang out with and impress kids instead of people his own age.”

      I nodded. “I don’t know him well enough to make that kind of commentary. What I do know is that he was presenting someone else’s class as his, and was making jokes about being at a party the night before. I didn’t like how he tried to put us in our place by presenting a topic that we weren’t there to study. When he engaged me, I fought back.”

      Jess chuckled. “Well, that will be burned into his brain for a while. I’d say that he’ll think twice before trying that again 3. Look, you seem to know your stuff, so do you want to go over the subject matter of our next class after lunch?”

      Her sudden shift in topic got a raised eyebrow from me. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to, considering how Kelly might feel. Hell, considering how I felt about her. There was an attraction from my end. There was…teasing on hers, and a definite physical attraction, judging by the way that her eyes tended to linger, but I wasn’t sharp enough to know what that meant.

      That said, I was here to do a job. And if talking to Jess would help me to get that job done, there was really no argument that I could think of to go against it.

      “Sure,” I said, smiling and tapping lightly at my left tusk. “I’d like that. I missed out on most of my first class, anyway, so I might as well get caught up.”

      “Cool,” she replied, offering me a flirtatious smirk as she jumped up, gathered her shockingly pink backpack and headed off, presumably to her next class. Hell, I had all the classes I needed to maintain the ruse that I was simply another student here on a scholarship. Kelly hadn’t returned to the room. I wondered if my outburst might have had something do with it, even though she had left me a text message that said she was hanging out with some friends and might even spend the night with them. I didn’t remember giving her my number at any point. Then again, she might have looked it up on the room registry. They had everything on those damn things.

      Either way, it was an opportunity to investigate without being missed. I needed to use it. I assumed that these opportunities wouldn’t happen often, so I needed to take advantage of them. The evening offered me the best time to study the campus without being observed, and it was also the time of day when the abductions had happened. I lacked the skills to go unnoticed by the world when there were a lot of people around me, but there were still some primal abilities in my blood that allowed me to become almost impossible to see, especially in the dark.

      I ducked into the shadows of some bushes and froze. My chest moved with each breath and my heartbeat steadily, but aside from that, nothing else on my body so much as twitched.

      The thudding of loud music sounded in the distance—more parties being conducted in the frat and sorority houses at the edge of the campus. I assumed that Professor Wyllis was at one of those, too, forgetting to prepare any classes and deciding to keep on plagiarizing. Men like him had a certain arrogance that made it difficult for them to learn their lessons, especially when the teaching came at the hands of a student.

      Once I was sure that I was alone, I reached over to the pack I’d brought along. It contained equipment provided by the FBI for their field operatives, especially those working undercover like I was. I pulled a pair of special night-vision goggles from inside. They were the type that the FBI used to identify the various shifters that had tried to infiltrate their agency. The goggles had received a couple of modifications from the tech experts back in Quantico, and a few alterations of mine as well. I fitted them over my eyes and flicked the switch, hearing a soft whine as it turned on.

      I’d tried to fix that. When you were surveilling someone in the dark, the last thing you wanted was a little whine revealing that they were being watched. However, nothing I did fixed it. I had at least managed to muffle it a little.

      I moved through the wooded areas of the campus, making sure to stay low and keep my pack close to me. I intended to inspect the crime scenes but needed to be subtle about it. On the bright side, I had most of the campus layout memorized by now. I was headed toward the latest crime scene in no time.

      I hadn’t really expected much to begin with, so I wasn’t too disappointed when the night-vision goggles didn’t show anything that couldn’t be seen in broad daylight. If there had been a proper investigation run immediately, a different story might have come to light.

      I froze in place, waiting for a rock goblin cleaning crew to pass by. There weren’t too many non-humans on campus, and most of them held menial jobs that were contracted by third-party companies. New laws stated that a person’s species, race, gender, sexual preference, or religion could not be used as a reason to deny them work. I assumed that USC didn’t want to start a fight with the mostly-liberal court system of the state.

      As I froze, I realized that something glowed on one of the nearby lecture halls. I waited for the team to move past before stepping closer. I had passed the building a couple of times during the day—it was between my dorm and the mess hall—and nothing had been written on it before.

      In fact, I thought as I looked with my regular sight, I couldn’t see the writing without the goggles.

      They looked like magical sigils of some kind. I didn’t recognize the style or specific meanings, but then, I hadn’t studied that sort of shit at the academy. Magic studies of any kind were mostly prohibited until some scientific research was completed on them first.

      These sigils though… They felt wrong. Looking at them make my stomach roil. Occult symbols were usually used as protection, especially on the buildings they were inscribed on. That was pretty much all I knew.

      There it was, I realized. The first solid chunk of evidence that something sinister was happening on campus—something potentially huge, and definitely supernatural.

      I froze in place when I heard one of the lecture hall doors open. My eyes darted around until I found a bench nearby. I dove over it, scrambling to stay hidden as someone stepped out of the building. It wasn’t dignified, but it was better than being caught wearing night-vision goggles.

      It was Jennifer. She was probably studying late or maybe helping a professor with a project. She looked tired. She had her phone in hand and studied it intently as she rapidly tapped on it. I thanked the gods for that since otherwise, she might have seen me.

      I remained frozen in place, keeping the bench between us as I studied her movements for any sign that she had heard or seen something. It wasn’t like I was going to wait around here for long. Jennifer…the girl whose phone I fixed. What was her last name again?

      I caught a small hint of movement out of the corner of my eye, but when I turned to look at it, there was nothing there. Or, that was what it seemed like at first. The movement was still there, but it was black on black. It hugged the shadows and avoided the lights cast by the nearby streetlights.

      That’s when I saw the vaguely humanoid form with unnaturally long limbs. The thing had hooked hands, yellow eyes, and a mane of spiked hair that made it look like it wore a crown.

      Just watching it move was enough to raise the hairs on the back of my neck. It was easier to see with the naked eye than with the goggles, so I put them in my pack and withdrew a long, thin blade instead—my elemental knife.

      Elemental knives were almost exclusive to trolls, although a couple of goblin tribes had varieties that they had probably copied. The knives were capable of killing pretty much anything but considering how difficult it was to infuse the knives with elemental magic, they ended up being short, which meant that you needed to get up close and personal with whatever you wanted to kill.

      Not something that most trolls shied away from.

      I quickly vaulted the bench, watching the creature that seemed to suck the light from the nearby lampposts into itself before attacking. Jennifer was completely oblivious to it until the darkness suddenly overwhelmed her. She looked up, eyeing the lights. I imagined her confusion. She could see that they were still on, but they weren’t casting any brightness beyond their bulbs.

      Only one creature was capable of this. I’d never actually met one, but my mother had been chock-full of stories about them.

      The…. “Assassin Demons,” essentially. Summoning one required an Adept, a person who was well-versed in the dark arts.

      “What the fuck?” Jennifer asked, and then the demon was on her.

      It didn’t kill her right away, which I supposed was lucky. With her vision, all she would see was shadow-on-shadow, but as it ran her down and pushed her to the ground, she let out a piercing scream.

      I was sprinting at full speed now, elemental knife in hand as I rushed in and tried to stab the creature. It saw me coming and jumped out of the way at an impossible speed. The knife missed, but my other hand connected. It felt like I’d grabbed a rotten piece of meat that was covered in oil. The stench that followed the thing smelled like garbage and feces that had been set on fire. My nostrils curled as the thing slipped from my grasp, but I’d interrupted its attack and that was enough for the moment.

      Jennifer screamed again, and the beast turned its ferocious eyes toward me.

      I scrambled to my feet and roared as I charged at it, flashing my knife. My fist launched first, which the creature evaded easily. I heard a painful cracking sound from the monster that felt like laughter as I quickly followed my strike with a knife slash. I missed again, but this time the creature pressed its advantage, hammering me hard in the jaw and knocking me off my feet.

      As I lay flat on my back, watching the demon surge toward me and bring a clawed hand back to strike a death blow, I suddenly realized why it hadn’t killed Jennifer with its first strike. It was trying to kidnap her, like the other girls.

      The bastard clearly had no desire to kidnap me. Nope, the fucking thing just wanted to snuff out my life as quickly as possible.

      I bellowed again and raised the knife as the demon’s hand came down at my throat. I flinched at the last second until I felt the hand stop at the blade. It didn’t appear to realize what I held, and it let out an ear-piercing shriek as it impaled its hand. It jerked away with enough force to break the blade, leaving me with only the handle.

      I shot to my feet, the ruined knife in one hand and the other clenched, ready to keep fighting. The demon staggered backward, staring down at the blade still jutting out of its ruined hand. Yellow blood pumped from the wound and splashed on the ground.

      The blade had enough of an effect that the thing lost its ability to bend the light, exposing it in its full glory. Glory wasn’t the right word, though, as all I saw was a shimmering, vaguely humanoid-shaped blob of black. Then, greasy ringlets and tentacles with suckered mouths erupted from the sides of the demon.

      “What the fuck?” Jennifer screamed, suddenly able to see what had attacked her. She scrambled backward, away from it. I grinned and charged forward. I wanted that blade back. But, as I landed a single punch on what looked like its jaw, it snapped out of its knife-induced momentary daze. The demon screeched and jumped away, fading back into the shadows too quickly for me to follow.

      I moved closer, not wanting to see what the creature could do when it was surrounded by shadows. It was gone for the moment, a black slick on the ground and a pool of yellow blood the only signs that it had even existed.

      “Can I a-ask a q-question?” Jennifer stammered.

      I turned to her. “Shoot.”

      “What the fuck was that thing?” Jennifer shouted at me, trying to hold back sobs. I realized that I now had another responsibility—babysitting the witness.

      “Damn it,” I grumbled under my breath, knowing that campus security would arrive soon and, seeing a half-troll near a girl who was attacked, jump to conclusions.

      No time for that now.

      I jogged over to her and squatted near where she was sprawled on the ground.

      “Are you all right?” I asked, quickly inspecting her arms and shoulders to make sure there weren’t any wounds. There was a lot of lore about assassin demons, not all of it accurate, but the one thing I knew was true was that their claws contained a lethal venom that ate you from the inside out. Thankfully, she was unharmed.

      “No…I’m not!” she whispered as she shook her head and grabbed me, pulling me closer to her—or rather, herself closer to me—and pressed her face into my shoulder as she started sobbing.

      I wasn’t good at this comforting stuff, but I gently wrapped my arms around her and patted her on the shoulder. My keen ears picked up on the sound of people running toward us.

      This was going to be fun, I thought sarcastically.
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      I watched as a variety of security personnel flooded the area. The story of another attack being thwarted right here on campus was starting to spread, and I wasn’t sure how comfortable I was just sitting around and waiting for them to decide what to do. I witnessed their choice of priorities firsthand in this scenario, watching as they decided whether to investigate or obfuscate everything to keep the university’s reputation intact.

      The fact that they hadn’t called the police yet told me that they were leaning toward the latter. It wasn’t promising, especially with the way that they’d started to look at me.

      Jen—I’d taken to calling her Jen after what we’d been through—was still holding onto me and trying not to cry, and failing. I still had no idea how to deal with her without hurting her feelings somehow. Troll women were a lot easier to handle. They were a lot more emotionally distant than the men, which was good and bad. On the one hand, it led to a lot of annoying guessing games. On the other hand, there wasn’t a whole lot of comforting needed when the shit hit the fan. I know that’s something only a man would say, but it’s the truth.

      “Miss… Miss?” one of the security guards asked, leaning closer and, to his credit, trying to be sensitive about it. “If you wouldn’t mind giving us a quick statement about what you saw? What attacked you?”

      Again, with that look right at me when he mentioned what she might have seen, as though she were covering for me… how, exactly? By crying on my shoulder? I still wasn’t sure if or how they thought I was guilty of anything, but at this point, they were probably just looking for a scapegoat, a way to finish this quickly and quietly. Honestly, I was all for it if it got Jen off my shoulder. Once they took me aside somewhere private, I could flash my FBI badge at them and get them on the job of actually trying to solve the mysterious disappearances.

      Then again, I wasn’t sure if I wanted these poor motherfuckers wandering into what could only be described as a fully supernatural attack on the campus. They seemed like the kind of people who wouldn’t handle it well.

      Besides, it would give them nightmares.

      I was pretty sure that Jennifer would have a hard time coming to terms with what she’d seen. Demons were rare enough that seeing one in the flesh could be misinterpreted as something else altogether. Shifters liked taking on that form, or at least, the kind that was most often represented in pop culture. Demons, vampires, and werewolves were favorites of the shifter motherfuckers.

      But, what I’d just seen was no kind of shifter. Assassin demons left behind a very particular scent, which I’d smelled as I’d canvassed my immediate surroundings while still entangled with Jen. No shifter that I knew of left behind yellow blood that smelled of sulfur.

      I needed to detail the entire episode to Ryko. And I would if I could only disentangle myself from the most inept investigation of all time. And a sobbing cheerleader.

      “I think we need to take you back to our HQ for further questioning, and maybe set up an official inquiry with the police,” one of the security men said to me as he reached out to grab my arm.

      An official inquiry was code for, ‘we think you’re guilty but don’t want to cause a scene.’ I’d learned that much from my training with the FBI, just like I’d learned that I didn’t need to go anywhere with them unless they came up with some good probable cause and a pair of big-ass handcuffs. As much as I wanted some time alone with these guys, the last thing my reputation needed was to be marched off campus by some local, paid by the hour rent-a-cops.

      But, before I could voice my complaint, I was surprised to hear Jen jump to my defense.

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” the cheerleader asked, tilting her head and putting on that kind of accusatory tone that only cheerleaders could, despite a hint of cracking appearing in her voice. “If there’s anyone’s witness testimony you need, it’s mine, right? The testimony which says that a monster appeared out of nowhere and would have kidnapped me or worse and that the only reason nothing too bad happened to me was that Nate, here, came to my rescue.”

      “That’s all true,” I said.

      “That’s what you say,” the security guard replied.

      Frowning, I stared at him. “I’m the one talking, so of course it’s what I say.”

      The trio of security guards exchanged glances, looking around and trying to make sense of what they heard. Jenn, sensing an advantage, quickly took it.

      “Nate, I need you to walk me back to my house,” Jen said firmly. She grabbed me by the arm and tugged me toward the section of the campus that was set aside for the frat and sorority houses. I shrugged and grinned back at the befuddled guards as I followed Jen’s lead.

      Despite the fact that her actions had clearly been a show to get me out of having to spend the night being worked over by a selection of USC’s finest, she still hugged close to me, her eyes darting across the shadows that filled the campus when night fell.

      I wasn’t so arrogant to assume that the demon in question wouldn’t come back, so I searched for the creature as well. I didn’t have my elemental knife anymore, though, which begged the question of exactly what I could do if the creature came at me again. The fact that it or others like it wasn’t attacking made me wonder if they thought I had more weapons like the one buried in the creature’s hand.

      There weren’t any on me, although a couple more could be found in the bag that was tucked under my bed at the dorm. I would get them out at my earliest convenience, as there was nothing I liked less than being caught out in the open and defenseless. Well, no troll was ever fully defenseless but using my tusks wasn’t my favorite ability, no matter how useful they could be.

      We reached the sorority house that Jen called home, a massive brick Greek Revival-style structure that looked like it could house hundreds of people. The news had already reached the people inside, likely through a variety of social media posts on the topic. They were surprised to see me with her. The suspicion of my having done something to her had spread, but Jen made it clear that she wasn’t going to abide any talk like that by inviting me to come in with her and follow her upstairs.

      Rooms in sorority houses were a lot more comfortable than those in the dorm buildings, even if they were still sharing one between two women.

      I took in the interested looks of Jen’s sorority sisters as we crossed the foyer and headed up the wide, wooden stairs, glancing at the walls which were a shrine to sisterhood: lots of headshots and photos of the ladies arm-in-arm, laughing, preening, dressed to the nines.

      We entered Jen’s room, which was larger than expected and furnished just as I’d imagined it would be. The walls were papered with posters of rock stars, rappers, and ads from fashion magazines along with a few campaign posters from an older woman who was running for President.

      Jen shut the door and collapsed on the bed, burying her face in a huge, frilly pillow. If there had ever been a time to bolt, this would be it, I thought, but watching bawling her eyes out made me realize that it was probably best if someone kept her company. I lightly rubbed my right tusk. She had put herself out there to keep me from being dragged off and questioned, after all. I could spare a couple of minutes. Besides, it’s not every day that you’re nearly killed by a demonic assassin.

      I sat in the easy chair set up next to her bed, careful to evenly distribute my weight over the delicate piece of furniture, and placed my hand on her shoulder. She didn’t respond immediately but she did lay hers over mine, holding it in place as she took her time recovering.

      Finally, she looked up from her pillow, sucking in deep breaths and wiping a handful of tears from her cheeks. Her mascara was a little smeared but not much. I didn’t know much about makeup, so I didn’t know if this was normal or not.

      “I really appreciate what you did before, Nate,” she whispered, a little hoarse, still holding my hand under hers. “Not a lot of people would have done what you did.”

      I shrugged. “I’d bet that there are about fifty people around campus who would rush in to help.”

      “Not if they saw what attacked me,” she pointed out.

      That was a good point, I thought with a nod. “Then again, I didn’t see it until after I’d already engaged, and by then, it was a little late to run away screaming in terror.”

      “I don’t think you would have done that,” she whispered. “You saved me. Don’t think I’ll forget that, because I won’t.”

      “Well, you kept those dumbasses from trying to pin it on me,” I replied, reaching over to squeeze her hand. “I see that as you starting to repay that debt.”

      She chuckled, shaking her head. “It was the least I could do. I saw what they wanted—find an easy scapegoat to pin it on to show that the university is doing something about the missing girls.”

      “Get some rest,” I said. “It might seem impossible but knowing that you’re safe now should bring your adrenaline down. Before you know it, you’ll be sleeping like a baby.”

      “How do you know I’m safe?” she asked and gripped my hand again, a little tighter this time.

      “Because I’ve seen things like that creature before.”

      “What was it?”

      “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

      She smiled. “I’m talking to a half-troll in a sorority house, Nate. Try me.”

      “Dark Shadows, they’re sometimes called,” I replied. “A demon assassin.”

      “Sent to do what?”

      “Kidnap and kill.”

      “Naturally. On whose behalf?”

      I reached over and tapped her pretty little nose. “That’s the million-dollar question. But, the way I see it, whoever is behind this is probably spooked after we kicked the crap out of that demon. The rest of tonight should be quiet.”

      “I don’t know,” she said, shaking her head. “It’s almost like it’s targeting us sisters, you know?”

      I nodded. “But, you’re safe here. Get some rest.”

      She nodded, believing me for the moment as she released my hand and dropped back onto the bed. Her eyes were already fluttering shut by the time I reached the door. She would be all right, I thought. She had a good mind, and the kind of attitude that wouldn’t allow anyone to get to her too badly.

      I smiled, gently closed the door, and made my way out of the house. She was right about one thing, though: the targeted women were all sorority girls. Now that I knew this, my recommendation would be to send a female agent in to infiltrate one of the houses and stay close to try and make sure that nobody else was taken. Ryko wouldn’t go for that, though. I was stuck here on my own.

      Which meant the best move to stay close enough to intercept any other potential abductions was to rush a frat, and hope that our monsters were willing to wait until after rush week.
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      Getting back to my room seemed almost anti-climactic compared to the rest of my day. I tried calling Ryko, but he was engaged in other business. I left him a message to call me as soon as he could, as there were developments in the case that I didn’t feel like entrusting to one of the message services that were a part of the comm-link companies.

      On the way back to my dorm, I noted that the security guards were still scouring the campus, showing that they were doing something to address what had happened. I had the feeling that the goodwill Jen’s word had earned me would not last if they found me skulking around after nightfall.

      I took a moment to collect a sample of the demon’s yellow blood from the scene of the fight and made a note to run it through a couple of tests, then headed back to my room.

      The door was locked, the way I’d left it. When I entered, I saw that Kelly was already in bed, apparently asleep and wrapped up in her covers. I didn’t want to wake her up since I assumed that she’d had a long night of studying and probably would have a long day of the same tomorrow. I’d had a long day, too, and the evening had been even longer. I was still a little sore from the demon knocking me around. I wanted to shower, wash the whole day off me, and start anew tomorrow, with more facts on the case to work with.

      The shower’s warm water was soothing and soon, I was brooding on the nature of demons. Their status in both worlds was a subject of considerable debate, and there was a divergence in opinion over whether they were entirely malevolent. There were some who said they could step into the light on occasion, while others, mostly older trolls and orcs and the like, believed that the only good demon was a dead one.

      I left an update on the mission via the online filing system of the operation—heavily encrypted, of course. Ryko would have to contact me about it once he had a little time to research and process it. The orc’s resources in the non-human communities were truly impressive.

      Finished with my shower and ready for bed, I realized that there was something on my pillow. It was a holo device, not a phone, something designed to show off the holographic images recorded by the person who made them. As tech went, they were still being improved, but very interesting nonetheless.

      There was a small note on the device. ‘Play Me,’ it said, with a little heart following the words.

      I looked over at Kelly, the obvious origin of the note and device, and pressed ‘Play.’ It flickered a few times, configuring to show the surface that it was on before the actual image appeared. Unsurprisingly, it was Kelly, although the image showed only her head. And she was frowning at me, her head on a pillow. From the indentation on the pillow, I could tell that it was my bed she was using.

      “So, I’m going to bed,” she said, looking up at the device, then at me. “I’m going to sleep. I thought you should know, for the record, what you missed.”

      She didn’t know what I’d spent my evening doing, I thought, scowling. It was kind of a relief, but it also seemed like she was blaming me for it.

      The camera tilted down, showing me a pair of perfect breasts. Her taut nipples instantly turned my thoughts to wrapping my lips around them. She cupped her hands around both, squeezing them sensually, all while looking into the camera and pulling one of them up far enough to run her tongue over the nipple.

      The camera shifted back up to focus on her eyes. “Too bad, right? We’ll see if you get another chance, or not. I haven’t decided yet.”

      The holo image went dead, and the device asked me if I wanted to play it again. I tilted my head, honestly tempted as I ran my tongue over my suddenly dry lips. I wouldn’t have thought that I was a fan of this particular kind of teasing…but I suddenly realized that I enjoyed it. Kelly hadn’t seemed like the kind of person who did this sort of thing, but then, what did I know about humans?

      All I knew was that I couldn’t wait to see what she had in mind next.

      I slipped under the covers, wrapped myself up, and drifted off as sleep. It had been a long day, mentally and physically, and I was soon dreaming.

      The knife was in my hands. Whole again, I thought. Weird. I could have sworn that the blade broke off. Everything around me was dark. I felt it seep into my pores, dripping through my skin.

