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THE STORY SO FAR

THE WORLD CHANGED when rifts randomly started opening across the world, and beings from myth and fantasy appeared. These beings, who humanity called paranormals, were confined to refugee camps, which eventually became the Nation of De’Vas. Asher Grayson was in college when one such rift dropped an orc named Bo in his path. The two of them become friends and Bo lived with him for a few months.

Five years later, Ash developed magic. Due to the laws that originated from the first humans to develop magic, he was deported, or as he called it, exiled, to De’Vas. He moved in with Bo and tried to start his life over again in District 114. While working for a dryad named Lilly, he ran into trouble with the 114 pack, a beastkin gang led by District boss Faylen.

Ash starts to watch a wolfkin streamer named Ember, to hone his magic to defend himself. After another run-in with the 114 pack he frees a banshee from a safe and she makes a deal to be his magic teacher. She disguises herself as a rabbitkin named Silver and moves in with him and Bo. Faylen tries to make amends with Ash after learning she was deceived.

Ash and Faylen are attacked by trolls on the beach and he learns that Faylen and Ember are the same person. They go to District 71 to retaliate against the trolls, led by Sero. Sero had been enslaving people, some from District 114. While in District 71 Ash saves an ice salamander named Naomi. Ash makes a gamble by combining two magic techniques he learned from Ember and Silver, which almost kills him. The combination allows Ash to defeat and kill Sero, but it leaves him with an elemental scar.

Silver reveals that she is really Councilwoman Cleo Blackthorn and returns to the Council. Cleo informed Ash after he recovers that she is vassalizing District 114 and putting him in charge as District boss.

Destry, a kelpie who was Sero’s partner and co-conspirator against Cleo, sends a necromancer to District 114 to avenge Sero. Ash fights the necromancer, a harpy named Kate. Kate swears fealty to Cleo once she is defeated.

Destry feels cornered and plans an invasion of District 114 with an army. Ash and his friends anticipate this and defend the district from the attack. Ash lures Destry into a trap and kills him when the Kelpie tries to flee back to his District. Destry’s daughter, Selena, swears fealty to Cleo.

Later Cleo returns the remains of one of Destry and Sero’s victims to his family. The victim was a djinn and his brother, Belath, is grateful to Cleo for returning the remains. Belath warns Cleo that his father might seek revenge against Selena for her father’s crimes.


CHAPTER ONE

“FIRE!” FAYLEN SHOUTED as she jumped out of the bed, throwing her clothes on from where they lay on the floor. Ash was doing the same as the smoke alarm blared.

His wolfkin lover’s ears twitched as she was about to pull her shirt over her head and frowned. The panic left her, and she calmly finished dressing. She shook her head and smiled at him.

“I can hear Naomi and Lilly in the kitchen. That’s why the smoke alarm is going off.”

Sure enough, the ice salamander and dryad were in the kitchen. Naomi beamed at them as they entered. Her tail covered in blue scales lashed the ground in excitement. Both her hands were in oven mitts as she held a smoking toaster before her.

Lilly stood next to the counter holding an electric eggbeater in one hand and a silicone spatula in the other. Her normally long black hair dotted with pink flowers was hidden under a layer of pancake batter, as was most of the counter. Ironically though, none of the pancake batter had landed on the spatula.

“Surprise! We’re making you breakfast,” Naomi declared as flames started to appear out of the top of the smoking toaster.

Faylen burst out into laughter as she pulled on her Fire Magic to extinguish the burning toaster. Lilly just stared at them with a blank expression. Clearly, the dryad wasn’t enjoying being covered in pancake batter despite her love for them.

“How about I finish up breakfast for all of us,” Ash said stifling his laughter. “Lilly, could you put that spatula someplace not covered in pancake batter? After that, you’re welcome to use the shower in the bedroom to clean up. Feel free to raid the closet for something that fits.”

Lilly looked around the kitchen before her eyes landed on Naomi’s cleavage revealed by her V-neck shirt. The dryad stuck the spatula into the ice salamander’s well-endowed chest before silently making her way to the bedroom shower.

Naomi thrust her chest out and batted her eyes at him as he extracted the spatula from her cleavage. Since their last date, she had watched a YouTube video on flirting and had tried it out on Ash, with mixed success. Naomi was still adjusting to cultures outside her own. Her clan being isolationist had limited her exposure to other cultures, especially human. Faylen pulled Naomi away to the living room, all while she continued to bat her eyes at him. He shook his head and started cleaning the kitchen before making breakfast.

Half an hour later, he was sitting with the girls at the kitchen table, eating pancakes. Lilly, wearing one of his shirts as a dress, drowned her pancakes in syrup. Faylen eyed the dryad with a frown as most of the syrup in the bottle ended up on Lilly’s plate. Naomi just smiled as she held a pancake in her hand and ate it plain.