      And I saw the lights of the campus streetlamps still glowing.

      I couldn’t help the chills running down my spine. The hairs on the back of my neck rose. I spun around as the sight of shadows moving caught my eye. The blade flashed out, seeking a target.

      Something wrapped around my wrist before the knife found it. The demon easily overpowered me, dropping me hard onto on my bruised back. I groaned and fought back, but its grip was like a vice, impossible to break. I struggled, and yet nothing moved. The yellow, impossible eyes gleamed down at me.

      Something wrapped around my throat. I couldn’t breathe. There was nothing I could do except struggle pointlessly.

      Just as I ran out of breath, something snapped in my head. The knife wasn’t broken.

      Weird, the kinds of things that snapped you out of a nightmare. I jumped up from the bed, gasping for breath, suddenly in control of my actions as I looked around the room, trying to collect my senses. It wasn’t difficult. I wasn’t usually one for nightmares, but when they did come, I had enough mental acuity to push them down rather vigorously.

      I sighed, shaking my head and in that motion, realized that I was being watched. That feeling rose along my spine, making me uncomfortable.

      I looked across the room to see that Kelly had her eyes glued to me. My heart was hammering my chest, but even in the dim light, I saw the intention in her eyes. It seemed as though I would have that next chance, after all.

      She pulled her blanket away, showing that she was as naked as when she had taken that video for me. There was barely enough light for me to see her body as she glided noiselessly to her feet and crossed the narrow area between my bed and hers in a few luxuriously slow steps, intent on letting me watch as she reached down to pull my blanket away. She smiled when she saw a reaction already showing under my briefs.

      “Hello there,” she whispered, reaching down to touch it and lightly run her fingers over the quickly-growing length.

      “Going to do more than watch this time?” I asked, and she responded with a simple nod while licking her lips. “Then get on the bed.”

      She obliged by draping herself over me, straddling my hips as she leaned down to kiss my lips while pressing her breasts firmly into my chest, shuddering with pleasure as I grew large enough to put pressure between her thighs.

      “Fuck,” she whispered as she ground against me, moaning against my lips as her tongue slipped inside my mouth.

      She paused when I wrapped my hands around her head and pulled her attention to my eyes.

      “You teased me,” I whispered. “Now, I’ll tease you.”

      She looked excited and nodded, not resisting as I guided her down, letting her drag her body over mine to feel my arousal as I slowly pulled her down until she felt my cock push against her face. She reached up and pulled my briefs low enough for the length to spring free and touch her cheek. I heard her gasp and felt her shudder against me as I tilted her head, encouraging her to look up into my eyes as her tongue flicked out to run along the bottom of the shaft. She moaned as she did.

      She tried to move up to the head, but I stopped her.

      “Play with yourself,” I growled, propping myself up against the head of my bed and watching as she followed my instructions. Her right hand slipped between her thighs and started to move as I guided her head down until her tongue was lavishing my balls with attention, letting her suck one of them into her mouth and moan. I felt her shivering through my fingers, which were tangled in her hair. I kept her low for a moment, my eyes closing as I enjoyed the sensuous feeling of her mouth on me.

      After a few long moments, I let her up, her eyes hooded with pleasure.

      “I’m going to fill your mouth now,” I rumbled, my voice thick and heavy with arousal.

      “Fuck my face, Nate,” she encouraged, licking her lips as the thick head throbbed inches away from her waiting lips. I was eager to indulge her and guided her down, her lips parting as the head entered her. It was thick enough to force her jaw wide open although the head was the largest part. She sighed as the shaft entered her mouth.

      I wasn’t giving her a way out of this. She closed her eyes, my thick cock filling the confines of her mouth until I felt the back of her throat beckoning. Troll women liked pushing the boundaries, and from the way that Kelly had teased me, I had the feeling that she wanted me to push her boundaries the same way. But maybe not quite yet, I thought as I slowly bobbed her head on my shaft.

      As I let her pull back to suck in a deep breath, she looked up into my eyes.

      “You’re big,” she panted, stating the obvious.

      “You can handle it?” I asked, although it wasn’t really a question. She nodded and licked her lips again as I brought her head down and filled her mouth with me, feeling her moans as she kept playing with herself. She let me control her pace as she brought her free hand up to stroke what her mouth couldn’t reach before I pulled her up again.

      “So big,” she whispered hoarsely, licking her lips yet again and staring up at me as I guided my drenched cock against her neck and then down to gently rub it against her tits, coating her nipples in the mix of her saliva and my precum.

      “You can handle it,” I growled, feeling the need to hold myself back as I guided her down to take me into her mouth again. She followed through eagerly and pushed herself down onto it, one hand reaching to grab my hips and pull me to thrust into her as her other hand pumped in and out of her pussy. From the sounds it made, she was wet. I felt her vibrating moans as I filled her mouth with my cock over and over again, grunting softly in pleasure as she tried to take more of me inside. She looked up into my eyes, and while her lips were spread almost as far as they could go, there was a momentary hint of a smile before her eyes rolled back. I felt her hips bucking into the bed as she came, and hard, from the looks of it. I kept fucking her face as she toyed with herself, enjoying the sensations as my hips pushed forward, stopping just short of her throat as I filled her mouth with cum, finishing where she could taste me.

      She moaned again. I held her in place as the head twitched a few more times inside her mouth. To her credit, she didn’t let a drop spill out. I smiled as I watched her take a moment, gently sucking on the head as she swallowed. Only then did I let her lift her head off my shaft.

      She smiled, licked her lips, and pulled her hair out of her face with the hand that had been on my hips. The other lifted to her lips, but I stopped her, taking her by the wrist and using it to pull her up and over me. I felt a light sheen of sweat on her skin.

      “How do I taste?” I asked, enjoying the feel of her body over mine.

      “A little sweet,” she said softly, watching as I slipped her fingers, still coated in her own cum, into my mouth. “With a hint of acidic. How about me?”

      “Almost the same,” I replied, taking the time to lick her fingers clean before leaning in to kiss her lips. My hands moved up her body, lightly tracing my fingers over her skin before cupping both of her breasts and then squeezing and slowly kneading the soft flesh. “Although yours is a bit salty.”

      She smiled. “I am a salty gal. With a dirty mouth on top of it.”

      “I don’t disagree,” I whispered, one hand moving away from her breasts to stroke her hair.

      “I want you to dirty my mouth again,” she whispered, sounding like she was drifting off to sleep. “Soon.”

      “I might,” I said, and she smiled. Her hand moved on my chest as she traced idle patterns on it with her fingers. “Although I’d prefer to dirty where your fingers were the next time. Maybe along with your mouth.”

      She smiled. I felt her lips curve against my chest as she kissed it.

      “I’d like that,” she purred.
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      I left Kelly as the sun rose. It felt weird to leave a naked, human woman on my bed, but there wasn’t much I could do or say that would change what happened the night before. I’d slept well, and for a good number of hours, and she wouldn’t be up for a few more. Which meant that I still had time for a quick workout.

      I wondered how she would feel about me leaving her alone in bed like that. It was still my bed. She would, I hoped, understand that I still had a life, despite the fact that we had been intimate the night before. Humans didn’t usually consider obvious facts when they made decisions, but then, trolls didn’t either. I really didn’t know how that was relevant. All I wanted was to get in a quick workout and maybe see what evidence was left behind by the security guards. I hoped that they had called the police to deal with the incident.

      From the lack of crime scene tape around the area, though, I assumed that they hadn’t. It was an inconvenience to the university. I stopped nearby for a moment and shook my head before continuing with my jog. The sickeningly yellow blood still covered the gravel, for crying out loud.

      I was waiting for Ryko to contact me about what I’d learned and the evidence that I’d managed to collect while trying to maintain my cover. I wanted to collect more, but more people were coming around. Too many people, I mused. There were footprints on the gravel, but there were dozens of people already emerging from the dorm buildings. And they looked a little too excited for people who were waking up only an hour or so after dawn.

      They looked tired, I thought to myself, but excited. I hadn’t expected to see the two emotions paired like this.

      And then I realized. It was the start of rush week. Frats were pushing people to join their ranks, swell their numbers, and make the cut to be part of their elite societies. The whole concept was a little foreign to me, but not overly so. There were similar traditions with trolls, after all, different groups, what we called “tribes” that recruited chosen trolls for specific purposes. Some were based on physical appearances, aptitudes, or bloodlines, which I guessed wasn’t all that different from the frats and sororities.

      I remembered my thought from last night that rushing a fraternity might be a perfect way to figure out what the hell was going down on campus. I wondered how the Greek system would feel about having a half-troll among their numbers, but I had to at least try. In trying, I would be able to keep close to the people I was trying to protect.

      And by people, I meant the entire damn university. It was a difficult, daunting, and overly ambitious task that I was setting myself to, but that was how I wanted to show myself to my FBI handlers and the people running the Myths and Monsters Branch. Ryko reminded me of an old shaman saying, that if you shoot for the moon, even if you miss, you’ll still land among the stars. ’Course, there’s also the part about shooting for the moon and falling hard on your face, but what the hell. I was going to take a chance, and I was going to get to the bottom of the mystery at USC.

      I sucked in a deep breath, rolled my shoulders, and watched the beautiful people—the reps from the various frat and sorority houses—advertise the benefits of their places out in the middle of the campus, near the fountains. There were Sigma-this and Theta-that among a wide variety of houses. Some were large, others small, some with more diversity, and others that were lily-white. There were a few frat houses that appeared to have started early because I witnessed some unusual activity, what might be considered hazing, where a self-proclaimed pledge-master had fifteen or so prospects run over to a statue of the founder of the university. The square-jawed men shouted some bullshit speech they’d memorized while the pledge-master barked orders at them and told them to stand in a fountain. Then the pledges stripped down to their underwear and began shouting the speech while grabbing their dicks.

      People paid upward of eighty  grand a year to send their kids to USC, including room and board. What a fucking waste.

      “Fan-fucking-tastic,” I grumbled to myself, watching the pledges.

      “Hey, man,” one of the recruiters, a flaxen-haired stoner said with a playful punch to my shoulder. “How would you feel about being the first troll to join TKE?”

      “Half-troll,” I told the man, narrowing my eyes. “TKE?”

      “Tau Kappa Epsilon, dude,” the youth replied. Thinking of him as a youth was probably a little hypocritical of me, considering that he looked like a senior, which made him about as old as I was. “What do you think? TKE material in you?”

      “I guess we’ll find out,” I said, forcing a smile that I really hoped was agreeable. It didn’t seem to hurt since the man laughed and punched me in the shoulder again.

      “We’re having a party at the house,” he said, pushing a pamphlet into my hand. “Join if you want to party and are thinking of rushing. We’ll start on getting you a bid in no time. Peace, bro.”

      “Yeah,” I said, resisting the urge to rub my shoulder. “Peace.”

      There were a lot of other recruiters in the area, trying the same tactic of inviting potential recruits to a party at the house to get a feel for how they were when they socialized before offering bids. A dozen sororities were doing the same thing, although from what I could tell, they were also keeping an eye on those who were joining the affiliated frats. I took that to mean that my little plan had some merit, at least.

      As I made the rounds and collected some party invitations, I realized that I was being followed around, hounded, and noted that there were those hinting that if I took their bid, there would be a shorter and less arduous recruitment and hazing process for me. I didn’t believe them for a second, and I didn’t like being the center of attention like this. The frats liked having big, burly athletic types like me, not only because those usually meant that they were part of some of the sports teams affiliated with the university, but also because if they passed the hazing, they made excellent bouncers for the parties the frats often threw. I didn’t approve or disapprove, but it was an interesting concept. Besides, it seemed like it would help with my mission of sticking around close enough to avoid any more demon attacks.

      Speaking of frats, I noticed that there was one particular frat that wasn’t pressing me to join them. I didn’t remember the name—I had always been bad with the Greek alphabet letter names—but the kid running the recruiting had a somewhat familiar face. He looked like he had forcibly ignored me for the duration of the rush, but when he saw that there was some attention coming my way, he felt the need to step in and make himself known.

      “Hey, tusk-face,” the jock, whose name escaped me at the moment, finally stepped closer. He was in my way and looked like he wouldn’t move without some help from me. “I’ve noticed that you haven’t shown any interest in joining Pi Kappa Phi. Care to explain that?”

      “Hey,” I said, my smile disappearing as I stepped closer. “Cal, right? Can’t say I’m interested in anything that has to do with you. But, if you want me to show up at your party, I suppose I wouldn’t mind a hit of free beer.”

      Cal chuckled. “I expected Tromen to have bad taste but this borders on intentional like you want the bad shit. Either way, it’s not really my place to judge. I hope you come to the party and try to get a bid. It will be my pleasure to shoot your hopes and dreams down in flames.”

      This was supposed to be trash talk, I realized from the expressions of shock and excitement on the people around me. I wasn’t sure what this guy thought he was doing, but I’d heard better burns when I was a child, practicing my hunting techniques with other children before school.

      But, I wasn’t about to be drawn into a war of words with this guy. He looked like he wasn’t that well-armed, and I didn’t think it would go over well to have me gather that kind of attention. I chuckled, shook my head, and turned to walk away from him.

      I heard quick footsteps over gravel. A hand gripped my shoulder, trying to turn me around. Cal had a hard time of it, apparently, since it ended up pulling him closer to me.

      “Look at the goon,” the guy said. “Fucking ox—what’s the matter? Impale your tongue on one of your oversized teeth?”

      Seriously, I thought, was this what was passed as trashing someone in human circles?

      “Tell those girls you’ve been hanging out with to come find me. No risk of accidental puncturing while I satisfy them, am I right, fellas?”

      A couple of his friends joined in, shouting, “Hell yeah,” and offering some high fives.

      Truly disappointing, I thought with another headshake, figuring he meant to insult my tusks but wondered if he realized he had insulted his own manhood. I finally faced Cal, cracking my knuckles as I slowly rolled my neck. It was something I’d seen people do in films when they wanted to be intimidating.

      From the way that Cal suddenly took his hand off me and stepped back, I thought that I had a pretty good grasp of the technique. It was almost as though he only now realized that he was a couple of inches shorter and lighter by at least fifty pounds.

      I moved closer. He tried to back away again, but I placed a firm hand on his shoulder that stopped him in his tracks as I leaned down to whisper in his ear.

      “Here’s the situation, Cal,” I growled, low enough so that only he could hear me. “There are cameras all around, security and otherwise.” I meant the fact that people were pointing their phones at us, filming in anticipation of what looked like a fight in the works. “With that and the fact that my scholarship here relies on being on my best behavior, I’m not going to initiate a fight. But if you try to start one, I recommend aiming for a knockout punch because if I’m not unconscious by the time you’re done trying to rub some feeling back into your knuckles, I’m going to tear two or three new ones in you and be one hundred percent entitled to do so. So, take your best shot, little boy.”

      With those parting words, I pulled away and looked down at Cal. He didn’t seem overly intimidated. In fact, he looked rather angry, like I had somehow spoiled some grand plan of his. The fight was gone from his stance, though, and he was now trying to find a way to extract himself from this engagement with some dignity still intact.

      I doubted that he would think of one.

      “Not…not worth my time, anyway,” Cal muttered weakly, taking a step back, and then another as his groupies followed him closely as he turned and walked away, along with the rest of the recruiters for his frat.

      I doubted that they would pad their numbers much this year.

      Either way, I’d had enough of the frat boys and sorority girls for the day, and headed off, promising a couple of the more insistent gentlemen that I would indeed attend their party as they tried to convince me that there would be a lot of chicks there.

      There was a part of me that idly wondered if Kelly would be at one of these parties. Rushing a frat meant that I would have to be in attendance, but there was part of me that wanted her to be there, too, if only to have a friendly face in the mix. Even though it was just a pretense to continue an investigation that she didn’t know anything about.

      That was the same part of me that wanted to spill the beans to her, but considering that we…well, yes, we had only met a couple of days ago, but it already felt like we’d known each other much longer. Still, the instinct to bring her closer was there, and I knew that I needed to resist it.

      I narrowed my gaze, my eyes becoming slits as I headed back to the dorm to take a shower. I wondered if I was in that stage of a ‘relationship’ where I saw her everywhere I went. As I blinked a couple of times, I realized that I wasn’t going crazy. She was sitting outside one of the campus’ small coffee shops, enjoying the sunlight and some time with none other than Jennifer.

      I watched them talking and laughing. I was too far away to hear what they said, making me wonder if it was about me.

      Almost as if on cue, Kelly turned her head when Jen gestured, and they both saw me. They waved. I waved back, feeling a little off-put. What were they talking about? If it was about me, what were they discussing? It wasn’t like there was a lack of topics to cover, although I didn’t really feel comfortable with them discussing either of the most current events they’d been involved in.

      Kelly waved me over. I sighed, coming to terms with the fact that I’d be late for morning classes no matter what I did. I shook my head, brushed my hair back when some of it fell into my face, and jogged over to see what they wanted.

      “Hey, Nate,” Kelly said. Jen giggled in the background.

      “Hey, Kelly,” I said, narrowing my eyes at Jennifer until she stopped. “What’s up? How’s it going?”

      “My jaw’s still a little sore,” Kelly said, and I saw a small grin cross Jen’s face. “But otherwise, not too bad.”

      “We were just talking about you,” Jennifer said and sipped her coffee. “As it turns out, Kelly and I go way back, since we grew up on the same street in Malibu, so imagine my surprise when she told me that she was sharing rooms with none other than the troll on campus, Nate Ellison.”

      “Half-troll,” I corrected under my breath. From the way that Jen and Kelly both eyed me, like a piece of meat in the best of ways, I assumed that Kelly had shared some details about her midnight snack with her best friend. Or whatever their relationship was.

      “Yeah,” Kelly said, picking up the conversational reins. “She mentioned that we might get some help for those problems she had in class. The ones that I have, too. Do you think you could help us? We need it. Bad.”

      I looked down at Kelly, tilting my head. She hadn’t made any effort to mask what she actually meant, especially with that little lip-bite at the end. I hadn’t expected this sort of thing from her. Then again, there were a lot of things from her that I hadn’t been expecting, and she seemed to be the instigator. Who was I to deny her something she wanted?

      “Sure, I can help,” I said with a shrug. I still didn’t quite believe that Jen would come back to the dorm with us, but the woman, still dressed in her cheerleader uniform—either fresh from or going to practice, I assumed—stood and linked arms with Kelly. They headed back to the dorm room, with me following closely behind. They kept on talking, discussing their plans for the day. Jennifer said that she was given a couple of days off from classes due to what happened the night before.

      I’d forgotten to ask how she was doing, thanks to the distraction from the two girls. She appeared to be back to her old self, although I clearly wasn’t the judge of that since I’d not known her for long. Kelly should know, being a childhood friend, and she didn’t seem worried.

      The two girls reached the room before I did. Jennifer dropped onto Kelly’s bed and crossed her legs. She looked like she was waiting for something to happen.

      It did, as Kelly faced me.

      “I need to take a shower,” I protested. It was weak, and she knew it, grinning as she reached down under my shirt, running her fingers up over my torso, helping me to get the annoying piece of clothing off.

      “You can after,” she whispered, placing light kisses to my exposed chest as she tossed my shirt over to where Jen sat on the bed. I saw the cheerleader bite her lip as she watched, running her finger over the discarded piece of clothing.

      Kelly was already moving on, slowly kissing her way down.

      “Are we doing this with her watching?” I asked. That was something I’d never done before, although I had been curious to try it.

      “She’ll join us when she’s ready,” Kelly murmured, her lips still planted on my lower stomach, her hands on the hem of my jogging shorts as she started to pull them down insistently. “Do you have a problem with that?”

      “Not really,” I said, keeping an eye on Jennifer as she watched Kelly remove my shorts. “Just doesn’t seem fair that we’re giving her a show and she’s offering nothing in return.

      Jennifer grinned up at me, but her eyes were suddenly drawn to Kelly. I was tall enough and she was short enough that she didn’t need to kneel to be at eye level with my slowly-growing cock. As Kelly rubbed the head with her palm, Jen’s eyes widened.

      “Holy… fuck,” she gasped, instinctively licking her lips.

      “I know, right?” Kelly asked, looking up at me as I tugged on her shirt. She obliged and smoothly removed it and worked her bra off in quick succession, too.

      “How did you get that inside you?” Jennifer asked, leaning forward.

      “I’m almost a little afraid for it to be in my pussy,” Kelly explained. “But, we’ll get there. And I’m more than happy to keep polishing it with my mouth for the moment. I don’t suppose you have any complaints either, right, Nate?”

      I shook my head and cradled the back of her head with one hand, drawing her close enough that her lips met my cock in a soft kiss. Before taking me into her mouth, though, Kelly looked at Jennifer.

      “You heard him,” she said, her voice sounding a little shaky as her fingers enthusiastically worked my shaft. “We’re giving you a show. You’d better give him one, too.”

      With that, Kelly looked me in the eyes with a small smirk as her mouth opened wide. She licked the long shaft before taking the head in her mouth, then quietly moaned as she started sucking on it.

      It was a delicious sight, but my attention was split between the woman with my cock in her mouth and the cheerleader across the room. She stood and turned to face the window before hiking up her skirt, giving me a tantalizing view of her ass as she bent and took her time removing her panties.

      Once they were gone, she kept her skirt up and turned back to us. Her fingers started playing with her clit as she tossed me her panties.

      I caught them with one hand, the other still on the back of Kelly’s head as I slowly bobbed it. She was working me a lot better now than last night. She’d accustomed herself to the girth of it and now started to suck and lick while she took me into her mouth.

      I draped Jen’s panties over Kelly’s shoulder and licked my lips as I put both hands on either side of Kelly’s head. I held her in place as my hips rocked forward, teasing at the back of her throat where I hadn’t pushed before. Kelly encouraged me by grabbing my hips and pulling me deeper. I felt her throat constrict around the thick head. She wasn’t going to get it all the way in, I mused. Not without help.

      I let Kelly back off to catch her breath again, although she refused to let the head out of her mouth as she looked up and saw that my eyes were on Jen. The cheerleader had stripped until she wore nothing but her frilly blue hairbands, and was playing with her pussy as she watched me fuck her friend’s full, red lips.

      “I think Kelly needs a little help,” I rumbled, giving Kelly’s cheek a tender stroke. Jennifer saw the invitation for what it was and walked over to us. She ran her fingers through her friend’s hair. I wanted her attention first, though.

      One hand reminded Kelly to continue sucking my cock as the other went behind Jen’s head and pulled her closer as I firmly kissed her lips, hungrily pulling her as close to me as Kelly, who reached up to squeeze her friend’s bare ass. My hand boldly wandered over the woman’s body as I toyed with her pert, round breasts, then smoothed it over her stomach and down to slip between her thighs. Her already-wet pussy waited for my fingers. Jen moaned into my lips and pressed herself against me for a few seconds before I withdrew my hand and guided her onto her knees next to Kelly. Her eyes still widened as she got a closer look at what the other woman was… How had she described it?

      Oh, right, polishing with her mouth.

      Kelly looked like she wouldn’t give up her spot on the head anytime soon, but there was more than enough of me for both of them. Jen leaned in like she was hypnotized by Kelly’s bobbing head. She started by running her fingers over the veiny shaft, sending chills up my spine as she did, before she leaned closer to kiss it. Kelly chuckled. My shaft jumped in her mouth as my fingers tangled in Jen’s hair and urged her underneath to use her lips and tongue on my balls instead.

      Kelly was still playing with Jen, even with my cock in her mouth. I didn’t mind watching that as she reached down between Jennifer’s thighs, found her drenched pussy, and stroked it. Jennifer returned the favor. The two were a little too comfortable with each other for this to be a first-time thing. That seemed like a story I wouldn’t mind knowing more about, even if both women’s mouths were currently a little too busy to regale me.

      Still, I was curious. And it looked like Kelly needed a quick break. Her jaw was still a little sore, or so she’d told me. I pulled her off my cock, smiling when she let out a soft whine of protest as she looked up at me, questioning.

      “You two seem like you’ve done this sort of thing before,” I murmured, stroking Kelly’s cheek. “I’d say that there’s a story worth listening to there.”

      Kelly nodded. Jen pulled herself up from where she was tonguing me. She looked like she wanted to join the storytelling, but I quickly and smoothly guided her head around and filled her parted lips with the head.

      “Wait your turn,” I said softly. “It’s Kelly’s turn to show and tell.” I looked at Kelly, who grinned as she watched Jennifer’s mouth suddenly filled with me. Kelly let out a hum of pleasure. “Tell me, but keep your friend entertained while you do, Kelly.”

      “We grew up together,” she said, shrugging while caressing her breasts with one hand. The other slowly and gently teased Jen’s pussy while the latter enthusiastically applied herself to the shaft in her mouth. “When it came down to it, I think we were each other’s first sexual experience. We decided that we weren’t going to date. We’ve been together before, sometimes with others, sometimes only the two of us.”

      “The best of friends, then?” I asked, stroking Kelly’s cheek again before looking at Jen as I guided Kelly to kiss and lick my shaft. My pleasure built as the cheerleader’s mouth and tongue drew out the best of me.

      My hips rocked gently against Jen’s lips, filling her with more than she’d bargained for. She looked like she was having a hard time focusing, her rhythm suddenly thrown off as she and Kelly played with each other, bringing them both to the edge. I was rather close myself and gripped Jen’s head a little tighter as my hips repeatedly pumped her mouth full of me. She moaned and cried out, both vibrating deliciously against the head that was buried between her lips as Kelly leaned close and pressed her lips to my balls, sucking and licking them as I watched her cum, too.

      It was all I could do not to return the favor. Then again, I didn’t know why I held back, controlling myself. I shuddered as my cock twitched while still buried deep in Jen’s mouth, giving her the full taste. I didn’t let her pull away until there was nothing left in her mouth but the still-twitching head.

      She smiled and looked up at me while licking her lips and cleaning up the few bits of drool that had escaped.

      “You were right, Kelly,” she said, reaching over to stroke her friend’s hair as Kelly leaned against my leg while coming down from her orgasm. “He does taste good.”

      “I’d recommend it as the morning’s worth of protein,” Kelly replied, still sounding breathless as she idly ran her fingers up and down my thigh. “An important cornerstone for every great breakfast.”

      “I think I need that shower now,” I grumbled as Jen pushed herself to her feet and stayed close as she kissed my neck and shoulders. “You’re both welcome to join. I’m probably already going to be late for class, anyway.”

      “I’m sure they’ll forgive you,” Jen said with a chuckle. She pressed against me, then took my hand and put it on her breast as she kissed me.

      “I think the shower will fit all three of us,” Kelly said as she pulled herself up and ran her fingers up Jen’s back before drawing her into a gentle kiss. “It’s going to be a little crowded in there, but I don’t think that’ll be a problem.”

      It was assumed that it wouldn’t be, but the fact remained that if we all went into that bathroom together, I didn’t think we’d be worrying about classes or anything like that for the moment.

      I stepped into the shower first and turned the water temperature down from the scalding heat that I usually set it to, thinking of the pair that would join me in quick succession. Kelly stepped in first. She glided over to me, wrapped her arms around my waist, and pulled me closer to her, then buried her face in my chest.

      “Are you all right?” she whispered while Jen took her time joining us.

      “Of course,” I said softly. I ran my fingers through her hair, down her back, and pulled her into the steady stream of warm water with me. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “Jen told me what happened last night.” She looked up while running her hands over my chest and then leaned into me. “She gave me a quick report about the goings-on. It was more or less why I thought this might be good for her.”

      “And did you take my feelings into account?” I wondered aloud as I curled my fingers under her chin and tilted her head up to look at me.

      “You didn’t mind me sucking your cock.” She grinned at me, then pulled my hand out from under her chin and ran her tongue over my finger. “I didn’t think you’d mind having two girls doing it. Jen needed some intimacy, plus she wanted to thank you for saving her life, although she was a little fuzzy on the details. I didn’t mind sharing you with her. I’ve done it before.”

      “That’s an interesting story, too,” Jennifer said as she stepped into the shower stall behind Kelly and wrapped her arms around the woman, and me by association. I felt her hands slip between Kelly and me, cupping her friend’s breasts and gently kneading them as she lightly kissed her neck. “Do you want me to share it?”

      “I don’t think it’s really relevant,” Kelly said, turning around and tenderly kissing Jennifer’s lips. “We were drunk, there was a guy we wanted to fuck, and we decided to do it at the same time. Ended up, he wasn’t that much fun, and we had more fun with each other than with him. It’s not something we often do, but there is something about having fun with the person that you’re with.”

      “Agreed,” I said softly, trying to take a step back, not wanting to intrude on their moment together. I wasn’t sure about the dynamic playing out in front of me, although two beautiful women enjoying each other was an arousing sight. Jen stopped me and pulled me close as she ran a light finger over one of my tusks.

      “Believe me,” she whispered, kissing my lips tenderly. “We had plenty of fun with you, too, and it begs a repeat.”

      I leaned down to create a better angle around my tusks. Her tongue slipped inside my mouth.

      “How about you, Nate?” Kelly asked, tugging me over to her and pressing her lips to my left bicep. “What are your experiences?”

      “Well, I’ve never had two women at the same time,” I said, watching them. “The others were trolls, exclusively. Or half-trolls, like me. They liked to be rough and wanted it given as good as they dished out. I had to…hold myself back to keep from hurting the two of you.”

      Kelly grinned and pressed her cheek against my arm as I leaned down to kiss her forehead.

      “I wouldn’t mind you being rough with me,” she chuckled. Then she tugged Jen and me under the stream of water. She pulled a loofah off a nearby hook, doused it with some shower gel, and started to clean us as well as herself.

      As showers went, it was rather enjoyable, even if it took us a while to finish. We alternated, taking turns cleaning each other. It was arousing and comforting at the same time. I was the first to finish and stepped out of the bathroom as Jen and Kelly dried each other off. They had been excused from classes, but I was here on a scholarship, which meant that there were consequences if I skipped them.

      I still had time to get to my classes. I might end up being a little late, but the scholarship board would probably forgive me for a few late arrivals. I wondered if the FBI and the M&M branch would step in to keep me at the university. Of course, my scholarship review wasn’t up for another three months. I hoped to have this investigation wrapped up by then. Learning that I was actually an FBI agent would probably shatter most of the relationships that I was forming now, but that was a problem for another time.

      Still no word from Ryko, I thought as I pulled on clean clothes. He probably didn’t like what I was trying to do. Asserting that demons were real would have the human world reeling. They would want all of us monsters sent back to wherever we’d come from, and they would get members of the scientific communities to open the Breach again just to send us back. I could understand his probable fears.

      As I stepped out of the room, my weapons pack and backpack slung over my shoulder, several kids rushed by, nearly slamming into me. Looking left to right, I saw more kids running in a panic. Classes were about to start, which meant that something made them abandon the classrooms.

      I reached out and grabbed the shoulder of a young man who was sprinting in the opposite direction from me.

      “What’s happening?” I asked.

      “Another girl’s gone missing,” he replied as he pulled his arm free and went on his way to his room.
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      “Two girls in two weeks, that can’t be a coincidence,” I said.

      The holographic Ryko sighed and shook his head. The image projected on the wall flickered, but I saw the worry creasing the chief’s face. “No, it can’t, but if we’re unable to pinpoint the origin of the strikes, you know what’s going to happen. There’s no way the Bureau will commit more resources to the investigation. We need leads, kiddo. We need hard evidence.”

      “I sent you leads,” I replied, crossing my arms over my chest. “I sent you the images that I took of the building, told you what I saw attacking one of the students. I had to intercede to stop the attack, though, so I couldn’t get any pictures of it. There was a description, and the fact that it took an elemental knife to stop it from killing me.”

      “You have an elemental knife?” Ryko asked, tilting his head.

      “Had,” I grumbled, idly scratching my forearm. “It was a gift from my mother, back when those kinds of weapons were still necessary for our survival. It broke off in the creature’s hand, but the knife was enough to temporarily drain the creature of its powers.”

      “Nothing in the old writings talks about demons having the ability to bend light as you described,” Ryko said, narrowing his eyes at me.

      “I never said that it was bending the light,” I quickly replied. “Bending shadows, though, wrapping them around light sources to keep the light away…that’s fairly common in demon spawn.”

      It had been a few hours since word of another missing girl spread through campus. A few odd folks were trying to get some details on the case. Others were panicking, heading to their dorms, locking doors and calling parents. The university was struggling to try and keep their students from leaving, and the security teams were working full-time to make sure that nobody suspected there was a missing girl. All I knew was that a girl had left her house in the middle of the day and hadn’t come back, with no sign of her anywhere.

      “They’re attacking in broad daylight,” I said, looking Ryko dead in the eye. “They’re getting bolder.”

      “Or more desperate,” Ryko pointed out. “There might be a timetable that we don’t know about.”

      There was a lot that we didn’t know anything about, but I didn’t need to remind Ryko about that. The chief knew what he was looking at. I knew he believed me when I said that there was a demon on campus. I also knew that he had to present that finding to people who would be skeptical. He didn’t need to tell me that since the process was clear to me.

      “You need to keep working the case, Nate,” Ryko said, tapping his tusks. “Get in closer, find more evidence. Saving the girls is, of course, the top priority here, so you’re walking a tightrope. We need you to snoop and keep them safe. I know what you’re capable of and I know you can do it.”

      I nodded. “I appreciate your faith, chief.”

      Ryko nodded. “Let’s catch this sonofabitch.”

      “We will,” I growled, and watched as the holo-screen projected onto the wall of the room that I was in disappeared. Whatever faith Ryko had in me, I wasn’t sure it was misplaced. That said, I needed to put my best effort into getting my hands on the motherfuckers responsible for all of this.

      I tucked my phone back in my pocket and stepped out of the empty supply closet I’d hidden in. Clutching my weapons pack and backpack, I looked around to make sure that there wasn’t anything or anyone watching me as I moved away, straightening my shirt and rolling my shoulders.

      “Hey!”

      I jumped, then turned to see Kelly jogging over to me.

      “Hey,” I finally replied, tapping nervously on my tusks. I knew that she wasn’t close enough to have heard my conversation with Ryko, but I was starting to grow more and more paranoid. Hard to tell what I was looking for, these days.

      “Where did you run off to?” Kelly asked, stepping next to me and wrapping her arms around my waist.

      “I had classes to get to,” I said, looking around.

      “They canceled classes for the day,” Kelly pointed out. “Another girl’s gone missing, and they want everyone to stay inside and out of the way until it’s been fully investigated.”

      “Campus security isn’t going to get anything done out here,” I said, taking a moment before letting my hands come around her to pull her closer to me. This felt good, I realized. Right.

      “Do you think you can do any better?” she asked, looking up into my eyes.

      “You’re setting the bar a little low, but yes, I do,” I said with a small grin.

      “Well then, shouldn’t you protect your girls instead of investigating?” She pulled back, then took my hand and tugged me over to walk with her. There was a feeling of fear across the entire campus, and as two people who knew what was happening, it was best if we stayed together.

      “Fair enough,” I finally grumbled, keeping my head on a near-constant swivel. I had no idea how a demon would attack in broad daylight without some serious alarms going off, but it apparently had. We needed to find out how.

      I needed to find out how.

      My eyes suddenly narrowed as I turned my face toward Kelly. “I wasn’t aware that you two were ‘my girls.’”

      She shrugged and winked at me. “Well, you’re aware now, buster.”

      “Okay,” I grunted. I mulled over that statement and decided that now wasn’t the time to think about it. There was work to be done, and I could do it with her beside me. Hell, I might as well try and get her help, right? “Right. Anyway, I’ve been trying to figure out how to rush a frat, and all I’ve gotten so far is invites to parties at the houses in question. They want me to come, but I guess it’s not just a party if they’re looking over potential candidates.”

      “Right,” Kelly said, threading her fingers through mine as we walked. “Rushing a frat is an interesting process. The people running recruitment want to make sure you’ll be a good fit with their group, socially more than anything else. What’s the best way to determine how someone fits in socially? With a party, of course! Some of the more exclusive places have classier parties, but the ones that are running recruitment out in the open are the ones that will be throwing keggers and the like. Not classy, but still fun if that’s your kind of thing.”

      “Do all humans just know about this kind of stuff, or did you research it?” I asked, tilting my head as I squeezed her hand in mine.

      She smirked back at me. “A bit of both. My parents are very dedicated alumni, so they made sure that I knew everything there was to know about the college culture out here. It wasn’t that difficult, you know, once it was ingrained in me. Also, I looked into joining a sorority in my freshman year but ended up getting too involved in classes to do anything else. I’ve been considering rushing one of the sororities this year, though.” She reached into her bag and pulled out a handful of pamphlets.

      “Are you sure you should do that?” I asked. “The attacks seem pretty focused on sorority girls. Are you going to try and avoid those where girls went missing?”

      “Well, the missing girls have come from four different sororities, so I don’t think that anyone is being targeted,” Kelly replied, although a hint of a shadow crossed her face at the prospect. “Still, I’m not going to let some shadowy kidnapper keep me from making the most of my college experience.

      What if the kidnapper was a monster or monsters? I thought.

      Considering that her knowledge of what happened came from Jen’s version of events, it didn’t surprise me that she didn’t know there was a demon on campus. In my experience, one of the biggest things that separates humans and trolls is human capacity to believe in almost everything aside from the stuff that’s sometimes staring you in the face.

      “So, what’s up, big guy? Kelly asked. “You down with going to rush with me, or what?

      I smiled. “What’s in it for me?”

      “You get to keep an eye on me, keep me safe, and it’s a lot more fun when you’re with someone you know. And there’s a lot of overlap between the sorority and fraternity rushes, so that’s actually one of the better ways to do it.”

      It did sound like a good idea. I didn’t want anything trying to take Kelly away, and having her Sherpa me around campus through rush sounded like fun—and a helluva good way to further my investigation.

      “I’d like nothing better,” I finally said with a small smile, and reached down to stroke her cheek. She leaned into the touch and then turned, lightly biting my fingers.
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        * * *

      

      The parties, or keggers as I’d learned to call them, started a little after dusk. Considering that the campus was pretty much deserted until they started, it was easy to run through some basic investigations in the meantime. Keeping Kelly out of the loop was difficult since she insisted on following me around, but that only made it more interesting. She knew that I’d saved Jen from the attack, and she figured that I would be curious enough to follow up on it, especially if it was to protect ‘my girls.’ The more complicated bit was having to use the tech I had on hand for precisely this reason without her suspecting.

      I’d found that the easiest way to get somebody to ignore what you’re doing is to involve them in it. So, I told Kelly that we should talk with people and see if anyone knew anything about either the most recent disappearance or any of the other ones. While Kelly did this, hustling off to chat with a girl or a guy, I opened my backpack to inspect the goodies hidden inside: my service weapon, various electronic gizmos including tracking devices, and sound and signals detection discs, tiny metal spheres that could be slapped on almost anything.

      I removed several sound detection devices and covertly secured them at strategic locations. What I liked about the Bureau’s tech was that these gadgets were particularly well-suited to detect certain frequencies, including the high-pitched chatter that was usually exchanged between demons. The bastards had a way of clucking their tongues that sounded like knives being rubbed together. It wasn’t something humans could detect, but I usually could, and the sound trackers always could.

      Kelly and I collected some useful information. With the devices in place and synched to a small handheld PDA I kept in my pocket, it felt like a productive day. With the work done and the sun setting, I realized it was time to put my party face on.

      Kelly told me that it was good to start with some of the places that I wasn’t interested in joining. I was still avoiding the Pi Kappa Phi house since I didn’t want to deal with the likes of Cal anymore, although now that I thought about it, that did seem like the kind of place where the kidnapping types would hang out.

      That was a snap judgment from having met only one of the members, though, and ‘met’ was a strong word. ‘Almost clashed with’ fit better.

      We began our journey, moving past several of the first fraternity houses that I wasn’t interested in and partying alongside girls from various sororities that Kelly wasn’t interested in joining. Kelly said that the idea was to come in, have a beer, shoot the shit with some of the locals, and then head out, saying that we were going through the frat row and visiting all the parties. A lot of people did that, and very few stayed at the first party they arrived at.

      Much of it was a blur as we moseyed up to the front stairs of the various frat houses. We got some strange looks from the brothers, who nevertheless allowed us inside. I was a head-length taller than everyone else and nearly two times wider, which meant that they gave me a wide berth and nobody fucked with us. The basements were where the action was, and we were handed cups and given booze as we stood back or swayed to the beat of the music as strobe lights created strange shadows that danced on the walls.

      There were more houses and more booze, shots from blocks of ice, and black lights. Some of the frats were filled with stoners, others with jocks, some were whiter than winter frost, and others were more diverse. Some of the brothers were restrained, and others were wild men, strapping on helmets to play “wall ball” where they received a football and proceeded to run through the drywall in the basement. Only a human would be dumb enough to do something like that.

      It was a lot of fun, although about three house visits in, I got the feeling that, despite being friends with Jen, Kelly wasn’t much of a party girl. She looked like she was having fun, of course, but she didn’t look like she was going to last very long. Five or six small red beer cups in, and she was already leaning on my arm for balance as we headed off to the next party.

      I recognized this next sorority house, especially in the dark. I’d been here the night before to drop Jennifer off after her attack.

      “This is where Jen is,” Kelly explained. There was no slur in her voice yet, which made me wonder if she was pretending to need my help staying upright to keep her hands on my arm while we walked. If so, it was an odd deception, although I didn’t mind having her hands on me.

      We stepped inside. Sure enough, there was Jennifer, who squealed when she saw Kelly. The smaller, curvier of the pair squealed back, and both ran to each other and hugged enthusiastically. My sensitive ears needed earplugs, I mused, rubbing my forehead. Humans loved loud music, but for someone with hearing as sensitive as mine, it was borderline torture.

      I could handle it, though, I thought as both girls turned their attention back to me. Jennifer came closer. Unlike Kelly, who was dressed for comfort in jeans, a shirt with the USC logo on it and a light cardigan, Jennifer was dressed to party in an incredibly short skirt and a form-fitting shirt with a plunging collar line, wearing a pair of tall high heels and with her long blonde hair tied up in a ponytail.

      Even with the heels, she needed me to bend down a little for her to kiss my cheek.

      “Nice to see you again, Nate,” she whispered in my ear as her hand came down and squeezed my ass. I tried not to overreact to that as I grinned and kissed her cheek in return.

      “Come on, you two, the party’s just getting started,” Jennifer said, grabbing my and Kelly’s hands and dragging us into the main room where the loud thumping music was playing. “Some guys from Tau Kappa Epsilon just came over and they brought gifts!”

      Tau… oh, right, TKE. I even caught sight of the ‘Peace’ guy, who saw me as well and raised his hand in a slow wave. He was clearly under the influence of something, and I recognized the smell. It wasn’t popular with trolls for some reason, but I’d been around humans for long enough to know the smell of marijuana.

      “Hey, man!” one of the other members called as he walked over to me and slapped me on the shoulder. “Nice to see you around here. You should swing by the TKE house. If you think the party around here is wild, just wait until you see the Source.”

      “The what, now?” I asked, letting the man drag me away from where Jennifer and Kelly were catching up with a couple of their mutual friends. I assumed Jennifer was helping Kelly get a bid for this house.

      “The Source,” the TKE enthusiast said with a chuckle. “It’s what we call our house, man. Do you… is it offensive for me to call you, man?”

      “Not to me, but then half-trolls are known for their thick skin,” I replied as we reached a ping-pong table where all the drinks were being served.

      “Far out, dude,” the TKE guy said, pushing a couple of shots over to me. “Can you hold your liquor, though? I mean, we brought some primo ganja if you’re in the mood for something smoother.”

      “Never tried pot,” I replied. “I don’t really get the point of inhaling smoke into your lungs. But I’ve been drinking the hard stuff since I was twelve since that’s the way trolls roll, so yeah…” I paused, took the first shot glass, and downed it smoothly. Vodka was an interesting substance. It was smooth and didn’t taste like much. I took the second glass and quickly chased the first. “You could say that I can handle my booze.”

      “All right!” TKE man chuckled and poured a couple more shots, claiming one for himself. “Party on, half-troll dude!”

      The man was clearly already under the influence of his own supply. Pot was legal in the state and had been for a while, so I didn’t have an issue with him using it even if I didn’t think I’d like it. And he shared another couple of shots before he headed off, looking like he was feeling a little sick.

      “Hey, Nate, come join us!”

      I turned to see Jennifer and Kelly seated on a long couch, sharing it with a third girl who looked over at me with an excited smile on her lips. She looked enough like Jennifer with her hair done up in a similar ponytail that they could have been sisters, although she wore a summer dress instead.

      I moved over to them. Kelly guided me to the center of the couch, to sit between her and the new girl. Kelly looked like she felt a little better as she laid down on my lap and gazed up at me. Her legs were on Jennifer’s lap.

      “Nate, this is Pearl,” Kelly said, pointing to their friend, who reached over to hug me instead of shaking my offered hand. “Pearl, this is Nate, the guy we’ve been talking about.”

      I returned the hug awkwardly. She kissed my cheek before pulling away.