Breakfast together had become a rather common event since they had defeated Destry three weeks ago. Well except for the week Faylen was in heat, the two of them barely left the bedroom and that was only to get a quick bite or grab a stamina potion. After that week, though someone always joined him for breakfast.

Sometimes, it was Celeste, Ruben, and Jek to discuss business in the District. Other times, it would be Bo and Jacklyn. Faylen, Lilly, and Naomi, though, were almost always there every morning. Faylen, because she had slept over the previous night. Naomi, to see Ash and either try her hand at flirting or show off the latest makeup style she had learned from the Those Beautiful Scales YouTube channel. Lilly just showed up for the free food.

“So, are you working on the Community Day thing again?” Lilly asked after Faylen pried what remained of the bottle of maple syrup from the dryad’s hands.

“The 114 Pack and Frozen Scales have already done a lot of work to get ready for it. I am going to meet with local businesses today and see if they want to join in and have a booth,” Ash said as he spread jelly on his pancakes. He doubted he would get any maple syrup. “I want to get everything wrapped up today since the end of this week is when Cleo plans to hold what will be a monthly meeting of the District bosses under her. That way if she has something she needs me to do, at least the Community Day will be set for next week.”

“I know Luna is excited about it. There have never been any festivals or events like this in District 114. Honestly, I think the only events like this in all of De’Vas are usually insular to just one race or group. Not something for the whole District.” Faylen said while taking a bite of her pancake.

Ash had heard others say similar things to him. He was starting to wonder if there was any District identity or if everyone just lived in pockets of their own communities within them. Thinking back on it, Bo mostly interacted with just the orc community in District 114, at least until Ash became the District boss. The thought reaffirmed his belief in how important a Community Day event would be. Originally it had just been his ideal to show the District that things were returning to normal after Destry’s invasion and as a way to thank those in the District who had banded together to protect each other.

The conversation shifted to what the girls were planning for the day. Ash watched as Lilly and Naomi teamed up to talk the antisocial Faylen into joining them on a shopping trip. She reluctantly agreed since she was planning for Ember to make an appearance at the Community Day and wanted help picking out an outfit for her redheaded online persona to wear.

The girls left together once breakfast was done. Ash cleaned up and left shortly after that. His first stop for the day was to check in with Bo on the project the orc had been working on with several of the gang members. Ash let out a laugh when he arrived at the once-empty lot that was being transformed into a small park. Quickly he pulled out his phone and switched to the camera.

Bo was currently swinging across the jungle gym he had been working on installing when Ash arrived. The seven-foot-tall orc had to bend his knees to keep his feet from touching the ground. Not far from him a few lizardkins were taking turns going down a slide, and Ruben, a member of the 114 Pack, was on the seesaws, though with two other beastkins on the opposite side to match the bearkin’s size and weight.

Bo noticed Ash laughing with his phone out and almost lost his grip on the jungle gym. He made an awkward land and dusted himself off.

“Hey, Ash. Just testing out the equipment. We figured if it can support big guys like us then it would have no trouble with the kids.” Bo eyed the phone sheepishly and rubbed the back of his head. “So what’s with the phone.”

Ash, still laughing, typed something out, hit send, and just smiled at Bo. Seconds later, the orc’s phone went off, and he pulled it out, read the message, and let out a groan.

“You took pictures and sent them to Jacklyn. She’s blowing up my phone now with laughing emojis thanks to you.” Bo pointed at Ash. “You know this means war, and you have two girlfriends so I’ll get double the payback.”

Bo had a massive smirk on his face as he promised revenge and Ash was sure he would get it. Jacklyn, Naomi, and Faylen talked to each other almost as much as Ash talked to Bo. They had already gone on a double date together and planned to do more in the future. So, plenty of opportunities for the green lug head to embarrass the hell out of him.

“So, what do you think?” Bo said pointing a thumb at the playground equipment.

Ash looked over the brand-new playground equipment. They were all forest green and had a yellow label of the company that manufactured them. A subsidiary of Grayson Industry, his mother’s company. He had gotten them heavily discounted because of that.

The highlight of the Community Day was Ash officially opening the playground to the public. The town that became District 114 had all of its playgrounds destroyed before the rifts happened. Ash was sure they had been broken down and sold as scrap metal or something when the town became a ghost town. As a result, there were no playgrounds within District 114 and many of the families would visit other Districts just so their kids could play on one.

Personally, he would like to just open it once they were sure it was safe for the kids to play on, but he understood the optics. He was the leader of the District and even if he thought a ribbon-cutting ceremony felt pretentious, it was needed that the District knows he worked to put it there.