      “You’re friendly,” I pointed out, and she laughed.

      “I’m excited to meet you,” Pearl replied and reached over to play with Kelly’s hair. “Kelly and Jen have told me so much about you that I feel like I know you already. We were helping to get Kelly a bid for our little Alpha Phi home before the party started in earnest.”

      “Sounds like a fun night,” I said with a small smile, not wanting to appear rude.

      “It is!” Pearl said in a high-pitched voice and reached over to a nearby couch, pulling over a bong that was there. I could smell what was inside from a mile away. It wafted through the entire common room. She took a couple of hits from it and offered it to Kelly, who did the same. I was next and eyed the device skeptically.

      “Have you ever tried it?” Jennifer asked, leaning on my shoulder and pulling my arm around her waist. “It’s something new. They call it angel tears.”

      “Can’t say that I have,” I said. I didn’t want to try it, but this whole night, and in fact, this whole college experience was about trying new things, right? I took the bong from Kelly’s hands and breathed in the smoke coming from the bowl. I held it in my lungs for a few long seconds and then exhaled upwards.

      “What do you think?” Jennifer asked, and I realized that her hands were drifting down to my side, coming down to the spot on my lap that wasn’t covered by Kelly. I didn’t protest, but there was no reaction from my end either.

      “It’s interesting,” I said, noting the effects that one puff had on my body. It was pretty negligible and demanded that I have more for a much more expansive experience, but I wasn’t interested. “But it’s not for me. You guys keep doing your thing, though. Don’t mind me.”

      “We can’t help but mind you,” Jennifer said with a chuckle. She took the bong from me as her other hand kept rubbing my cock through my trousers.

      “I think if you keep doing that, we might need to find someplace a little more… private,” I growled, shifting uncomfortably.

      “I believe I know just the place,” Jennifer said. She put the bong down and stood, offering her hands to Kelly and me to stand. Kelly accepted first. I followed close behind. “You’re welcome to join us if you want, Pearl.”

      The other cheerleader tilted her head, looking a little skeptical, but she stood and straightened her dress.

      “I do want,” she said with a teasing grin as she walked by me. “But only to confirm some of the outlandish tales that these ladies shared with me. You’d better not disappoint, Nate.”

      I smiled. “I aim to please.”

      I didn’t know what kind of tales Kelly and Jennifer had shared, and I wasn’t sure I wanted them talking about what was supposed to be kept in private, but I didn’t have any real complaints to offer. Kelly took my hand and guided it down to remain on her ass as we moved through the room again, with a couple of those who weren’t already drunk and high watching us curiously. I would have too if I were in their position.

      Pearl went up the stairs first, grabbing Jen’s hand to pull her in close. I walked up with Kelly in my arms and hands since she was intent on starting the party early by kissing my arm and shoulder and guiding my hands over her body as she did.

      By the time we reached the room, Jen and Pearl were already kissing. Pearl’s right hand slipped underneath Jen’s short shirt as the latter gasped. It was a distracting and arousing sight but not enough to drag my attention from Kelly, who’d already pulled her cardigan away and draped her arms around my shoulder as she pulled me down to kiss her tenderly. My hands moved boldly over her body, as I assumed that the way she wanted me to grope her on the stairs hadn’t changed now that we were in private.

      More or less, I thought, as I realized that Pearl watched us intently, making me wonder which stories were shared. There were only three of note.

      Kelly’s hands dipped to my trousers. She undid them and let them drop to the ground as she stroked my cock through my briefs.

      “Feel like stuffing my mouth full again, Nate?” Kelly whispered, her voice thick with need.

      “I promised that I would dirty where your hands were last night,” I reminded her as my fingers dipped between her thighs and stroked her through her jeans, eliciting a soft, needy moan.

      “Oh my,” Jen said, already breathless. “Is Nate going to be your first time, Kelly?”

      I pulled up slightly and looked her in the eyes. “First time?”

      “In my… pussy,” Kelly explained, blushing. It was visible even in the dim light of Jen’s room. “I’ve been with guys before, but it was always oral.”

      I looked around to the other two. “So, are you three…”

      “Kind of a trio, yeah,” Pearl said, her fingers still teasing under Jennifer’s skirt. “Although not exclusive, obviously. So, is he going to be your first hard fuck, then, Kelly?”

      Kelly nodded while prying my cock free of my briefs. She rubbed the thick, still-growing head slowly. “I think I’d like that, yes.”

      Pearl’s eyebrows shot up as she got a clear view of what I assumed was the outlandish tale spread by Kelly and Jen.

      “Holy…fuck,” Pearl gasped, then giggled and covered her mouth as she saw what the fuss was all about.

      “I think I said the exact same thing.” Jen grinned, pulling Pearl’s attention back to her, then passionately kissed her lips.

      Kelly had pulled my shirt off, using it to tug me onto the bed. I didn’t remember if it was Jennifer’s bed or her roommate’s. Speaking of which…

      “Should we watch out for Jennifer’s roommate?” I asked as I helped Kelly out of her clothes. I didn’t want to be the one who thought about all this stuff. It was that primal need to let go that I’d been holding back. This seemed like the right time to let it free. I still had a hard time believing that this was happening, but Jennifer and Pearl were there, watching as Kelly pulled the rest of her clothes off and tossed them over to the side of the room the two women stood, with the other two laughing as they tossed her clothes aside.

      Kelly’s panties were the last to go. She bent to pick them up, making sure to push her ass against my cock before turning around with a small smile and handing me the lacy white piece of clothing.

      “What am I supposed to do with this?” I wondered as I played with the fabric between my fingers, even though my eyes were locked on the gorgeous woman standing in front of me. Or sitting. And then laying down on the bed, licking her lips as she watched me step closer.

      “I wanted you to know how wet I am at the thought of you inside me,” she whispered, tilting her head and indicating for me to come closer with her finger. I did, towering over her as my hands glided up over her bare stomach then pulled her closer to the edge of the bed. She sighed as the thick head rubbed between her lips and pressed over her clit.

      She hadn’t been lying about being wet, I realized and tossed her panties aside as she looked down. Her hands came up and followed mine as I cupped and squeezed her breasts while slowly grinding against her, rubbing her clit with my cock over and over. She shuddered against me, and a soft moan escaped her lips, but her eyes remained open. Her fingers gripped my forearms. Her features showed pleasurable expectation, but there was a hint of hesitation in her eyes as she came to terms with the knowledge that something that thick and long would be inside her.

      “Just relax,” I whispered and bent to kiss her. I enjoyed the way she used her tongue, and even how her fingers came up and played with my tusks as we kissed. I’d never experienced that before. It was interesting.

      My hands glided back down over her body, holding her close to me. She sucked in a deep breath and I felt goosebumps rising on her skin as I slid farther down her body, kissing her neck and shoulders. It was an interesting test in self-control as I tried to avoid biting her with my tusks. Her body lifted to mine as she reached down and guided me up and down over her clit like she was preparing herself for it. She teased her drenched pussy over and over again, leaving herself as well as me utterly breathless in anticipation.

      I pulled myself back up to my full height and watched her slowly stroke me while eyeing me. Her breasts rose and fell and her breathing picked up as she brought the thick head down to her tight entrance and rubbed it. She gasped for breath and closed her eyes until I wrapped my hand around hers, guiding her fingers as I slowly pressed forward.

      “Oh… God…” she whispered as her back arched up from the bed. One hand gripped the sheets beneath her. The other let go of my cock and grabbed my forearm, nails sinking in, as I slowly inched forward. Once I didn’t need any more manual guidance, my hands moved to her thighs, which were wrapped around my hips. I spread them wide and pushed them up, giving her a better position as I carefully eased into her. I didn’t want her first experience with a man to split her in half.

      Not literally, of course. I didn’t have that kind of ego. Still, feeling her pussy wrapping tightly around me made my breath catch in my chest. I needed to hold back—my sudden instinct was to push forward as firmly and roughly as I could. I felt her shivering gently, her fingers still digging into my forearm.

      “Don’t stop,” she whispered, eyes closed as she relaxed around me. It was still a snug fit, but after a little shifting around, I finished the thrust. It wasn’t going to go in all the way, I realized with a small smirk, but that would have to be enough.

      I bent to kiss her and then lightly nibbled on her neck as she reached down to grab my ass, holding me in place as I slowly ground myself against her. She smiled up at me, panting for breath.

      “Fuck,” I growled, pulling back and then sliding in again, still slow but a little quicker than the last time. I kept her legs on my shoulders and captured one of her breasts in my hand, squeezing it in time with my hips pumping her full of me. Even though I was moving slowly, if inexorably, I felt her react, especially each time the head and shaft rubbed over the soft little nub of pleasure deep inside her.

      “Oh… Nate…” she gasped, her body tensing. Her already tight pussy clamped around me, wrapping tight and refusing to let go, sending a rush of pleasurable sensations up my spine as I held her close to me, feeling her cumming around my cock.

      “Fuck…” Kelly whispered, reaching out to touch me. “I can’t… please.”

      I pulled away. Her warm, drenched sex gripped me, trying to stop me from pulling out completely.

      “Are you all right?” I asked, seeing a light sheen of sweat coating her skin as I eased back and lowered her legs to the bed.

      She nodded quickly. “I just… I need a quick break.”

      I nodded and reached down to stroke myself a few times, keeping myself in the game, as it were.

      “Come over and join us, Nate,” Jen called. I turned and saw that she was on her back, as well. Her skirt was gone…no, it was simply pushed up and out of the way. She was missing her panties and had Pearl’s face buried between her thighs. It was a delicious sight, enough to have me at full mast once more.

      “Go ahead,” Kelly said, reaching down to gently stroke her clit. “I don’t mind watching.”

      I smiled. “Don’t mind if I do, in that case.”

      I moved over to where Jen and Pearl were enjoying each other. Jen pulled herself over to the edge of the bed until her head hung almost completely off it as she looked up at me with a playful grin.

      Her intention was clear. I really didn’t mind obliging as I reached down, pulled her shirt low enough to free her breasts and gently kneaded them as she reached over and ran the fingers of her right hand over the long, throbbing shaft as her left hand came up underneath and gently massaged my balls.

      I leaned down to give Jen’s breasts some attention and saw Pearl grinning up at me as she pumped her fingers in and out of Jen’s pussy, using her thumb to toy with the woman’s clit.

      “What?” I asked, suddenly distracted as Jennifer sucked the head of my cock into her mouth and let out a low moan. The vibrations sent chills up my spine, which forced me back up to my full height. “I’m a breast man, nothing too surprising about that.”

      “I didn’t say anything,” Pearl replied, licking her lips as Jennifer managed to bob her head and take more of my shaft into her mouth, still moaning from Pearl’s ministrations, which I fully appreciated and supported. “I’m something of a breast woman, myself.”

      A soft, involuntary moan escaped my lips. “Are you… Well, do you prefer the ladies to the boys? Not judging, mind, considering that’s my taste, too.”

      “I’ve had boyfriends from time to time,” Pearl admitted, then leaned down to give Jen’s drenched pussy an appreciative kiss. “But, I’ve mostly stuck to the ladies. More of an emotional connection there, for me.”

      I nodded, trying to think of something positive to say, but it was difficult to focus since Jen had picked up her pace. She reached up, grabbed one of my hands, and brought it back to her breast for attention as her body tensed. Her back arched as Pearl upped her game as well, leaning in to work Jen’s clit with her tongue as her fingers pumped in and out of her faster. I felt it through Jen’s moans as well as her increased pace as she pulled me closer and forced me deeper into her mouth, and then into her throat. I gasped for breath, my head dropping back as she suddenly stopped, her muffled cries of pleasure vibrating around my cock as she pulled me closer still, her hand on my balls thankfully dropping to the inside of my thigh as her grip tightened enough to leave nail marks there.

      Pearl smiled and lifted her head, smacking her lips as I pulled away just enough to let Jen breathe, although she stopped me before the head left her mouth. Pearl watched, fingers still gently pumping Jen for a few more seconds before she pulled them free and looked up at me.

      “Want a taste?” She tilted her head in question.

      “I’d like that, yeah,” I replied, reaching down to lightly stroke Jen’s cheek as Pearl climbed over her and gave her breasts a generous squeeze before offering her wet fingers to me. I leaned in and sucked them into my mouth, running my tongue over them and humming my appreciation of the slick mix of sweet and salty tastes. I watched as Kelly pulled herself up from the bed and came over to the one that Pearl and Jennifer were on. She dropped onto it next to Jen and then spread her thighs wide so I could see her playing with herself as she watched.

      Pearl waited until I was finished tasting and then kissed me, gently at first. Then, she deepened it with a quiet whimper of pleasure. I realized that Jennifer had released my cock from her mouth and come up under Pearl’s tasteful sundress instead, after pulling her panties low enough to return the favor.

      Pearl smiled and ran her fingers over both of my tusks before one of her hands drifted down to where my cock hung heavily between us.

      “I thought you said that you preferred the ladies,” I grumbled as she pulled away from the kiss.

      “I don’t mind the guys,” she reminded me as she slowly stroked my cock with one hand. The other pulled the straps of her dress away and then brought my hand up to squeeze. A perfect handful of firm yet soft breast, I thought with a small smile as she kissed my shoulder. “Besides, you’re a half-troll, so it’s not like I’m totally coming back to it. I’m going for troll guys, not human ones.”

      “I’ll take that kind of compromise,” I said with a soft chuckle and let my head tip back as her kisses moved down over my lower stomach and her hands guided my heavy shaft to her mouth. She sucked the head in first, lavishing it with attention from her tongue as I cupped her breast and squeezed her nipple in time with Jen’s work, dragging a low moan from her. I locked eyes with Kelly for a moment as she played with herself. She looked like she was building to another orgasm. She reached over to tease Jennifer, who was still exposed. Right then, Pearl found something else to do with her mouth. I couldn’t resist the urge to cradle her head and draw her closer as she sucked me deeper. I reached down and pulled her sundress up to reveal where Jen was hiding with Pearl sitting on her face. As Pearl took me deeper into her mouth, I reached down and lightly smacked her ass, then pulled her closer as she reacted with a bit of surprise but moaned again as she pulled me into her throat. I gasped and pushed deeper, feeling her cede control as she sucked in every inch I fed her until her nose pressed against my hip. I held her there for a second before letting her draw back.

      She pulled off me and sucked in a deep breath while stroking me with her fingers, a cheeky grin on her lips.

      “Got another one in you, big guy?” she asked, sounding a little hoarse but eager to be fucked hard like that again. I nodded, watching as Kelly pushed herself to another orgasm. From the muffled moans I heard from under Pearl’s pussy, Jennifer was close to one, too.

      “Smack my ass a couple of times while you’re feeding me your dick,” she ordered while leaning down to lick the tip. “I like cumming with my mouth full of cock.”

      “I’m sure I can oblige,” I purred, then pulled her in and thrust my hips forward, hearing the wet sounds of her mouth and throat sucking me in sloppily. She let me pump her full at my leisure as I reached down to squeeze her breasts and nipples with one hand. The other came down to encourage Jen, as both of them approached orgasm. I fulfilled Pearl’s request right as she hit the tipping point, smacking her hard enough to leave a pair of, leaving a pair of bright red handprints on both ass cheeks.

      I hit the precipice as well—grunting, growling, and feeling like I’d lost control as I grabbed her head and pushed deeper, shoving her all the way down over and over again. I felt rather than heard her screams of pleasure as she collapsed against me, struggling to breathe while my cock twitched and pulsed deep in her throat as my hips jerked against her face. She shuddered and leaned on her hands, eyes rolling back, as she tried to keep from falling over.

      It took me a moment to realize that she needed me to pull back to let her breathe. I did, watching as she sucked in a deep, much-needed breath.

      “Are you all right?” I asked, struggling to stay on my feet.

      She nodded as she reached for me and pulled me close, laying her head on my chest and running her fingers down the hard, muscled planes of my torso as she recovered her breath.

      “That was…intense,” she whispered, sounding a little hoarse from her mouth and throat being manhandled like that. “More intense than I’m used to.”

      “Sorry about that.” I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her close. I kissed the top of her head and then her lips, tasting a bit of myself on them. Jen came out from underneath Pearl, smacking her lips, leaving me with an intense need to taste her myself at some later date.

      “It was a good kind of intense,” Pearl replied while lightly patting my chest. She kissed me. “I think I need a couple more drinks to chase your cum down. Jen, want to come with me?”

      “Sure, I’ll…come with you,” Jen said with a cheesy grin, knowing that it was a bad joke but not caring. She gave Kelly a soft kiss on the lips before climbing off the bed, then kissed Pearl too. The two ladies worked to get their clothes back into something like acceptable order before linking arms and heading out.

      I laid down next to Kelly. She smiled at me and moved close enough to wrap her arm around my shoulder and pull me in next to her, then kissed me as one of her hands slid between us to toy with my cock, still wet from Pearl’s mouth.

      “Are you okay?” I asked, realizing that I was asking that a lot. She seemed to notice it too and chuckled softly before pressing her lips to mine again.

      “I thought I’d last a lot longer than that, my first time,” Kelly said softly while taking my hand and pulling it to her breast. It was more than a handful, and I enjoyed playing with the soft flesh for a while before rubbing her nipple with my hard, calloused palm.

      “You were just fine.” I tenderly kissed her forehead before cuddling her. I’d never thought of myself as the type of guy to cuddle after sex, but then, there wasn’t much that was normal about this situation for me. I was in heaven, but I wanted to make sure that everybody else shared the sensation. “You might not have wanted your first time to be me, though. Maybe someone a little closer to human standards.”

      “I wouldn’t have it with anyone else.” She reached up and running her fingers over my cheek and then the muscles of my shoulders, before softly kissing my throat. “I just need a little time adjusting to you, big guy.”

      I grinned, not sure if she was referring to my size or my… Size, I supposed. It applied either way. She pulled herself up from the bed, then found her clothes and quickly dressed, noticeably neglecting to put her panties on.

      “I’m going to check on the girls.” She leaned over to kiss me. “Maybe get a drink, too.”

      I noticed that she was walking a little funny as she reached the door, almost losing her balance when she tried to find the knob.

      “You sure you’re okay?” I asked with a chuckle.

      “This?” She looked back at me and grinned. “This is a painful kind of bliss.” And with that, she stepped out and carefully closed the door behind her.

      I couldn’t help a soft chuckle of my own as I leaned back on the bed for a moment. This wasn’t the type of situation I’d ever imagined myself part of. I wondered what about me attracted them. Well, aside from the obvious. These were smart, sharp ladies. A big dick couldn’t be all that attracted them.

      Either way, I needed a drink too. I pulled myself off the bed and hunted down my clothes.  Once dressed, I left the room.

      As I stepped out, I noticed a couple of people step into one of the neighboring rooms. A young man disappeared through the doorway first, but the woman lingered. She looked old enough to be a senior, with short black hair and full, red lips that contrasted with her pale skin sharply and delightfully.

      There was a small, knowing smile on her lips as she eyed me like she knew what had just happened, although I couldn’t imagine that word of it had already spread. She pursed her lips before disappearing into the room and closing the door behind her.

      Odd, I thought with a quick headshake, then quickly jogged down the stairs to find where the three ladies had gone.

      There was something a little different about the party when I got to the bottom. The TKE guys had disappeared, along with their smoky libations, although the smell of them remained. But, that wasn’t the only thing I realized when I reached the last step.

      There was a new arrival—a tall, lean man in a tweed coat who stood near the rear entrance of the house. He turned to face me, a drink in his hand.

      “Professor Wyllis,” I said, smiling sardonically. I didn’t want him ruining my good mood. I tried to get away, but he glided smoothly in front of me.

      “Nate Ellison, right?” the professor asked, placing a hand on my shoulder. “Nice to see you around here instead of interrupting classes.”

      “I only interrupt the ones that need it,” I replied, looking down at his hand until he removed it.

      Wyllis chuckled. “You have a tongue on you, kid, which surprises me.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Trolls are known for their strong backs, not their wit. Even more true of war-trolls.”

      “Half-troll,” I reminded him, not bothering to include the ‘war’ part of the title.

      “Well, you must be thanking your lucky stars that another student went missing so you can skip some classes,” Wyllis said.

      “Maybe they won’t be missing for that long,” I shot back, holding his look.

      “Are you planning to find them?”

      “Maybe.”

      Professor Wyllis swirled his nearly finished drink. “You know what the problem with asking questions is, Mister Ellison? Sometimes, you get answers. And nosy kids have a way of disappearing around here.”

      I narrowed my eyes and stepped closer to him. Annoyingly, he didn’t look like he was intimidated. “Is that a threat, Professor?”

      “Not at all,” he whispered. “I’m simply concerned for my students. Some more than others. I’ll leave now, though. I’m finicky about having company while drinking.”

      “Is that why you only drink with kids half your age, professor?” I scowled as I watched him leave. He chuckled but shook his head and declined to answer. Damn, he’d soured my mood and ruined a perfectly good night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      Although the night was still young, I was no longer in the mood to party. The moon was out and people were drunk, which meant it was the perfect time for whatever was lurking to strike. Wyllis’s words haunted me. Sure, people weren’t too keen on having a half-troll on campus but joking like that about the missing girls, some of whom were presumed dead, was either incredibly callous or evidence that perhaps the professor was somehow involved.

      The guy was certainly a supreme asshole, but that didn’t mean he was in league with dark forces. Moreover, I couldn’t raise the issue with Ryko until I had some evidence—which meant that it was time to head out and collect some.

      I moved back toward the front of the house and the common area, where a much smaller party was in progress. Kelly, Jen, and Pearl were all sitting on the couch we’d used earlier and puffing on that same bong. They had drinks in their hands and appeared to be having a good time. Hopefully, a good enough time that I could slip away without too many questions being asked.

      As I approached them, though, a young jock-type with a nice jawline and an expensive haircut stepped in front of Pearl, trying to look tough and intimidating as he stood over her.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he asked, sounding angry. “Our relationship is barely in the ground, and you’re already traipsing around with some troll?”

      “Half-troll,” Pearl corrected him.

      “Difference without a fucking distinction,” the jock bellowed.

      “Not to me,” I said. The jock turned and glared daggers at me. “How about showing the lady a little respect?”

      “How ‘bout you get the fuck out of here, monster?”

      “Hey, brother, don’t get mad at me just because you can’t satisfy your lady.”

      Something flashed in his eyes. Fear. Anger. Usually, when that happens, good sense goes out the door. The idiot yelled and rushed at me. Like a matador evading a charging bull, I slipped to the left, stuck out my right foot and smacked the idiot in the back as he barreled past me. The force of my blow catapulted him over a sofa, where he smacked the ground hard and rolled sideways like a hockey puck. He tried to push himself up and collapsed, unconscious.

      “Jesus, is he okay?” Pearl asked.

      “He’s fine,” I said, smacking my hands together. “Just taking a little nap.

      Pearl nodded.

      “Your boyfriend?”

      “Ex-boyfriend,” she replied.

      I turned the others. “Look, guys, it’s been real, but I have to get an early start on things tomorrow morning, so I’m heading back to the dorm. I was going to say that I might need your help getting Kelly back there, too, since I didn’t want to leave her here alone but… Well, she’s not alone. Do you mind keeping an eye on her, let her get some sleep?”

      “Will do,” Pearl said, and pulled me down for a soft kiss. “She’s definitely not alone. I look forward to seeing you again, Nate.”

      “Right back at you,” I replied, and headed toward the door.

      Kelly woke up, partially anyway, and saw me leaving. “See you later, big guy!” she called, a little too loudly, I realized. I couldn’t help a smile as I turned back and reached down to tenderly stroke her cheek. She smiled up at me, as did Jen, before I headed out through the front door.

      I didn’t think there would be any classes tomorrow, but there was no need for them to worry about that right now. They were enjoying themselves, and I needed to work while everyone else was busy rushing their preferred frats and sororities to pay attention to what I was doing.

      Hopefully.
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      I felt a little frustrated. There was a reason why I kept insisting that I was a half-troll. Full-bloods had better, more attuned senses than mine. Better hearing, better smell, better sight, to the point of being able to see almost perfectly in the darkest of nights. My senses were better than humans possessed, but that was a low bar, and a pale imitation of what the rest of my kind was capable of.

      That was how I ended up strolling around campus. What alcohol I’d consumed was making me wallow a little in my self-pity instead of enjoying the high that had rushed through my body not ten minutes before.

      I paused and closed my eyes. Even with less-than-fully-attuned senses, something pinging caught my attention in a way that few things could, even though the sound was faint. And then the PDA in my pocket—the one synched to the sound detection devices—began buzzing.

      I fished it out and tapped the screen to see “echoes,” spots on campus where certain, high-decibel notes had been detected.

      The very sounds made by demons.

      I opened my backpack and removed two items: my service weapon and a tracking device. Then I set out in a dead run across a nearby walkway. I picked up speed, navigating by the PDA. Screams reverberated in the distance.

      I rushed across the campus, putting the entirety of my body into motion. Most humans had long ago left behind their more powerful, speedy natures. Trolls and half-trolls were a little behind on the times. If I put my mind to it, I could give a few human Olympians a run for their money. I cleared bushes and hurdled benches as I made my way through the landscaped grounds while the screams grew louder.

      I could see what was happening before I reached the scene. The lampposts were still on, with no manipulation of shadows, which allowed me to clearly see a group of five male students struggling to overpower a female one. They were using a rope to tie her up with her hands behind her back and trying to gag her.

      The roar that came from deep in my belly sounded like a herd of pissed-off elephants. The assailants pulled back, eyes wide. I lowered my shoulder and hammered hard into the group, bowling them over in one violent motion. The impact sent the students in one direction and me in the other. I lost my grip on my service weapon but still had the tracker.

      The students hit the ground and then immediately shot back up to their feet, faster than any human had a right to be. They were disoriented and pissed.

      They weren’t armed, but there were five of them. I might have been a little rash to charge in like that, I thought while searching for my weapon.

      Before I could grab it, one of the guys rushed me and threw a punch that landed on my jaw, knocking me back a few paces. That was way too strong to be human. Not as strong as me, but again, there were five of them charging in to attack me.

      Two of them had circled back around to finish tying up their quarry up, trying to get their hands on the kneeling, whimpering girl. I placed myself between her and the guys. If they wanted her, they’d have to get through me.

      I wanted to help her, but I had problems of my own. Two of the guys bull-rushed me, throwing wild haymakers and karate kicks which pushed me back as the others closed their circle.

      Another one shouted and lurched at me, unleashing an uppercut that missed its mark. His momentum carried him sideways, and I punted the idiot in the chest. It doubled him over. I punched his lights out and then adopted a defensive posture, blocking another punch, and smacking away a kick aimed at my kidney. While I was doing this, another of the kidnappers rose and wrapped his arms around my neck.

      He met a hard elbow to the nose. I felt the cartilage and bone crack, and then spun around to complete the blow with a hard punch to his jaw that knocked him flat on his ass.

      The other two kidnappers backed away, trying to get a better grasp of who they were dealing with. I looked for the girl, but she was gone. Whether she’d been taken away or escaped, I didn’t know. My only hope was to plant a tracker on one of these fuckers and follow it back to its lair.

      The last student, a tall drink of water with long fingers, pointed at me.

      “You want a piece of me?” I asked.

      He nodded, grinning.

      I made the first move, and he ghosted into the shadows, vanishing from sight. I skidded to a stop and searched for him. Something bashed me in the back of the head. Spinning, I saw the guy laughing.

      I growled while shrugging off the pain knifing through my body from their too-powerful strikes. I’d be damned if I let all of them escape without getting a few answers first. I cursed myself in my mother’s tongue for neglecting to bring weapons with me. Sure, it was supposed to have been an evening of socializing and partying, but there were kidnappers on the loose.

      I jumped forward. The wannabe kidnapper did the same and we collided. My bulk allowed me to continue forward. I drove my feet hard and tackled the guy to the ground.

      We rolled through the grass, coming to a halt by smashing into a nearby tree. I used my superior size and power to regain the upper hand in the engagement, although the guy continued to drive punches into my ribs. Definitely too hard for a human. I looked into his eyes, saw bright yellow in them, and realized…these weren’t students, after all.

      They were demons wearing student clothes!

      I growled. My rage and pain pushed me to hit harder as I hammered it with another punch and then slammed an elbow into it before pinning it to the ground.

      “Demons,” I snarled down at him, holding him in place as he squirmed. “At least that explains how you’re so strong, tiny.”

      “This campus is ours, mongrel,” the demon replied, spitting out blood and pointed teeth. “Soon, the world will be, too. And then the bloodlines will be cleansed once more.”

      I didn’t like the sound of that at all. “Can you be any more melodramatic, asshole?”

      The demon spat at me. I wrapped my arms around it and squeezed as though trying to further subdue it and slipped the tracking device into the creature’s pocket. Then I drove a fist into its gut.

      With the device planted, I looked around as though searching for something to tie it up, which loosened my hold enough for it to break free. It went against everything in me, but Ryko had been very clear. The lives of the missing girls had to come first. To do that, I needed to give the creature an opening to stage its escape.

      The thing backed up, hissed, and then lurched sideways and ran into the shadows.

      I groaned. No broken ribs, but it was still painful enough that I needed a moment to catch my breath as I pulled the PDA out of my pocket to confirm that the tracking device was active. Swiping my finger across the screen, I smiled wearily. There was a red dot moving across campus. The tracker was working perfectly.
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      The demon was smarter than I thought because an hour later, the signal went out. Either the tracker was defective or the fiend found it, but either way, I was able to record at least a portion of its path.

      I sent a report to Ryko, then spent the rest of the night triangulating its movements and fiddling with the PDA, trying to get the tracker to work, while checking the other sound recording devices for further evidence of demonic activity. No additional activity was recorded, which left me with only one bit of evidence: the partial track of the demon I’d let go.

      I wondered about the most recent missing girl, debating whether she would be missed so soon after the rush. Would anyone even listen if someone started spreading word that she was missing? Not likely.

      Morning came along, though, with the student body collectively trying to get back to their day-to-day lives, meaning that I couldn’t continue actively tracking without being noticed. There was also the minor detail of the scents and tracks being mixed up with those going about their business.

      The school sent a message via their app that said classes were in session today, and replacement classes for the day before would be scheduled at a later date—meaning I had places to be and lectures to listen to. I didn’t think I would be too productive since I needed at least some sleep, but I could survive on small catnaps whenever I could grab them throughout the day.

      I still felt, looked, and smelled like death, so I headed off to my dorm to shower and put clean clothes on. My current outfit had blood and mud all over it, which meant strange looks from wide-eyed students as I reached the dorms.

      It didn’t take me long to realize that Kelly hadn’t made it back to the room. It wasn’t surprising. Pearl did leave me a text message, saying that Kelly spent the night with her and Jen at the sorority house, and would head back to the room once she wasn’t hung the fuck over.

      Aside from the question of when I had given Pearl my number, that satisfied my worry about Kelly. I made my shower quick and to the point, then dressed in a clean set of clothes. I slipped my service weapon into my gear pack and made sure it was well hidden, grabbed my backpack with everything I needed for classes, and headed out.

      The morning classes were rather empty, considering the circumstances paired with the fact that most students had spent most of the evening drinking and getting high. The only ones who showed up were those who either didn’t much care for the drinking and the partying, were seemingly immune to it, or had to be here. I could tell which students were in the last group since they were the ones who looked like they were about to keel over.

      It was only when my classes stopped for lunch break that I finally noticed a message from Ryko, asking me to call him immediately. There wasn’t a way to convey urgency in his tone, but when the chief told you to call him immediately, you did.

      Or as soon as possible, in this case, since he’d left the message a couple of hours ago.

      “You took your damn time,” Ryko said. His image was confined to the phone’s screen rather than fully projected as I slipped into an empty classroom for privacy.

      “I’m supposed to keep my cover as a student here, remember?” I snapped back. “They’ve got a thing about phones in class.”

      Ryko ignored this. “I’ve looked over your evidence, as well as your report from last night. Demons inhabiting the bodies of others is not unheard of, but all this talk about wanting to take over everything and cleanse the bloodlines seems rather out of character. They’ve always been a rarity, not seen out in the open for a long time. I suppose they’re due for a comeback, but they’ve never been power-hungry. Always more about the personal gratification to the point of extreme and unsustainable decadence more than anything else.”

      “That we know of so far,” I replied. “If there’s so little that we know about them, there might well be a couple that wants to take over the world, and all we know about is the few that have snuck onto our plane of existence.”

      Ryko nodded. “We don’t know what we’re facing here. It might well be something that we’ve never seen before.”

      “Agreed. I’ll report again when I know more.”

      “You do that. Nate… You know that I’ve never approved of your special abilities, but this one time, I’d like you to use them.”

      “I don’t think I could do that without fully falling into what I’m using,” I said as honestly as possible. My mother taught me some small things. Others, I’d learned on my own, always in secret. Always forbidden.

      “I understand, but do what you can,” Ryko replied. “Good luck, Nate.”

      “Thanks, Chief.” With that, I ended the connection.

      As I stepped out into the open again, my eyes scanned the students closely. I wondered if I was too obvious, but at this point, I had to suspect that pretty much anyone that I’d met and interacted with could have been a demon. They knew who I was, or at least what I was since I wore it on my skin, but they could be like the rest of humanity.

      Or hell, they could be pretty much anything else, too. The concept of a demon wearing a skin-changer suit was something that had me morbidly curious.

      I spotted Kelly. My sudden worry about her being a skin-changing a demon was quickly discarded as I watched her stagger toward our dorm room. She looked somewhat better rested than I did, though our time together had apparently affected her ability to walk. I was a little amused but hid it since I didn’t want her to think I enjoyed her misery.

      She saw me, and a hint of a smile touched her lip.

      “Hey, Nate,” she whispered softly, hugging me back as I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her close.

      “How do you feel?” I asked, kissing her cheek.

      “A little sore in all the right places,” she admitted, leaning into the touch with a soft sigh.

      “How much do you remember from last night?” I asked, running my thumb lightly over where I’d kissed.

      “Enough,” she replied with a small smirk as her hand slid lightly over my chest. “More than enough, in fact.”

      “Want to talk about it?” I didn’t want to seem pushy but was curious to know how she felt about what happened the night before.

      “Later,” she grumbled. “When my head isn’t pounding like a bunch of tiny demons are pounding on it from the inside.

      Interesting choice of words. “Sure,” I replied, and squeezed her in another hug before letting her go her way while I went mine.

      Suddenly, the PDA in my pocket began buzzing. I pulled it out and inspected the screen. My heart leaped when I saw that the tracker appeared to be working again. The red dot was visible and moving across campus, but it wasn’t the right time to hunt the demon down. Nope, I’d give the beast enough room to reach its final destination and then I’d come calling.

      In the interim, I decided to head over to Frat Row again. There were numerous piles of evidence that the after-party cleanup was ongoing, mostly in the form of large black trash bags containing the telltale red plastic cups leftover from the various keggers. The sole exception was the building at the far end of the row, which I’d learned was usually left empty until one of the houses needed the surplus space for their new prospects.

      I headed toward it at a casual pace to avoid drawing suspicion but kept an eye on the PDA. My afternoon classes would have to wait while I chased down this lead.

      If my newly-formed suspicions were correct, there was no better place to hide the missing girls. As I reached around to find my pistol, more out of instinct than any visible threat, I suddenly felt like someone was watching me. Impossibly, the eyes were nearby. I hadn’t heard anyone approach. No human was that quiet. Even when they tried, their footsteps and breathing betrayed them. I didn’t think that trolls were any quieter—quite the opposite. Nor could I think of any other races on Earth that moved without a sound.

      But, this one had moved in too close, too quickly, and far too quietly.

      She was tall and lean, with a perfect hourglass shape. Bright red lips, pale white skin, and short dark hair—I’d seen her before, although she wore jeans and a red shirt this time instead of the short skirt from last night.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “That depends on what you think this looks like.” I’d been taught a lot about how to keep a conversation moving without divulging any information.

      “It looks like a potential frat recruit is stalking someone,” she said with a grin and walked over to me, hips swaying hypnotically. “Who you’re stalking will help me decide whether or not to call campus security.”

      “If that’s the case, then this is not what it looks like,” I replied.

      “Well, I would stalk TKE if they expressed interest in having me.” She came closer and tilted her head as she ran a single finger over my right pectoral. “I’m Ruby, by the way.”

      “Nice to meet you, Ruby. I’m Nate. Why do you think TKE is considering me?”

      “My guess is that they noticed you at the party last night and liked what they saw.”

      “They have good taste,” I replied.

      She grinned. “I’m going to ask you this one more time, Nate. What are you doing?”

      “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

      “Try me.”

      “Looking for the missing girls,” I said.

      “Why are you looking for them?” she whispered while moving close enough to kiss me. A picture of Ruby on her knees in front of me flashed through my mind.

      “I’m a concerned citizen,” I said.

      “And a shitty liar.”

      She grabbed my dick, and I tensed. “Be careful,” I said. “Don’t start something you can’t finish.”

      “I can finish, Nate. The only question is whether you’d be able to keep up.”

      She squeezed my dick, and then I broke her grip. She moved to do it again, and I blocked her hands. Laughing, she spun and then stopped.

      “Did you see them last night?” she asked, her back to me.

      “What?”

      Slowly, she turned around. “The demons, silly.”

      I froze in response to both her question and a nearly imperceptible flicker in her expression. Then her eyes turned yellow, her skin color changed to the hue of river sediment, and a pair of short horns sprouted from the crown of her head. “What are you, Ruby?”

      She grinned, flashing a blindingly-white smile. “I’m the girl who’s going to help you save the day.”
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      Ruby refused to tell me anything more about who or what she was, and why she was suddenly interested in helping me. Whether she was a monster girl or some kind of succubus, the fact that she had horns and was aware that demons had infiltrated campus meant that she was either in league with them or hunting them. The only way I’d figure out whose side she was on was to let her tag along.

      Whether she was actually interested in helping me or trying to draw me into a trap, I didn’t know. If it was the latter, she would soon become intimately familiar with the barrel of my service weapon. If it was the former, someone else would become familiar with the same projectiles.

      “How are you tracking them?” she asked after I mentioned having the ability to track the movements of the one demon. “It can’t be easy to know what a demon is doing or where it is at all times.”

      “It isn’t,” I replied. “I have a tracker that sends back coordinates to this little beauty,” I added, flashing the PDA.

      “That doesn’t look like something you picked up in Best Buy.”

      “I helped build it,” I replied.

      “Seriously?”

      I nodded.

      “Who do you really work for, Mister Concerned Citizen?”

      “A government agency.”

      “Which kind?”

      “The three-letter kind. You?”

      She chuckled. “I guess you could say I’m in private practice.”

      We stopped and I scanned the PDA. I swiped the screen with my index finger and routed and rerouted the information gathered the night before.

      Striking off across campus, we followed the path taken by the demon I’d planted the tracker on. The bastard had weaved his way across campus, slithering past fountains and statues, curling around the library and study halls.

      “Great,” Ruby said. “You put a tracker on the most active demon in the history of the world.”

      We crested a rise that overlooked a section of student housing. “Down there,” I said, pointing. “His trail stops down there.”

      She nodded. I grabbed her wrist. “How did you know the demons were on campus?”

      “I can smell them.”

      “You’ve seen them?”

      “I’ve seen signs of them, yes.”

      “They might have taken another girl last night.”

      “They did.”

      “You were watching?”

      “I was in the vicinity.”

      “Thanks a bunch for helping.”

      She shrugged. “I didn’t exactly have a dog in that fight.”

      “Then why are you helping me now?”

      “I’m helping you to help myself. There’s something else happening, Nate. Something much bigger than a few missing girls.”

      “Care to share?”

      She shrugged off my hand. “At the appropriate time, yes.”
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      We checked out the extra house first but found nothing, so made our way down a decline and left the campus by way of a side street. Then we cut across several other streets that were crowded with students. Half a block down was an old rowhouse that had seen better days. The PDA reflected that the demon had entered and exited the structure three times the prior night—toward the end, the one at the corner.

      “That’s it,” I said, pointing to the house in question.

      We cut around so that we wouldn’t approach the house from the front. A couple of young guys stood there, acting like they were simply hanging out and perusing their phones, but the way they watched the street made me believe something else was going on. One of them looked up. His bright yellow eyes gave him away. Ruby saw them, too.

      “Methinks there be demons here,” she whispered.

      I nodded. We continued on our path, staying quiet. The way that Ruby moved—glided might be a better word—put me to shame. I seemed like a blundering idiot in comparison. We worked our way toward the side of the building, avoiding the two demonic goons standing watch out front.

      We were ten feet from the dwelling when the hairs on my arms and the back of my neck stood at attention. Ruby grabbed my arm and stopped me, then pointed to a barely-noticeable runnel of inky black liquid on the ground. The tiny channel stretched east and west and seemed to encircle the house.

      Ruby arched an eyebrow, “You know what that is?”

      “Oil?”

      “A spell. My gut tells me it’s not one that would work on mortals, but likely would interfere with people like you and me.”

      “How do you know?”

      “It’s like porn, Nate. I know spells when I see ‘em.”

      “I’m not scared of a little spell.”

      I squared my shoulders and walked forward. I didn’t make it far before an invisible force knocked me back on my ass.

      Ruby looked down at me. “Scared now?”

      I reached up. She grabbed my hand and hauled me to my feet. Then she began softly muttering in some ancient tongue. Little wisps of blue flame curled around the ends of her fingers.

      “What are you doing?”

      “What do you think?” she replied and closed her eyes. “Fighting magic with magic.”

      A length of blue light that resembled a blade shot out from the end of her index finger. She mimed cutting an opening in an invisible wall. “Try it now.”

      I braced myself and walked forward, able to slip through the invisible barrier. She smiled and softly clapped her hands as the blue light vanished. Then she stepped through the opening and we moved up against the house, fighting to remain as inconspicuous as possible.

      We neared a tinfoil-covered window. I pressed my hands to the glass and felt a vibration. “Definitely something going on inside,” I said.

      “Just figured that out, huh?”

      She slipped past me, moving to the next window, then turned to face me. “We need to get inside, Nate.”

      “I’m ready when you are.”

      “But you need to know something.”

      “I’m all ears.”

      “They come here for these girls for a very specific reason.”

      “They like blondes and brunettes?”

      She glared at me. “I really need you to focus.”

      I nodded.

      “If my information is correct, they’re trying to bring about the Unnatural.”

      “What the hell is that?”

      “A powerful spell, the kind that only a High Adept can unleash, that unwinds Creation itself and brings darkness back across the face of the deep.”

      “That is literally the worst thing I’ve ever heard.”

      “It’s more terrifying than you can imagine.”

      “How do we stop it?”

      “Getting those girls is a step in the right direction.”

      She threw out her hands, and the nearest window rose enough for us to slip inside. I dropped into the basement, careful to mask the sound of my feet hitting the concrete. Reaching up, I grabbed Ruby by her tight waist and helped her down. We inspected the room, one of several I guessed in this basement that had been set up with corridors and whatnot. The current room was empty aside from some bundles of old clothes, cans of paint, and some cleaning supplies.

      I pulled my gun out, ready for anything, and led the way forward. We entered a hallway and tiptoed toward the sound coming from one of the rooms at the other end of the hall.

      Something creaked overhead. We stopped to listen. Someone was walking across the floor directly above us. Ruby pointed, and I nodded. We could’ve bolted, but we were so close. Continuing on, we reached the door at the end of the hall. I used the barrel of my gun to nudge it open.

      The room on the other side was darkened, illuminated only by a battery of medical machines that glowed and beeped in recurring patterns. It took a few seconds for my eyes to adjust to the murkiness, but then I saw the girls.

      They were lying on the floor on their backs, head to head, feet positioned out, and cocooned inside a webbing of wires and conduit—IV drips and the like—that ran to the machines. In between their legs, strange symbols and words were scrawled on the concrete in what looked like white chalk.

      “Blood spell,” Ruby whispered in my ear. “They’re arranging the girls to call forth the Unnamed.”

      “Who?”

      “The Ancient One who will bring the darkness back.”

      “Oh, that Ancient One,” Ruby replied.

      I looked from her to the girls. “We need to call this in.”

      “Call who?”

      “The FBI.”

      “This is a little beyond their jurisdiction, don’t you think, Nate?”

      I opened my mouth but quickly shut it again. The Myths and Monsters Branch was still being kept under wraps. People in the upper echelons—or those in the know, anyway—of government wanted to make sure that it would be effective before letting people know about it. Ruby was clearly a supernatural creature, or a monster, meaning that she needed to be kept in the dark, too.

      “It doesn’t matter who handles it,” I hissed, pulling my phone out. “We need to get those girls to safety. We can’t leave them here.”

      “Well, at least we agree on that,” Ruby replied. “Call whoever you need to. I’m going to deal with some demons in human suits.”

      I took a step into the room, and a wall of violet light sprang up. Energy radiated from it in waves.

      “Another spell,” Ruby gasped. “More powerful than the first.”

      “Can you break through it?”

      She didn’t answer. She was too busy pointing up. The patter of bare feet echoed on the floor above us. Lots of bare feet. “They’re coming!”