“Everything looks great! Seriously, I can’t thank you and the gangs enough for doing this, Bo,” Ash said as he clapped the orc on the back.

Bo had a big grin on his face as he looked at the playground with Ash. “Not a problem, honestly all of us are happy to do this. We are adding something to the District for everyone.”

Ash smiled and nodded.

“Grab everyone and take them out for some grub when you’re done. Have the place send the bill to the Flatiron. My thanks for the hard work everyone had put in,” Ash said.

That brought a cheer from the gang members who had helped Bo with the playground. Ash left them in good spirits as he made his way to his next destination. The fisheries that employed much of the District.

Ash walked on the dock that stationed the small boats used to visit the circular floating nets that prevented the fish from escaping and predators from entering. He was kicking himself now that he didn’t look up the names of the contraptions before he came here. He was looking for someone to speak to when he noticed a wave of water going against the current.

Soon a woman with brown hair and an otter tail appeared from under the water, riding the wave. Ash recognized her as Haylee, one of the trio of otterkin sisters who worked at the fisheries. She made her way to one of the nets with a small boat by it. The water swirled in the net and became a waterspout that started depositing fish onto the nearby boat. Ash watched the scene in amazement. Soon the boat with Haylee on board, made its way back to the dock.

Caylee, another one of the otterkin trio, caught sight of him and smiled. She turned to Haylee who still hadn’t noticed him on the dock.

“Sis, I bet you wish you wore that bikini today,” Caylee said.

Haylee narrowed her eyes at her sister.

“Why would I do that, not like there’s anyone at the fisheries I want to impress.”

Caylee reached out and turned her sister’s head to face Ash. Ash smiled at her and waved as Haylee’s eyes widened, and she turned bright red.

“D-District boss!” Haylee said.

Caylee started to cackle at her sister. Haylee gave her sister a quick glare and a jet of water shot out from under the dock dousing the laughing otterkin.

“What can I do for you District boss?” Haylee asked as she tucked a strand of her brown hair behind her small otter ear. Her tail swished against the dock, much the same as Faylen’s did when she was happy.

“Tell him to come back tomorrow when you’re wearing that red string bikini you bought,” Baylee said, who Ash just now saw emerge from the boat’s cabin. This caused another fit of laughter from the drenched Caylee.

Two jets of water shot out from under the dock and doused both of the laughing otterkin sisters. Haylee was an even brighter shade of red.

Ash ignored the comments about the bikini and decided to just go into his reason for coming to the fisheries.

“Hey, Haylee. I’m here to see if the fisheries would like to participate in the upcoming Community Day,” Ash said with a smile.

“Community Day? I’ve heard some talk about it, but I don’t know much,” Haylee said, her red face now just a slight shade of pink.

Ash went into explaining what they had set up for the Community Day. Which included food, games, music, and some events.

“Wait, so like a carnival or fair!” Caylee said, her otter tail swishing behind her. In fact, all the sisters’ tails were now wagging.

“Pretty much, just minus the rides,” Ash said with a nod.

Baylee and Caylee looked at each other with a grin on their faces. They both stepped in front of Haylee and crossed their arms.

“We can get the fisheries to participate. We can even set up a dunk tank, but we want something in return.” Baylee said. Before Ash could respond Caylee stepped forward and started talking.

“We want you to take Haylee on a— ” Caylee was cut off as a wave of water washed over the dock and swept her and Baylee off into the harbor. Leaving only Ash and Haylee on the dock.

“Please ignore my sisters, District boss,” Haylee said, her face bright red as she scowled at her sisters in the water. “The fisheries would love to participate in the Community Day.”

Ash smiled as he marked down the fisheries as one of the businesses participating in the Community Day. He said his thanks to Haylee, who blushed slightly, and her sisters before heading to his next stop. The Twins.

The Twins were on board with participating in the Community Day as soon as Ash brought it up to the owner of the tavern, Mander. The old orc Chief insisted on him having some bar food before he left, mostly so Mander could trap him to listen to some of his stories from his old days as a Chief. Ash didn’t mind, stories about Vas fascinated him.

The last business he was visiting was Mei’s Den. He had intentionally left it as the last one and had been dreading it. Mei, the owner and Head Chef of the restaurant seemed to always freeze up around him as if she were terrified. Even when he tried to put on a friendly face and smile. Hell, he even practiced his smile in the mirror for a week straight to make sure he wasn’t just making a creepy face.

Ash walked into the restaurant and stood by the podium waiting for one of the staff to notice him. It was early and the restaurant was still setting up tables. His eye caught a paper booklet sitting on top of one of the restaurant menus. Picking it up he realized it was a comic book.