      “I’m not leaving without the girls!”

      Head down, I raced forward. A blast of white light catapulted me sideways into the wall. Literally. I was stuck halfway through the sheetrock and was only able to extricate myself by pushing against a pair of wooden studs.

      When I reemerged, Ruby had her hands up, and the air around her was fringed with green and red light. She muttered something and swiped her hands, and whatever spell had been there broke.

      I raced over and briefly assessed them, ripped away the wires and whatnot form monitor electrodes first, but then realizing I needed to get them out, ASAP. I commenced by pulling the tubes out of the girls, who slowly began to wake.

      “They were under a sleep spell,” Ruby said.

      The first two kidnapped girls were off to the right. I recognized one of them from my vision and from the footage. I didn’t recognize the third. The fourth was the one from last night. Ruby was kneeling beside the one that had been missing the longest, checking her beyond what the softly-beeping machine next to her could tell.

      “What are you looking for?” I asked.

      “Trying to find out what they want with these girls,” she whispered. “I was right, though. They need three more.”

      I wanted to know how she knew that, but before I could ask, the house filled with soulless shrieks. The girls did their best to scramble out of the room in their groggy states while  I covered the rear, backing down the hall and holding my gun in a two-handed grip.

      That’s When the first demon, in the guise of a tall, red-headed woman, stepped into sight at the other end of the hall, grinning wickedly. “You’re trespassing,” she said.

      “We were just leaving,” I replied.

      She peered into the room and her eyes went wide. “You’ve also stolen from us.”

      “I’m pretty sure it’s impossible to steal from a thief.”

      Smoke rose from the demon’s nostrils. Her eyes pinched to focus. “You’re not even a man, are you?”

      “I’m half-troll.”

      “Which half?”

      “The good one.”

      She dragged her talon-like fingers along the wall, carving a trench in it. “Do you know what we do to thieves, troll?” She opened her mouth to reveal a maw filled with teeth sharpened to points. “We devour their souls. How does that sound?”

      “Not particularly pleasant.”

      “Would you like us to do that to you?”

      “I’ll take a rain check.”

      I fired my gun and she vanished. I swear to you, the fucking demonic woman just disappeared as if she’d never existed.

      “Run!” Ruby shouted, grabbed my shoulder, and pulled me back.

      We did, swinging around, plunging down the hall as the sound of laughter filled the house. Ruby entered the last room and headed toward the window.

      I turned back and spied one of the men from outside charging down the hall. This dude didn’t disappear when I squeezed off a shot. It caught him in the shoulder. There was a burst of yellow blood and the impact knocked the guy back against the wall.

      Ruby and I helped the girls climb out through the window as more of the demons guarding the house came for us. The girls ran in the other direction. Ruby and I put ourselves between them and the goons, ready to follow the girls out the window.

      I was worried about using my gun outside, so I secreted it near the small of my back and cracked my knuckles, ready to brawl old-school-style if the guards caught up with us. Then we heard a sound accompanied by a vibration in the air as if a hundred tuning forks had been plucked all at once.

      “Shit,” Ruby muttered.

      She pointed. I looked back to see the floor tremble and quiver as if an earthquake was happening. I grabbed her, intent on pushing her through the window—and the floor fell out from underneath us.
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      We fell screaming into the darkness and landed with a thud in some lower chamber in the house, kicking up a massive cloud of dust. I lay on top of Ruby, which wasn’t the worst thing in the world, although I was dizzy and disoriented.

      She reached up and shoved me aside with surprising strength. We both looked up to see that we’d fallen fifteen feet into a pit. There was a door carved into the ground on the other side of the hole.

      “We need to go,” Ruby said. “Now.”

      I grabbed my pack and pulled it open. Her eyes enlarged at the sight of the weapons and gear stashed inside.

      “Impressive collection,” she said.

      I removed a silver ball with a single button on the face. I pushed the button and a spiral of emerald light lanced from it.

      “What is that?”

      I smiled. “It emits a low-frequency vibration that is known to induce seizures in certain creatures, including skin-changers and various kinds of monsters.”

      “How ‘bout demons?” Ruby asked.

      My face fell. “Never tried it on them before.”

      She grabbed the ball. “There’s always a first time for everything.”

      “That’s true.”

      “I believe it’s going to work,” Ruby said.

      “Keep thinking those good thoughts,” I said.

      Running forward, she jump-kicked the door open to reveal a narrow, pitch-black tunnel. We raced through its sharply-inclined tight confines, forced to put our hands out to balance ourselves. Another door awaited us at the top. She looked back at me. “You ready?”

      I removed my gun and she smiled at it. “That’s the biggest pistol I’ve ever seen.”

      “I’ve seen bigger,” I replied.

      I pulled out a magazine of ammunition that was filled with oversized bullets. The bullet tips were white with strange runes scrawled on them.

      “What are those?” she asked.

      “Bullets made from something that came out of a cave near the Dead Sea.”

      “What kind of something?”

      “Bits of bone from a man who allegedly once cast out demons.”

      “What do they do?” she asked.

      “Apparently, they help knock demons out of their human skin-suits. At the very least, they hurt like a sonofabitch.”

      She pointed at another metal object in my bag. It was the size of a baseball, olive in color, and had a diamond pattern on the outside.

      “How about that?”

      “A homemade grenade filled with colloidal silver.”

      “You make it?”

      I nodded.

      “Coolness,” she purred. “I love a man who knows how to use his hands.” She looked me up and down, smiling lasciviously. Then she palmed the silver ball and shouldered open the door, following stairs that led back in the house’s basement.

      The first demon, a tall kid with a shag of black hair and skinny arms, ran at us. His eyes were locked on Ruby, who dropped low and then brought an open palm up in a violent thrust against the kid’s nose, shattering it with a sickening crunch. He went down in a pool of red. More demons charged down a large, wooden staircase. She flung the silver ball at them.

      It bounced off the wall and vaporized with a percussive bang, emitting a sonic shriek that knocked down all but one of the demons. I had my gun trained on him and when he tried to retreat, I shot him. The blast caught him in the middle of the back. He slumped against the staircase and slid down.

      The other demons writhed on the ground in the grips of seizures. We moved forward and watched as something black seeped from their bodies, like smoke being sucked up a chimney flue. The demons had exited their bodies.

      We jogged up the stairs, listening to the sound of footfalls in every direction. “We need to get the hell out of here!” Ruby shouted.

      I wanted to call Ryko, to tell him what was going on and that we needed some backup, but then realized that there was no way anyone would reach us in time. We were on our own.

      Five demons emerged from the foyer. I reached into my bag and brought out a baton with a machete-like blade that extended with the snap of a wrist.

      Ruby went into a full-on rage, and I followed her into battle.

      I shot the first demon through the forehead, then dropped low and threw a flurry of strikes at the next two. They blocked my punches. One of the creatures slugged me in the jaw, its yellow eyes incandescent with rage. It heaved itself at me and I ducked under its punch.

      Measuring my weight, I brought a fist up and coshed the beast as hard as I could with a jackhammer blow to the throat, stealing its wind. The demon fell back, clutching its windpipe. I placed the barrel of my gun against the thing’s mouth and fired, painting the floor yellow with its blood.

      I turned and watched Ruby ram an elbow into a demon’s face, knocking the thing back into the shadows. Then she upended another of the fiends and brought the heel of her boot down, dashing the thing’s head to pieces.

      Before Ruby could pivot, another demon grabbed her and hurled her against a wall. She hit it and slumped to the floor as I fired a shot that the winged the demon, a tall, slump-shouldered kid who sported a reversed USC baseball hat.

      The thing turned, and I noticed that the room was filling with demons wearing human semblances. Six, seven, eight of them! I knelt beside Ruby, who clutched the grenade. She smiled hugely.

      “Time to bring the noise,” she said.

      Rising, she lobbed the grenade to me. I depressed the firing button on it, ready to time my throw. Then I grabbed her hand and we ran toward a far window, careful to avoid the massive hole in the floor from earlier.

      I stopped only once, to toss the grenade back at the demons. It bounced, flipped up into the air, and exploded with enough force to atomize the demons and blow out every window in the place.

      We crashed through what was left of the nearest window and slammed hard to the ground, listening to the neighbors’ screams and wailing car alarms. I elbowed myself up and stared at the rings of smoke that issued from the broken windows.

      “So, that could’ve gone a little better,” I said.

      “Ends justify the means. We saved those girls and stopped the bad guys.”

      “How do you feel?” I asked.

      “Like a bag of smashed assholes,” she said, rubbing her temples. She stood and helped me up. “I also feel like I owe you for saving our asses.”

      “Paybacks are appreciated,” I said with a smirk.

      “How ‘bout I rock your world at a later time of my choosing?”

      “Sounds good.”

      I put my arm around her, steadying her as several onlookers arrived.

      “What the hell happened?” said a frightened girl.

      “We just killed a bunch of demons,” I replied.

      Her jaw dropped. “Joking,” I lied. “That was just a joke. A gas line blew, so don’t go inside.” We moved past her and shot a final look at the house. “You think that’s the end of it?” I asked.

      She sighed. “Where there’s one demon, there’s usually more.”

      “In your experience, are they usually capable of running an operation like this on their own?”

      “You mean setting the table to end the world?”

      I nodded.

      “Hell, no.”

      “Then someone or something else is likely involved.”

      “If I were a betting woman, I’d say yes,” Ruby replied.

      “Any ideas who that might be?”

      She shook her head. “Whoever it is, I’ll bet they’re pissed.”

      “Let’s hope so.”

      I checked my PDA and phone. “What’s your plan?” she asked.

      “I’m gonna call this in to my boss and ask him to send out a bunch of cleaners, a team that specializes in scrubbing supernatural shit.”

      “And then?”

      “I plan to take a very long shower. You?”

      “The same, and then I’m going to come looking for you, Nate.”

      “I can’t wait.”

      “Steel yourself,” she said, swatting me playfully.

      “Consider me steeled.”

      We separated as she went one way and I went the other. “Wait!” she shouted. “How will I find you?”

      “Ask around for where the only half-troll is living on campus,” I said. “Shouldn’t be too hard to locate me.”
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      By the time I’d messaged Ryko about our interactions with the demons, the news that the four girls had been found started to spread across campus. I knew this because half a dozen people nearly ran into me while scanning the news on their cellphones, oblivious to anyone walking in front of them.

      On the one hand, I was glad the girls were safe and the news of that was spreading. However, I was also concerned by the fact that I received so many nasty looks from passersby. It didn’t take a genius to realize that many people on campus probably suspected the half-troll, namely me, was somehow involved.

      The truth would eventually come out—either with Ruby’s help or that of the students we’d rescued—but after being up all night and this morning, and feeling grubby, bruised, and sore, all I could think about now was skipping the rest of my classes. I hoped that the hubbub of the girls being found would let it fall through the cracks. I was going to the dorm, taking a shower, and then taking a nice, long nap. While I still needed to move quickly to figure out and stop what the demons had planned, and how Professor Wyllis was involved in everything going on, I needed sleep to think clearly and function at my best. Besides, I wouldn’t put it past Ruby to pick the next time we met to offer her payback. I hadn’t forgotten her comment about me keeping up.

      As I moved between buildings, I saw my reflection in a window and was shocked at my appearance. I was visibly bruised and had a thin slice wound over one cheekbone. It had stopped bleeding, but it still left a fine red trail over the white salt that washed over me every time I fired my gun.

      I stepped through the doors of the dorm. People were talking about how the girls had been rescued. I heard their stories, everything from loudly proclaimed to hushed whispers that people didn’t want me to hear. Some of those gathered gestured toward me and whispered. A few of the more enterprising ones tried to take my picture. I lifted my arm to partially block my face and kept on walking.

      As I breezed by everyone, it was apparent that some suspected my involvement in the kidnappings, but others were convinced otherwise. I was heartened to hear more than one student assert that I couldn’t possibly have had anything to do with what was going down, mainly since I hadn’t even been around when the first two girls went missing.

      Ryko had received my message, as evidenced by a couple of responses from him waiting on my phone. I would address them after my shower. Or maybe after my nap. The girls were safe, the mission was over. The Bureau could send in some actual investigators to find the people who were responsible for the kidnappings. That was what the Myths and Monsters Branch was for.

      I moved through the dorm and tapped the app to open my door, then stepped inside and groaned softly while dropping my pack onto my bed. There were other people in my room, but I didn’t acknowledge them immediately. When I looked up, I saw that Kelly was in her bed. She looked like she was still sleeping off the effects of what had happened the night before. Pearl and Jen were with her, with the latter sitting on the bed, gently stroking Kelly’s hair and whispering soft words into her ear. Pearl looked over at me, smiling.

      I summoned a smile. “You should see the other guy.”

      “What happened?”

      “I had words with a few bad apples.”

      “What kind of words?”

      “The ones where I ended up kicking a significant amount of ass.”

      She nodded. I was surprised that she wasn’t more concerned or downright disgusted by my gnarly appearance.

      “Still hungover, huh?” I asked, nodding toward Kelly.

      “She’ll get used to it, eventually,” Pearl said. “Especially if she’s going to be one of our sisters.”

      “I’m glad that you guys were able to take care of her, and I’m sorry that I wasn’t there to help,” I replied, coming in closer.

      “I’m not going to say that she didn’t miss you, but I’m sure you’ll make it up to her,” Pearl said, pulling herself up from her seat on Kelly’s bed. “I heard about those girls.”

      I nodded. “Good news.”

      “Great news. Did you play any role?”

      “And if I did?”

      “I’d love to hear about it,” Pearl said, rubbing up against me.

      “I kinda need a shower, Pearl.”

      “I don’t suppose you’d want some company in there?” she asked.

      “Sure,” I said softly. I pulled my shirt off, brushing some of the granules of salt from my arms as I grabbed my towel and headed into the bathroom. I didn’t know what she wanted to do, but I hoped she understood that I wasn’t going to commit to anything until I was at least partially clean. Pearl stepped into the bathroom behind me and closed the door behind her like she wasn’t extending an invitation to Jen or Kelly. I was curious about that since it seemed like her intention had always been to have a relationship with them, and the fact that I was part of it was a necessary evil.

      That didn’t seem to be the case here. She smiled in a way that indicated she was interested in me. Not for someone else, but for me. The other option, of course, was that I was sleep-deprived and seeing shit that I wanted to see. I wanted people to be interested in me for me. Maybe I was projecting, and all Pearl wanted was some primal relief from tension. I didn’t mind that either, honestly.

      I stripped naked, watching her bite her lip. With a hint of pride, I turned the water on inside the shower. She started to undress. As far as I was concerned, she could take her time. I let the water rush over me and wash all of the salt and blood away, let it soothe my aching and sore body, let it…

      I blinked, trying to focus on what Pearl was doing, but she was suddenly blurry. I lost control of my limbs, an uncomfortable weakness filling them. I started to slide out of the shower, coming closer to Pearl, watching her eyes change. It was like a black veil had been pulled over them. She suddenly had the eyes of a shark and there was no life in them. Then her face shuddered and her visage screwed up, and I realized that a demon had overtaken her.

      “You really should have left us alone, mongrel,” the demon whispered through Pearl’s voice, an odd, contented smile touching her lips as I staggered, reaching for the door. She stepped out of the way, in no apparent rush to attack me, as though she was amused by what she saw.

      I opened the door and moved out of the bathroom, and almost fell as I reached the tiled floor of the room. I walked a few steps and then tumbled onto my side, knocking a chair down with a clatter. There were stars in my eyes and a metallic taste on my tongue. My gut told me I’d been drugged.

      Kelly was still in bed. The noise should have woken her, but it didn’t. Jen looked like she was asleep as well, hunched over Kelly. She, too, should have woken up from the ruckus I was making, but she didn’t move an inch. I shook my head. They weren’t dead. I would have noticed it. Even in whatever state I was in, I could still hear their heartbeats. Slow, but steady. They weren’t dead or dying, just asleep. Very deeply asleep. Drugged, perhaps.

      “If you hurt them,” I growled, hearing my words slurring against my will, “if you hurt them, I swear to the gods that I will tear you apart with my bare hands.”

      “We need them alive,” Pearl...or the demon inside her said, walking over to where I lay on the floor. “Just like we need you alive. Well, want you alive, really. No real need for mongrels outside of basic interest of how amenable to foreign DNA humans are, but that’s an issue for another time. For now, I need you to come with me.”

      “I don’t think I’m in any state to go anywhere at the moment,” I whispered softly, my eyes drifting shut. “But if you’d like to make an appointment, I’m sure you can…talk to my secretary.”

      She smiled in that weird, earnest way she had, and that was the last thing I saw before everything went black.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14

          

        

      

    

    
      I woke up gasping and coughing. I looked around, trying to determine my location and understand what was around me. Darkness was all I saw at first, but as my eyes adjusted, the blur faded and I could see where I stood. Well…stood wasn’t quite the right word. My feet lightly touched the ground on the tips of my toes. My hands were bound above my head and hurt since I was hanging from them. I pushed up higher on the tips of my toes to relieve the pressure on my wrists. The sudden lack of pain was enough to draw a soft gasp from me.

      “Fuck,” I growled, trying to balance in that position for as long as I could while looking around. I was in the basement where Ruby and I had helped save those girls, not far off from the hole from earlier. Signs of the fight were all around us. There were three other demons in the room with me, one of them holding the bucket it had used to toss icy water into my face to wake me up. The others stared at me with a mixture of disgust and curiosity in their eyes, like they were studying a horrifying yet interesting creature.

      Studying me.

      And then there was Pearl. It was disconcerting to look into her eyes and not know if the demon had been inside her all along or if she had recently been possessed. Whether what had happened last night was the demon, or if it was Pearl, was bugging me. Weird. Was this what humans termed as thinking with their dick?

      Pearl smiled at me and stepped closer. “Nice to see you in the land of the living again, Nate,” she whispered and reached out to run her hand over my chest. “Nicer still to see that you’ve dressed for the occasion. You know a lot of demons hate the concept of half-breeds and mongrels, but I’ve always had a soft spot for seeing what humans can do when they have the need to fuck every being they encounter. And the results. Especially when the results are hung like fucking horses.” Her hand drifted down my body. “I have a soft spot for those, too.”

      I tilted my head, wondering what her game was. “Hazel mistletoe in the water stream,” I whispered, a little hoarsely. “Quite the knockout punch for us monster folk. Nice touch, as long as you keep humans away from it. How did you get it in the shower water?”

      “In the shower?” Pearl asked, tilting her head. “We put it in the water supply. Of the whole school by now, I should think.”

      “Ah,” I grunted and ran my tongue over my right tusk. “So, the idea is to expose humans to it.”

      “Right,” she whispered, stepping closer. “With its propensity for triggering the latent genes hidden in human DNA, turning them, if you will, into the monsters that they mistrust so much. Not all of them, of course. Monsters have been part of humans for a long time, even if they haven’t known about it, but not all of them. The pure ones. I hate that term, but he makes us use it. Makes me sick just thinking about it. That’s why I do like mongrels like you. Again, his term, not mine, but again, we have to use it. We’re a part of his plan, now. Anyway, the idea is to have all these perfect little students turn into monsters. It’s the ideal distraction, as well as the most delicious of cherries on top of the cake.”

      I sucked in a deep breath, hand checking the supplies stashed under my belt. Knowing what was coming, the salt would especially come in handy. Like I’d told the chief, the moment that I started pushing into my abilities, the moment that I started to rely on them, was when I reached the point where I couldn’t stop. There were stories about some of the monsters out in China, Russia, and South Africa where they’d used their powers and went too far, to their detriment, and became the monsters that humans feared us to be. I didn’t like that very much and certainly didn’t want to become one.

      “It’s a damn good plan,” I whispered, my eyes unfocused and my mind pinned on what was inside me. I reached into the cells, right down to atom-level, and found the electrons and protons. I felt the electricity in them and excited them until I felt the static charge growing, then brought them out, inch by inch, into my fingertips. Demon Pearl was still talking and it was a little distracting, but now that I had the electricity in my hands, I didn’t need much focus to start pushing it out. Electricity liked jumping from one point to another. I wasn’t sure why I was thinking this way, but if there was ever a way to get out of all this…

      I blinked. Demon Pearl realized that my mind wasn’t on what I was sure was a very fascinating monologue, and tried to figure out why I wasn’t an attentive captive audience.

      Demon Pearl realized what I was trying to do, or at least, she realized that she was in danger as I rolled my shoulders and let my hands take my weight again. A bolt of electricity arced from my fingertips and flew toward three of the mines that were spread across the room. A soft click was all I heard before the entire room was pelted with Dead Sea salt being sent across the room at painful speeds.

      I gathered myself and curled my body upward through core strength, roaring as pain spread through my limbs. I pushed past it, fighting to bring myself upside down, and gripped the chains as my feet met the ceiling. The chains themselves wouldn’t break, but the old pipes they were anchored to groaned and finally snapped as I pushed harder and harder, which dropped me to the floor.

      Pain spread as I landed, salt pouch apparently broken, as salt spread out around me. I grunted, feeling a tweak in my shoulder as I pushed myself to my feet, fists raised. My weapons were in the dorm, for obvious reasons. I was comfortable with using my fists, especially with all the Dead Sea salt still in the air as well as the vibration emitters still in place, weakening the three demons in the room, making the fight a little more even. I swept up some of the salt that was splattered across the floor, gripped it in my fist and charged forward. A single hit was enough to knock one of the demons wearing a human to the floor, but a good tearing of skin and salt-rubbing did the deed. The smoke-like stuff that leaked out of them came out in a rush. The second realized his danger and tried to cut his losses and run.

      “Get over here,” I snarled in a voice that I thought was reminiscent of a video game. I grabbed him by the collar and tossed him into the wall, knocking him about as I saw Pearl push herself up. She was apparently still a little stunned from all of the explosions.

      As I made my way toward her, the demon that I’d knocked onto the floor came up again. He roared as he charged into my side, knocked me off of my feet, and powered me to the floor, knocking the breath out of my lungs. I turned over and lashed at the side of his head with my elbow. It connected hard enough to be painful for both of us. The kid that would wake up once the demon was gone would probably have a headache, maybe a concussion, but there wasn’t much I could do about that. It was all I could do not to blast my way through their literal meat shields.

      The demon fell away. I quickly scraped up a little more salt from the floor, letting out a roar of frustration as I watched Pearl stagger toward the door while I was busy with this motherfucker. I pushed the salt into the creature’s face and, still gathering my breath, got to my feet, and went after Pearl.

      Her eyebrows shot up as I caught and tripped her. She fell, and I followed her down. I pushed her onto her back and quickly straddled her chest. There wasn’t much salt in that spot for me to gather but I pressed my slightly-damp palms into what there was, hoping enough would adhere to be effective. She opened her mouth, either to scream or talk or…something. It didn’t really matter. I pushed one hand against her mouth while forcing it open with the other. Between what was on my hands and the salt-speckled chains which also contacted her skin, it was enough. Her eyes bulged as the black smoke seeped from her pores. Then, she suddenly went slack under me.

      I paused long enough to make sure she wouldn’t get back up before crawling off her, breathing deeply before I rolled over. I was still naked since she’d drugged and kidnapped me right from the shower. I needed to find clothes, hopefully without having to hike through the campus.

      “Gods fucking damn it,” I mumbled, brushing away the bits of salt that had crusted on me. “I need another shower.”
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      All of the dark shit that was happening aside, I had to admit that it was an impressive feat and not something that could be underestimated.

      I found clothes in some of the rooms upstairs, left behind by the building’s former inhabitants. Even more impressive was finding clothes that fit me, although it became less impressive when I realized that the building was used for housing some of the local football teams. The clothes had apparently belonged to a linebacker since there was lot more space around the waist than I needed, but at this point, not being completely naked was a win. While I was taller than most football players, my waist was on the trim side. I walked out wearing a large jersey with the number sixty-two on it, a pair of jeans that I needed to hold up with a belt, and some heavy boots that I didn’t have socks for.

      My first instinct was to head back to the dorm where I could hopefully still find my pack and weapons untouched, but Pearl was still downstairs. Whether or not she was a demon when I first encountered her, she was my responsibility as much as the four girls that I’d broken out of here hours before.

      “Fucking hells,” I whispered to myself, shaking my head and jogging down the steps to the basement. The fact that there weren’t any additional demons coming in was a little worrying, but I would cross that particular bridge when I got there.

      As I reached the basement, I saw that my dazed and groggy friends down there were getting themselves back together after what had to be a rough ride from both being demon-inhabited and what I’d ended up doing to them. All I could really hope was that they weren’t able to remember what happened. They wouldn’t know what it was to have a demon inside them, although they would know what it felt like to have a half-troll attack them.

      Best to keep things on the safe side with these characters, I thought as I looked around the basement. I was curious about what it was like to be possessed, even if I wasn’t willing to try it.

      There was something different about them. Their scents were the first change I noticed, but there were rapid physical changes too. Pearl, in particular, I realized. She was having difficulty getting up, and I saw a prehensile tail peeking out from under her skirt. She saw it, and her eyes widened.

      “What… what the fuck is happening to me?” she asked and locked her narrowed eyes on me, ready to cast blame. For a moment, I couldn’t explain what was happening. Then I remembered what Pearl said while she was still a demon. That she was only now starting to change was probably due to her having been possessed.

      “Long or short term?” I asked, moving closer and trying to comfort her. I couldn’t think of anything quite as confusing as what she was going through. Nothing that I had ever experienced, anyway. “You were possessed by a demon. I’m not sure how long.”

      “I wasn’t possessed by anything last night,” she said softly, appearing to know what I was thinking. I scowled, hating the fact that she was going through what looked like the trauma of a lifetime. “I’m not sure about this morning. I actually thought that I just had a really bad trip. I didn’t try anything out of the ordinary, but you hear stories about people spiking pot with all kinds of crap these days.”

      “Long term,” I continued, “the demons spiked the water supply with hazel mistletoe. It’s the name of a chemical that tends to wake up all sorts of nasty crap inside human DNA. I’m not sure about the actual science, but I think we can both agree that it works.”

      Pearl looked back down at her still-growing tail. In all honesty, I thought she’d react a lot worse than this. I knew would.

      On the other hand… I had half-human DNA. Which meant that since I had been exposed, something might change in me, as well.

      I shook my head. “Do you think you can help me? We need to find Jennifer and Kelly, make sure they’re all right. They are okay…right?”

      She nodded slightly while rubbing her temples. “Yes. I think? Hope? It was weird, like watching myself sleepwalking, without any ability to stop. I’m not sure if anything I did during that time was real.”

      “Well, we’d better check, right?” I asked, and she nodded, still rubbing her temples.

      We climbed out of the basement. The other two students joined us. As soon as I stepped outside, though, I realized that something wasn’t right. There were no signs of the usual campus bustle. I scanned the area quickly, my enhanced senses picking up on activity, lots of it, but not a kind that filled my heart with hope. There was panic in the air.

      I gritted my teeth and looked at Pearl.

      “What’s the matter?” she asked, trying to discern my expression.

      “There’s trouble,” I grumbled. “Looks like whatever’s affecting you got into the rest of the school. Nothing to… Well, nothing that we need to worry about.”

      That was a lie. The fact that the school’s previously mostly-harmless students were turning into something a lot less harmless would become a problem, and the fact that I lacked any kind of weapons to defend us meant that I really hoped she wound up with more out of exposure to the chemicals than merely a tail.

      Then again, prehensile tails were useful—when you knew how to use them. Pearl was learning how to control a whole new set of muscles, though, and had the coordination of a child. Nothing I could do about that, now.

      Smoke rose from some of the buildings. I rolled my neck, stretching it. I felt the encroaching exhaustion in my body. Even for trolls, going full days without some rest that wasn’t caused by dangerous drugs was a problem, and I was running on fumes at this point.

      “Hey!”

      I snapped out of my train of thought and spun around to see who’d called to us. Someone was approaching. Thankfully, I recognized Ruby as she jogged over. The other two students had disappeared, probably to find family, loved ones, or friends to learn what was happening. I couldn’t take the time to track them down, not now.

      “Ruby,” I said. “Do you know what’s happening out there?”

      “Walk and talk, big guy,” Ruby growled, then smiled at Pearl. “Hey, gorgeous. How do you feel?”

      “Like I’m going to be sick,” Pearl replied, annoyed. “And like I just grew a tail out from my spine.”

      “Oh, you should be fine,” Ruby said, moving behind her and lightly touching the new appendage. “Yeah, tails are very useful once you’ve figured out how to use them. I can show you how to deal with it once we’re done with all this.”

      “How?” Pearl sounded confused.

      “Oh, did I forget to mention? I have one, too,” Ruby chirped, and in that second and a half, her appearance shifted like we saw behind the curtain for the first time. Well, not the first time for me, but Pearl’s eyes looked like they were about to pop out of her skull. I didn’t blame her. Horns curled up and around from Ruby’s skull, along with long pointed ears. And, as she’d said, an elongated, prehensile tail jutted out from under her short skirt. “Like I said, I can teach you how to handle it when we have the time. Right now, things have gone to shit in the most spectacular fashion, and I need Nate’s help. Yours too, Pearl, if you feel up to it.”

      I needed a moment to respond. As a human, Ruby had been already been attractive as hell, but now there was something about her that riled the primal part of me. I needed a moment to gather my thoughts. There was some mention of a particular type of demon that had that kind of effect on other races. Succubi, they were called, if my memory wasn’t failing me.

      “Can you teach me to do that?” Pearl asked as we moved through the campus. “Hide my tail if I need to?”

      “That, and a horde of other interesting tricks,” Ruby said with a grin, her suddenly bright red eyes gleaming with glee. “From what I can tell about you right now, darling, the world is very much your oyster.”

      “I don’t like oysters,” Pearl grumbled.

      “The world is whatever your preferred seafood is, then.” Ruby rolled her eyes. She was about to keep on talking when I caught sight of Jen and Kelly wandering through the campus, looking terrified and thoroughly confused by the pandemonium that I assumed they had woken to.

      I could relate to the feeling. When they saw me, Pearl, and Ruby, they ran toward us although Ruby’s and Pearl’s altered appearances were enough to give them pause. I rushed over to hug them, Kelly first and then Jen.

      “I can’t tell you how glad I am to see the two of you all right,” I said, grinning like an idiot. They smiled too, although they were still looking at Ruby and Pearl, waiting for an explanation.

      “Do the two of you have tails?” Jen asked, breaking away from me to hug Pearl and tenderly kiss her on the lips. “Or is that some kind of party thing that no one told me about?”

      “I wish,” Pearl hissed.

      Ruby laughed. “Long story short, some nasty shit was put in the water supply, and it’s turning average kids into monsters. Kind of like Nate, over here, but without the self-control and sexy smolder.”

      “Thanks,” I growled. “But that does beg the question of why the two of you haven’t been affected yet.”

      “Well, it only affects humans that have the latent genetic potential in them,” Ruby pointed out. “So, unless the two of you are the purest of the pure of humanity, or…”

      “Well, if it’s in the water, that might explain why I haven’t been affected,” Kelly said, looking around. “I haven’t been able to keep anything down all day.”

      “Right,” I said, looking at Jen, who shrugged.

      “Don’t look at me,” she said, fright showing in her eyes. “I’ve been drinking water and coffee all day, so that doesn’t apply to my particular case.”

      “Interesting,” Ruby said. “So, I think we can state with something like a certainty that what’s happening is the result of demon intervention, right?”

      I nodded. “When Pearl was possessed, she said that the demons were planning something and the hazel mistletoe was just a distraction. She also mentioned that someone was running this and that they had to obey him.”

      “I think I might know who it is,” Ruby said, rubbing idly one of her horns in a way that indicated she was thinking about something uncomfortable. “I just don’t know where he might be holed up for this.”

      “I might be able to help with that part,” I said. “When I was running around investigating, I discovered that one of the lecture halls is covered in protective sigils, the kindsomehow hidden from the naked eye. If I were a betting troll, I’d put my money on that being where anything big goes down.”

      “Half-troll,” Kelly corrected me with a small smile, reaching out to squeeze my shoulder.

      “Excellent, we have someplace to start,” Ruby said. “Let’s go.”

      “Wait,” I said, looking around. “I need my pack. And my service weapon, if we’re going to be fighting anything like what we’ve faced, lately.”

      “I thought you might need it,” Jen said and tossed something over to me.

      I caught it deftly, grinning when I saw that it was my pack. “Appreciate it.” I chuckled, pulled out my pistol, and made sure that it was loaded. “Now we can go.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            16

          

        

      

    

    
      We headed toward the main lecture hall, the building where I’d noted all the sigils. I had no idea what Chief Ryko was up to, but the news had to be blowing up about all this, and if not the news, then at least social media. The kind of panic I saw around us worked in our favor for the moment since the affected students—which was most, if not all of them—were trying to identify what they were. That would last for a little while, meaning that we had a brief window to figure out what was happening before we were forced to deal with them, too. I wasn’t looking forward to that, but then again, there wasn’t much about this that I did look forward to.

      I tucked the pistol into my belt as I started working on the devices still inside my pack. I’d left the vibration devices back in the basement of the frat house, but I had a couple in reserve, and the materials I needed to build more if I had to. Ruby was coming with me since she seemed to be more than capable of handling herself in a fight. I noticed that Jen, Pearl, and Kelly were behind us as we made our way through the campus, avoiding the more densely populated areas until we reached the building in question.

      “Do you mind telling me why you followed us when you should be hiding somewhere safe until all of this blows over?” I asked, directing my question at the three. Ruby chuckled.

      “I don’t know about the other two,” the demoness said, “but I can assure you that our dearest Pearl over here will be more than worth our while to bring along. I can’t explain it now, and honestly, it’s best if you see what I’m talking about, anyway.”

      “Besides,” Kelly chimed in quickly, “not only can we help you with…whatever the fuck it is that you’re doing, but even if we can’t help, don’t you think that staying with the only people who seem to know what is actually happening out here is the safer of our available options?”

      Damn, I thought. Beaten by my own instinct to protect. “Yeah, you’re probably right. But damned if I’ll let you three get in the line of fire. You stay behind us, and if you’re going to help, it will be in a support capacity. Understood?”

      Pearl, Jennifer, and Kelly all nodded. I doubted that they wanted to be out here. Their lack of panicking felt like it was only posturing, putting on a brave face while they were terrified on the inside. If that was it, I could identify with what they were feeling. They wanted to help, but they didn’t know how they could.

      But, they were right. We might need their help, and sticking close to us was probably the safest of the available options. Nobody knew what kind of crazy was going to cover the campus once people realized that they were monsters and started making the most of it.

      We arrived at the building as I wrapped up my efforts at making a third device. All of the buildings were covered in kids turning into monsters—except this one. Sure, students would avoid the lecture halls like the damn plague when they didn’t need to be in them, but that wasn’t an excuse. Besides, even though I couldn’t see the sigils without my goggles, I felt a cloud descend on me as I approached. Something in there didn’t want me coming closer. I fought it off, and so did the other four, but I could see that they felt the same.

      “This is the place,” Ruby said softly, shaking her head. “And something’s happening inside. Something terrible. I can feel it.”

      “Time to go in and make things worse.” I grinned and put on a brave face as I drew the pistol out of my belt and pushed through the door. Once I was inside, the sigils’ effects seemed to dissipate, like they were supposed to keep the monsters and everyone else out but didn’t affect anyone inside. I gulped, my brave face faltering a bit as I moved deeper into the building. I heard and, like Ruby, felt something in the central lecture hall. I wasn’t sure what, but it was strangely hypnotic. I kept moving closer.

      The noise inside was a low, demonic chanting that burned my ears just from hearing it as we moved through the upper seating levels, looking down at what was happening below.

      There was a group of larger demons than I’d seen before. Proper, full demons this time, not ones wearing human suits. The chemical-laced water seemed to be affecting them, too. They had the same kind of horns as Ruby although their skin was a different tone and their eyes were pure black. Claws extended from their fingers. There were two or three dozen of them standing near the podium at the center of the room, watching something. My keen eyes spotted seven prone figures with wires and tubes running from their bodies into a massive machine that looked like a Tesla coil made of bronze and silver. I recognized five of the motionless bodies. Four of them were the girls that we’d saved from the basement, poor things. I didn’t know either of the other two, but the last was Crystal, Jen’s friend, whom I’d met my first day on campus.

      I narrowed my eyes. There was an eighth figure. The build and the tweed jacket it wore indicated that it was Professor Wyllis, the annoying bastard, but that was where all physical resemblance to the man I’d met ended. Unlike the other demons, he seemed to be wearing the skin that I had always felt was under the surface. Like Ruby, his human appearance had been an illusion, a trick of the light.

      He was different from her, too. His skin was a deep, angry red, and while black claws extended from his fingertips like the other demons, that was where the similarities ended. A crown of horns rose from his skull, giving him the appearance of royalty, and I saw actual fire coming from his eyes. He still hadn’t seen us, seemingly focused on keeping up the chanting.

      “Come on,” Ruby murmured, tugging me back from the edge of the steps. “We don’t have much time.”

      “Do you know what they’re doing?” I asked. For the first time since I’d met her, Ruby looked genuinely terrified.

      “Of course, I do,” she snapped, still in a whisper. “Bronze and silver are known conduits for the darkest of magic spells. The device itself is used to open portals. Considering how close we are to the San Andreas Hellgate, I assume that’s what they want to do.”

      “What’s on the other side of a Hellgate?” I asked, moving back to where the other girls were already setting up the vibration devices in the corners of the room with Ruby instructing them.

      “What’s a Hellgate?” Jennifer asked, tilting her head and raising her hand.

      “Are you familiar with how a Breach works?” I asked, waiting for them to nod before continuing. “It’s something like that, except that the Hellgates were designed to keep something trapped in an abandoned dimension. It was where people used to think that demons were banished when they were caught, but there were other creatures in there. I guess there is a reason why those dimensions were abandoned, right?”

      “It’s an overly simplistic view of it, but we don’t have time for the full history, so we’ll go with that,” Ruby grumbled, helping to place the devices. “The fact remains that the devices are supposed to call for the blood of virgins to power them. At least, that’s the literal translation, but the actual wording says something more on par with the pure, which means humans or other creatures that are purely and singularly of their species. Trolls and half-trolls don’t usually qualify. Humans are the best shot anyone has at something like that since they’ve been isolated from the other races of the universe for millennia untold. Until the Breach, of course.”

      “What can we expect on the other side of this…Hellgate, if it’s open?” Pearl queried.

      “Nothing good,” Ruby whispered. “Anything deemed too dangerous to live anywhere else, from wraiths to the Unnatural.”

      “What’s the Unnatural?” Kelly asked.

      “You don’t want to know,” I murmured, putting the last of the devices together and handing it over to Kelly to set up. “But it would explain why they needed the hazel mistletoe. They wanted to find out which humans were pure enough to use for this bullshit.”

      My eyes trailed over to Jen as she suddenly realized the implications of that statement. She had been attacked by a demon which had tried to kidnap her before I stepped in. She wasn’t affected by the drug in the water supply, despite indulging it in it frequently during the day. She was a pure human, whatever the fuck that meant, and had narrowly escaped being part of this sacrifice.

      I saw the sun setting outside. Somehow, I’d lost all concept of time while fighting each successive problem and trying to save everyone possible. All of it led me here.

      I felt the floor shake gently underneath us. My eyes were drawn to the device, watching as Wyllis’s chanting increased its cadence as the center of the coils showed a black spot. Impossibly black, like it was sucking in all the light in the room. The air was suddenly filled with sulfur-scented smoke, like the kind that I’d seen seeping out from the possessed students.

      Wyllis stopped chanting all of a sudden and gazed at what he had done, apparently satisfied. Altered complexion and appearance aside, he was still the kind of annoying, hateful asshole that I had hoped not to deal with for much longer. That was going to be the case, I realized with a small smile. One way, or the other.

      “Are you going to keep lurking back there, Ruby?” Wyllis’s voice boomed through the lecture hall, loud enough to make my ears ache as he looked up to where we watched him, a small smile touching his lips. “Or, are you going to come down and play with us?”

      I looked over at Ruby, trying to gauge her reaction. I saw frustration, fear, and that same terror I’d seen before, along with something new: acceptance. She nodded, turned to me, and gestured for the girls to continue with their preparations as she turned her attention fully to Wyllis. I joined her, thinking that she could use some backup.
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      Seeing the terror in Ruby’s eyes, disguised though it was, showed me all I needed to know about what was coming next. This many demons would be challenging to deal with on my own, but I’d handle as many as possible. And if I needed to play target for Ruby to get to Wyllis and stop him, so be it.

      I dropped from the balcony, smoothly absorbing the story-and-a-half fall with a drop and roll. I regained my feet easily, weapon in hand, and quickly trained it on the nearest demons. Wyllis looked surprised and annoyed to see me. I assumed that he’d noticed I was there with Ruby, so his surprise baffled me. Either he had been so absorbed in Ruby that he forgot to check for others, or he’d ignored me until I took center stage.

      Either way, I was going to use the sudden annoyance rushing through my veins. Demons were no match for a half-troll hopped up on anger juice.

      Ruby followed me down a few seconds later, landing lightly with no sign that the drop had affected her at all. I was a little jealous for a second, but it dissipated as soon as I saw that Wyllis’s attention was on her with that creepy fucking smile plastered across his face again. After a few seconds, Pearl, Kelly, and Jennifer stepped out into clear view, not having it in them to drop from the balcony above. It was better that way, I thought.

      “How nice of you to bring us something to eat after the ritual is complete, Ruby,” he said, stepping down from the podium as the black spot generated the device slowly grew. “All this spellwork always leaves me feeling impossibly peckish. Although I think I’ll have to let you have the mongrel over there. Something about troll-flesh just unsettles my stomach, I don’t know why.”

      “I’m not here to help you, Wyllis,” Ruby said, her voice booming almost like his as she took a step forward, closer to the demons that were closing ranks around their leader. “I’m here to stop you. You know I can’t let you do this.”

      “I’m disappointed, Ruby,” he chuckled, sounding anything but. “I was sad to see you starting to enjoy your life here. I would have thought that you knew better than to get too closely engaged with the humans we’re supposed to be harvesting. Or have you forgotten the reason why we’re here?”

      Ruby shook her head. “Fuck that. I hated our hell. I love my life of debauchery up here. Why the fuck would I want to bring the hell that I hated so much into this world?”

      Wyllis looked truly, terrifyingly angry at what she’d just said like it was some sort of blasphemy. I didn’t like that look, and whatever came next wasn’t going to be good for any of us. Besides, we had a device to dismantle and a potentially world-ending event to stop. I raised my pistol, tilting my head for enough perspective to aim properly, and pulled the trigger.

      The rest of the demons had apparently seen Ruby as the only true threat here, and they turned to stop her instead of me. I’d managed to work my way close enough to Wyllis that the scattershot of rock salt caught him clean in the face and knocked him back and away from the device, his skin audibly and visibly sizzling.

      I assumed that would be the last time that they thought I wasn’t much of a danger. I wasn’t sure what kind of threat I posed to an actual demon, but the way they all turned on me, all—I scanned for a quick headcount—roughly thirty of them, told me that I wouldn’t get much more in the way of free shots.

      I drew the hammer back again and fired, knocking the closest demon back a few paces. It screamed in pain as the others rushed at me. Ruby took advantage of their distraction and sprinted toward the podium. I cocked, aimed, and fired again, and then quickly backpedaled.

      Motion caught my attention. Kelly tossed one of the few mines that remained in my pack. She proved that she had quite the pitching arm as she aimed it over the group that was advancing on me. It exploded just as it landed in the middle of them. The blast was a little more powerful than expected—more than I’d designed them to be. It was strong enough to knock me flat on my ass and cause a loud ringing in my ears.

      “Fuck!” I shouted, shaking my head and rolling backward as I watched the creatures recover. The salt was doing its damage since a handful had been split fully in half. Others were still on the ground, bleeding and broken enough that I didn’t need to bother with them.

      There was still plenty to go around. Those that made it to their feet split their forces. A handful charged toward the steps leading up to where the girls were.

      I quickly assessed the situation, trying to see where all the creatures were. Enough of them were coming at me to be a distraction. Ruby would handle the sacrifices, disengaging them from the device without killing them. Wyllis was still recovering from my shot to his face.

      I needed to protect the girls. Ruby seemed like she could handle herself in a pinch.

      I pulled away from the creatures that were headed for me, knocking them back with a couple of shots into the center of their lines, then sprinted up the stairs. I had one bullet left in the pistol and used it almost immediately, breaking the line of creatures on the steps.

      Some turned and immediately charged at me, trying to stop me while the rest continued heading up the stairs.

      Protecting myself and the girls was going to be difficult, especially since I’d made a tactical error. My weapon was depleted, and there were more of the demons coming at me than I cared to handle all at once.

      I let out a low roar, lowered my shoulders, and bullied forward. The unexpected didn’t always work. Even if it did, I couldn’t use the same trick twice because they’d expect it the second time. But, my best option right now was to try and shock them by charging right into them.

      I used my greater height and strength to advantage and managed to bowl most of the group over before they dragged me to the floor. I quickly broke free and indiscriminately used my tusks to repeatedly drive the demons back, bellowing savage roars as I did. In spite of my efforts, five of them evaded me and closed on the girls. I watched helplessly, unable to reach them in time. Suddenly, something pleasantly unexpected happened. One of the demons dropped back, looking surprised. Through the opening, I saw the trio put up a fight. Well, Kelly was busy at work with the devices, weakening the demons around them as Jen stepped in, clocked one of the demons across the jaw and viciously snapped her knee up into its groin. The creature fell back, clutching itself, so it apparently had genitalia.

      “Zumba five times a week, bitch!” Jen screamed.

      A couple more demons dropped back. Pearl was also mixing it up. To my surprise, she picked up one of the demons and tossed it over the edge of the balcony. It crashed into a couple of those on the ground floor.

      Whether both ladies were Zumba enthusiasts or not didn’t matter. The pair of demons that were left suddenly realized that the pickings weren’t as easy as they had assumed, and ran back to where they had a numerical advantage. I was starting to realize that demons were mostly cowards, although Ruby was a glaring exception as she kept working on getting the girls free.

      I heard Wyllis cackling in the background. His once handsome face was halfway gone, melted by the rock salt that I’d shot him with, and made him look more menacing.

      “What do you think you’re doing, Ruby?” he laughed, his voice growling through the room. “The Berith Collider is already engaged. Saving the girls will serve nothing. If you’re against us, your only hope to survive a little longer is to be far away from our master’s grasp.”

      Ruby didn’t look up from her work as Wyllis staggered toward her. He was still visibly in pain, but that seemed to egg him on. I pulled away from the rest of the monsters and pushed my remaining energy into my fatigued and burning muscles as I covered the marble floor of the lecture hall in seconds, evading the creatures whispering through the growing crack in reality.

      I cleared the last few feet to the podium in a single bound, roaring as I inserted myself between Wyllis and Ruby.

      “How about testing yourself on a filthy mongrel first, asshole?” I growled, a primal need to tear into the man filling my body. Wyllis wasn’t intimidated by me. He looked like he was actually enjoying himself, loving the pain he was in. I rushed at him and hammered a backhand into his jaw that was powerful enough to knock him off his feet and send him spinning in the air.

      Impossibly, he landed smoothly on his feet like he’d expected that, still laughing as I charged at him again. This time, when I threw a punch at his jaw, he caught my hand and twisted it around. I managed to flip over before he snapped my forearm in half, but not in time to stop him from tossing me aside. I crashed hard into the machine. What had he called it again? The Berith Collider? What the fuck was that supposed to mean?

      I turned, trying to figure out some way to break its connection with the portal that was growing larger with each passing second. I heard the shrieks of banshees and wraiths as they made their way through in search of bodies to inhabit, whether living or dead. Those I knew about better than demons, as they had been a genuine danger in the early days of the Breach.

      I narrowed my eyes as I inspected the device, recognizing some of the designs and trying to remember where I’d seen them before.

      Just as I found what I needed from it, a clawed hand grabbed my shoulder, effortlessly picked me up, and tossed me aside. I sailed through the air and barely slowed my momentum in time to avoid crashing into a nearby wall. Instead, I landed painfully on the floor and slid across it.

      Looking up, I saw that Ruby had freed the girls from the Collider, but Wyllis was right. The damage was done. As Ruby prepared for a fight, I watched Wyllis transform into that amorphous creature from the night Jen was attacked.

      “Admirable effort, my dear,” Wyllis said. I recognized his voice, but it seemed to come from all around us as his new form wrapped around the Collider. “But futile, I’m afraid. Take my last piece of advice to heart. Run, and you might live.” As he finished speaking, the device suddenly blinked out of sight, along with the portal it was forming.

      I realized that demons and skin-changers were more alike than I’d ever imagined.
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      “Fuck!” Ruby shouted. “Where the fuck did he go?”

      That question plagued me as well. I recovered my pistol from where Wyllis had torn it from my grasp, pulled the remaining bullets from my pocket, and loaded them into the chamber, grimacing at how low on ammo I was.

      “He can’t be far, right?” I said, shaking off the pains and aches that filled my body. Well, shaking wasn’t entirely accurate. It was more like putting it to the back of my mind as I jogged over to where Ruby was checking the girls. The fact that she chose to save them despite knowing that it wouldn’t do anything to stop the Collider still baffled me. Although, if she truly did want to live among humans as she’d claimed, saving the girls would get her bonus points. “I assume he picked this spot for a reason, so he wouldn’t simply abandon it.”

      “Right,” Ruby said, looking around as Jen, Kelly, and Pearl joined us.

      “Whatever happens,” Kelly said, looking at all of us, “you have to admit we make a pretty kickass team, right?”

      I nodded. She wasn’t wrong about that. I was impressed by what they had done, more than once.

      The sound of a bell ringing outside the lecture hall drew my attention. Again, I wasn’t a betting half-troll but the sudden ringing, off-the-hour, was enough to make me bet that it was where Wyllis had transported the Collider. Besides, it wasn’t like we had any other ideas, right?

      Dozens of footsteps echoed from the building’s main entrance. The five of us faced the door to see who was coming. The people who entered looked like the guards I remembered, right down to the campus security uniforms they wore, but—like most of the students, including Pearl—they were all somewhat changed. A couple of them showed some troll characteristics.  “Maybe they can help us?” Jen asked, looking around. I loved her optimism and wanted to share it, but my attempts were dashed when their eyes changed from their regular colors to pitch black as soon as they saw us.

      “I very much doubt it,” I snapped, cocking the hammer of my revolver back. I needed to think up a good name for the weapon, I thought. All the best weapons had names, right?

      “We don’t have time for this,” Kelly hissed while pulling the last of the mines from the pack. I noticed that she had made a couple of alterations to the designs, which seemed to explain how they were now a little more powerful than before.  I narrowed my eyes, a plan hatching in the back of my head as I watched the demons masquerading as campus security.

      I could believe that they had been possessed this whole time. I rolled my shoulders and grinned.

      “Let’s do it,” I growled. “And then we hightail it to the campus bell tower.”

      “Hey, I find that offensive,” Pearl snapped, whipping her tail about with a bit more agility and control than she’d shown before.

      I grinned. “I’ll make it up to you, I promise.”

      Kelly primed the mine by pressing the trigger to arm it and then tossed it into the group. They didn’t seem to notice it until it exploded right above them and cleared a path through the group. Those that weren’t killed were quickly knocked out of the way, black smoke rising from their bodies.

      “You’re getting rather good at that, Kelly,” Jen commented as we took advantage of the opening. The demons that survived moved to attack us. I fired several rounds that threw them back. I reloaded as we left the building and made our way toward the bell tower. Its almost constant, painful gonging filled the air and was starting to drive me nuts.

      The portal was a lot larger now. It was visible from our position between the lecture hall and the tower. Creatures—wraiths and banshees, for the most part—were still streaming from the opening, and there was a low, powerful roar coming from inside it that raised my hackles. My instincts said that something old and impossibly powerful was coming for the portal—and us.

      We needed to shut it down. Now, more than ever.

      I looked around as we reached the tower’s door, noticing that the banshees and wraiths had found bodies and were marching toward us.

      Ruby looked at me. “I know you had an idea back there. What do you need us to do?”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. Yes, I had, but I wasn’t sure how she knew. Not that it mattered right now, I thought while assessing the multitude of monsters we faced.

      “They’re slow and almost powerless now.” I indicated the monsters. “That’ll change, but for now, they’re vulnerable. The three of you can hold this door and keep them back almost indefinitely, from what I’ve seen of your abilities.”

      “My stamina is prodigious, yes,” Ruby grinned. “Wait, the three of us?”

      “Yes,” I replied. “You, Pearl, and Jen. I need Kelly with me.”

      “Wait, what?” Kelly asked, and turned to face me.

      “I need your help to shut down the Collider and, hopefully, close the portal. I’ll explain on the way. We have a long climb ahead of us.”

      “Good luck, Nate,” Ruby said.

      “We’ve got this,” Pearl growled, then rolled her neck and cracked her knuckles. Jen nodded firmly. More brave faces. I hoped they lived long enough to realize how crazy my plan was.

      “Let’s go.” I grabbed Kelly’s hand and dragged her into the building with me. I was never much good at goodbyes. When we reached the stairs, I quickly swept her up in my arms.

      “Well,” she gasped, then giggled. “I don’t think we have time for that.”

      “Maybe not,” I replied with a chuckle. “But we need to get to the top of the building as quickly as possible. We’ll be faster if I carry you.”

      She nodded in agreement.

      Talk about crazy plans, I thought as I rushed up the floors. Sure, this was a lot faster than if she trailed behind me, but the fact remained that I was already exhausted, and carrying her up multiple flights of stairs was a severe strain on my muscles that left them burning and aching from the exertion. The walls were narrow, the air was filled with dust, and the steps seemed endless, but I didn’t stop until we reached the top, where I relaxed my hold enough for her to slide down my body to the floor. The ringing bell was deafening up here.

      I gasped for breath as I staggered around looking for a sink, and hopefully, a cup. I found both inside a small and minimal maintenance bathroom. I stumbled over to Kelly, water-filled cup in my hands.

      “I thought the water was drugged,” she whispered, narrowing her eyes.

      I nodded. “It is, but my mother taught me an old ritual for this kind of thing. That means we can use it to our advantage. The hazel mistletoe concoction—the stuff in the water—is designed to unlock anything hidden in your DNA. You probably have a lot of potential abilities, and chances are that electromancer powers like mine are among them. Trying this is a little like playing the lottery, but I think I can guide your transformation into something and someone who can stop this collider.”

      She nodded hesitantly. “How…sure are you?”

      I crouched next to her and set the cup down, then cradled her face in my hands and tilted her head up to look at me. “Do you trust me?” I asked earnestly.

      She thought for a moment before nodding firmly. “With my life.”

      “I appreciate that,” I whispered and leaned down to softly kiss her lips. “I’ll try to prove myself worthy of your trust. Now, drink the water.”

      She picked it up and quickly gulped it down. I saw the changes start before the last drop was drained, and immediately placed my hands on her temples as my mother had taught me. I closed my eyes as I chanted the words that were indelibly etched in my memory. I sometimes heard them in my dreams.

      I chanted the spell over and over again while arcing electricity from my fingers into her body, feeling the changes she was undergoing and, through the spell, altering them to a design that was utterly familiar to me.

      I kept going until it was finished. She fell limp in my arms, and I gently lowered her to the floor. She would need a few seconds to gather her senses again, but when she woke up—hopefully soon—she would be in a position to shut the Collider down. Part of the spell was transferring my knowledge of how to do that, based on my earlier encounter with the device, which vibrated strongly enough that I felt it through the building.

      I pushed myself up from my seat on the floor and calmly walked to where the device sat next to the bells. They chimed loudly in reaction to its operation, giving me a headache, just from being so close to them.

      As I approached, I reached out, grabbed the bell that was tolling incessantly, and after a couple of tries, stopped it with a firm grasp. Letting go meant that the bell would start ringing again, but it was worth it for the few seconds of blessed silence.

      As the bells silenced, I heard a different noise coming from inside the portal. Something deep and rumbling, hungry and aching for attention and worship. I looked into the opening and saw motion in the black, caused by something so large that it defied imagination.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the amorphous black demon that Wyllis had turned into shift back to Wyllis’s human form, or the demon version of it, anyway.

      “Beautiful, isn’t it?” His voice sounded almost reverential. “A true god—a deity worthy of the worship of all beings—and what do we do to him? Cage him in a world to starve. How is that justice?”

      “Not justice,” I whispered, trying to shake the feeling of dread that filled my body as I realized what the Unnatural was. “A matter of survival. Something like that could snack on a whole planet.”

      “True, but it would be worth it to envision this,” Wyllis chuckled, stepping closer to me. “You know you can’t win, yes? I will kill you like an annoying fly that landed on my arm.”

      “Yeah,” I admitted, making sure that my pistol was full before cocking the hammer back. “But between now and then, I’m going to fuck you up.”

      Wyllis grinned. “I’ll miss playing these games with you, Nate.”

      I should probably feel flattered that he’d used my name instead of calling me mongrel, but I was here on a mission. I raised my weapon, pulled the trigger, and watched the demon shift out of the way at an incredible speed. He dodged the salt fired his way the first time and missed most of the second shot as well, although some of it hit and started sizzling on his skin. The third shot caught him full in the gut and filled the air with the smell of burning flesh as he crashed into me hard enough to send me flying. I hit the bell with my body and it rang with the force of the blow. I grunted and shook my head as my durable bones and muscles absorbed most of the impact, grinning as I jumped to my feet, ducked under another strike, then pivoted and hammered my fist into the creature’s jaw. I had his style of fighting down pat by now. It wasn’t like he had much of one—he relied on the fact that he was mostly immune to the pain I caused, and was content to let me tire myself out before knocking me around until I died. It wouldn’t a pleasant ending, but then, I didn’t think he knew that I was playing for time.

      I heard Kelly quietly slip over to the Collider and lay her hands on it, then the soft whisper of the spell that I’d implanted in her head when I helped her change. Wyllis backhanded me across the jaw hard enough to knock me to the ground, drawing blood as my lips split against my tusk. I inadvertently squeezed the gun’s trigger as I fell, wasting the last shot of Dead Sea salt on the floor. I had more bullets in my pocket but no time to reload before Wyllis reached me again.

      “What?” Wyllis suddenly asked as he turned to see what was happening. I snuck a peek, too, watching as Kelly’s eyes closed. Her dark brown hair now showed a couple of streaks of gray and white. She still looked mostly human although there were spiderweb patterns tattooed across her skin, and when she opened her eyes, I knew that they would be purple with a few bright red flecks.

      An electromancer shamaness, I thought with a grin, hidden underneath her human DNA. It was why she was so interested in electrical engineering, like me. It also explained why she was so adept at handling my custom-built equipment, and probably why we were so swiftly drawn to each other. It had taken a little while for the clues to connect in my brain but once they did, I’d been positive that this would be the outcome when I gambled on changing her.

      The Collider sparked, shuddering and vibrating loudly. The portal started to shrink before my eyes. The low, hungry rumble slowly turned into a roar of anger as the opening closed faster than the being could reach us. Kelly’s eyes opened and she turned to face Wyllis as he tried to attack her, screaming in fury. I watched as lightning arced from her fingertips and blasted him backward.

      That effort, combined with closing the portal, drained the last of her energy. She collapsed unconscious. I’d asked a lot from someone who was using their powers for the first time, but she was a natural. I was proud of her.

      I slowly pushed myself up, rolled my shoulders, and drew a deep breath as I pulled more bullets from my pocket and reloaded my pistol. Wyllis quickly recovered from Kelly’s blast, looking murderous, but paused as I pointed my weapon at him.

      “Let’s be honest, Nate,” he hissed through elongated fangs. “Your little salt rounds may sting like hell but they won’t stop me from tearing you apart limb from limb, and leaving you alive long enough to experience the chewy taste of your liver.”

      “Well, I thought of that, big guy,” I countered. “I got my hands on some depleted uranium rounds. They’re specially made, just for you. And I’ve been dying to try them out.”

      “Say what, now?” Wyllis asked, tilting his head as I cocked the hammer and pulled the trigger. The blast of the extra-heavy round knocked the demon back a step and tore a literal hole in his chest. One that you won’t heal from, I thought with a small smile. I flipped the safety to the off-position and squeezed the trigger over and over again. Blast after blast tore holes in Wyllis’s body, and the last round left a crater where half of his face had been.

      He was still on his feet, but the black smoke rose from his body like blood pouring from open wounds. He wanted to turn back into the more durable amorphous being, but there wasn’t enough of him left to do that. I smirked as the gun clicked empty, then stepped in and powered a kick into the swiss-cheese remains of his chest with enough force to launch him out of the bell tower. A few seconds later, I heard the splat of his body as it landed on the ground.

      “That was satisfying,” I whispered while limping over to where Kelly still lay on the floor. It took me a few seconds to realize that the Collider was gone. Kelly had broken it, but I didn’t doubt that they could rebuild it and restart this whole process.

      “Fuck,” I muttered and picked her up after making sure that she was still alive, then carried her down the many flights of stairs to the ground floor of the bell tower. I needed to submit a full report to the FBI and ask Ryko to put out an APB on the Collider, of which I would draw some pretty detailed sketches, as well as the individual pieces.

      The demons wouldn’t get far with the full force of the FBI trying to find them. But all that would have to wait until I had more energy.

      As I reached the ground floor, I saw red, white, and blue lights flashing as the cops—the real police—showed up to investigate the ruckus. They were already pulling people in for questioning, getting statements, and making a few arrests of student monsters who had decided to make illegal use of their newfound abilities.

      “Come on,” Pearl said, pulling me closer to her and away from where the police were starting to scour the place for the source of what was happening. “I have a feeling that you’re in no mood to give a full statement to the cops, right?”

      “You’re right about that,” I grumbled, still holding an unconscious Kelly in my arms. The seven sacrifices, including Crystal, were being brought out to waiting ambulances, which were more numerous than cop cars.

      “Come on,” Jen said, tugging Ruby’s arm to get her to join us. “You’re part of the team, now.”

      Ruby smiled, looking rather exhausted. I saw the effects of the battle they’d fought down here. While it had been tough at the top, the three of them had more than proven themselves by keeping any other demons from reaching us. Even Jen, who was still pure human.

      “I need a shower,” I growled. “And then a nap. You’re all welcome to join if you want.”

      Jen grinned, and even Ruby looked like she was of a mind to as we headed back to the dorms.
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      “I told you that I would rock your world when all this was over,” Ruby whispered in my ear and flicked her long, agile tongue over it.

      “It’s not technically over,” I quietly replied while running my hands down her bare body. One of my hands stopped for a handful of breast as the other squeezed her ass. Both were more generous than my large hands could hold although I was giving it my best effort anyway. “The machine disappeared. Even if it’s broken, it’s still dangerous.”

      “It’s a break in all the excitement,” Ruby murmured, tilting her head, and I saw her in her full glory as a succubus. “I’ll take the opportunity to rock your world.”

      I honestly didn’t mind. Jen was tangled up with Pearl on Kelly’s bed, with Pearl wrapping Jen up with her new tail. Both had enjoyed each other and me as they liked, while Ruby watched, and I’d outlasted them. They were both drifting off to sleep. Kelly was on my bed, equally satisfied and exhausted. There was something to be said about half-troll stamina, although I had the feeling that a demoness would be more than a match.

      I watched Ruby shift down my body and onto her knees. She wrapped her breasts around my cock and let me slowly fuck them as her tongue flicked out to tease my tip each time it emerged from between them. I ran my fingers through her short hair and played with her horns as her tail wrapped around my thighs and gently but firmly guided my thrusts.

      “You have the power,” she whispered, licking her lips as she tasted me again, “and you have the durability. But, your technique needs a little work. I’m more than happy to help you with that.”

      “Are you talking about fucking or fighting?” I whispered breathlessly, watching as she freed my cock from her breasts and then slid her hands up over my sweat-touched chest while her lips lightly pressed against the head of my shaft.

      “Both, if I’m perfectly honest,” she whispered, letting the vibrations of her voice transfer to the underside of my cock as she slowly ran her lips up and down over it. “But for right now, I think I want a taste of what those three have been raving about.”

      “If you’re expecting me to try and stop you…” I started to say, but my voice trailed off as she wrapped her lips around the head and smoothly, expertly filled her mouth and throat with my cock. She moaned softly, and her eyes rolled back as she quickly started working me, her hands massaging my balls as she did. I didn’t need to take control. She seemed to know everything I wanted her to do, even if I didn’t know it myself, and found a way to incorporate it into every bob of her head, every thrust of my hips against her lips.

      Her long, agile tail wrapped around my hips and pulled me to fuck her harder, push deeper until I was right on the edge. Something flickered across from her to me, filling my body with an extreme need that was quickly and suddenly satisfied as my hips bucked up against her face in orgasm. The sensations were so intense that they drove me into a state I was all too familiar with—and didn’t want distracting me from the high she’d sent me on.

      But, distracted I was, and my mind drifted away. The world shifted around me, changing and shuddering. Each step was pain and agony until I stepped out of the portal that my inadequate hands had made. I looked down at my body, seeing the tears and rips caused by my actions. I’d needed to get the Collider away from the mongrel and his women, and into the hands of ones who might be able to fulfill its purposes.

      I couldn’t see him, but I knew he was there in the black, waiting for me as I placed the Collider on the floor. It was already broken, but there was no point in abusing it further.

      My body was dying, and I doubted my spirit would survive the journey to another, but my task was done.

      “As you commanded, my lord,” I whispered, shuddering and dropping to the ground. I watched as the darkness moved forward and enveloped the device, showing me the beauty of Bourbon Street, even if it was abandoned for the evening.

      “You have done well,” the voice said into my ear, a soft caress of contentment filling me as my body died.

      I drew a deep breath, blinking, and trying to make sense of my surroundings. I was on my back. On a bed. My bed. A pair of arms were draped across my chest, one with the familiar spiderwebbed tattoos, the other a delicate shade of red.

      Turning my head, I saw Ruby grinning at me, licking her lips as she lightly ran her hand over my chest, tracing delicate patterns on my bare skin.

      “I’d say that I’ve never made a man cum so hard that he passed out before,” she murmured, leaning in to kiss my lips softly. “But then I’d be lying.”

      “I didn’t pass out,” I replied. “It was a bit of prescience. I don’t know how, but I saw where the Collider went. I know where we have to go to find it.”

      “Oh?” she murmured, pressing her lips lightly to my neck. “Do tell?”

      “It’s in Louisiana. New Orleans, to be exact.”

      Ruby nodded, still letting her nails drag lightly across my skin. “When do we leave?” she asked in a matter-of-fact voice.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Afterword

          

        

      

    

    
      HELLBOY meets 21 JUMP STREET in college.  That’s what originally popped up into my head when I first began thinking about MXP.  I loved the idea of a huge, half-human, half mythological creature doing his damndest to go undercover on a college campus and sticking out like a sore thumb the entire time. 

      

      I also like the idea of an MC, Nate, who doesn’t really fit into either world – the human world and the world of trolls – so he’s kind of finding himself while enjoying the college experience.  By the end of the book, Nate grows into himself a bit and begins to discover more about his powers, something that will be developed more in future books. 

      

      I hope everyone enjoyed Book 1!  Thanks for reading and be sure to keep checking for Book 2!

      

      Best,

      

      Mark
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      Check out my Facebook Group if you’d like to chat more!

      

      https://www.facebook.com/groups/2474767712539848/

      

      And I started a newsletter: https://www.subscribepage.com/MarkAlbany
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