Madam Vines and the Case of the Missing Council Member Issue No. 1

The comic had a dryad woman with pink hair and black flowers growing throughout it, a reversal of Lilly’s hair and flower color. She was wearing a superhero outfit and staring down a shadowy figure in the distance. Her utility belt holstered several small potted plants. Ash flipped through the comic and was surprised by the quality of the art style in it. He was no art expert but had his fair share of comic books as collectibles in his college days.

“Ash! What brings you to Mei’s Den?” a familiar catkin asked as she approached the podium.

Ash smiled at Sous Chef Maggy. The last time he had seen her, she was using a meat clever to fight off zombies.

“I was hoping to talk to Mei about the Community Day that’s coming up, but I’m also curious about this comic book,” He said as he lifted the comic up.

Maggy gave a sly smile.

“Sara!” Maggy called back into the restaurant and then faced Ash. “The comic was made by Sara, though I did help with the coloring. Unfortunately, Mei is out of the District right now.”

A satyress made her way to the podium and smiled at Ash as she got closer to it, then blushed when she saw him holding one of the comics. He was glad at least Mei’s staff were not afraid of him.

“District boss Ash, how are you today?” Sara asked with a small curtsy.

“Good. Maggy said you made this comic?” Ash asked.

Sara scratched her cheek and looked away.

“Yes, some of the children I was watching during the attack by the Necromancer talked about how there was no superhero for paranormals. All the comics and cartoons have superheroes defending human cities and countries, but never De’Vas.

“So I purchased a decent printer and recruited Maggy’s help. She’s very artistic and actually made several of the paintings in the restaurant. We put our heads together and made Madam Vines, a dryad florist by day that protects the Districts of De’Vas when trouble arrives. A superhero for De’Vas and paranormals.”

Ash flipped through the comic once more and grinned at Maggy and Sara.

“You both are very talented. I got a meeting with Cleo, Councilwoman Blackthorn, in a few days outside the District. If you’re all right with it, I would love to take a few copies of Madam Vines and distribute them to some of the businesses outside our District.”

Sara’s eyes went wide, as did Maggy’s. The two of them looked at each other and then back at Ash.

“Of course! We hand them out with the menus if the diners have kids, so we have a lot of them,” Sara said as Maggy gathered a stack of the comics.

Ash took them from the catkin.

“I’ll pass these out. I’m sure we’ll hear from some businesses soon wishing to purchase more copies of Madam Vines. Oh, can you let Mei know I wish to talk to her about the Community Day when she gets back?”

A giddy Sara and Maggy gave a nod promising to do that.


CHAPTER TWO

SILVER RELAXED IN the cafe in District 1. Her alter ego might have started as a way to blend into District 114 and not alert any of Destry’s thugs that she was alive and free, but now she rather enjoyed being Silver. The rabbitkin had none of the baggage Cleo had. She could go to stores or restaurants without causing a stir. No fearful people whispering about the deeds of The Nightmare Queen in hushed breaths. She had even been complimented on her new jacket by the barista who worked there. Which honestly was the first time someone complimented her with sincerity. Well, except for Ash.

“So, have you heard about The Storm?” A rather nerdy-looking elf asked his group of friends at their table across from where Silver sat.

The ogre at the table rolled his eyes at the elf’s question.

“Yes. You piss off Councilwoman Blackthorn and one night a storm will come to your District to take you out. Everyone was talking about it three weeks ago when he slaughtered two District bosses, but that was three weeks ago. Now it’s old gossip,” the ogre said.

The nerdy-looking elf leaned closer to his friends, though the volume of his voice didn’t change in the slightest.

“Not online. The forums and messaging groups have been buzzing ever since word got out that The Storm was human. People are connecting the dots and the real story is just now unraveling.” The elf said.

Silver sipped her coffee, but her attention was entirely focused on the conversation going on at the elf’s table. What had people found out? Was it now common knowledge that Destry had tried to kill her? That could embolden others to act against her.

“Councilwoman Blackthorn’s ‘seclusion’ was not a seclusion at all. It was a mission given to her by the Council. Reliable unnamed sources have said that the De’Vas Council learned of a secret human government project to infuse magic with humans to create what they call Mages.

“They hoped the Mages could be a secret weapon against De’Vas, but the Council was not going to let them get the upper hand. Councilwoman Blackthorn broke into this secret government facility, destroyed it, and left with the only surviving test subject. The Storm.”

Silver almost spewed her coffee at the elf’s story. The outlandish tale made her want to ask the barista if they had any tinfoil to make a hat for the elf. The siren at his table didn’t even attempt to hide her laughter at it.

“You can’t be serious, Mages aren’t government experiments. It’s a legal loophole the human governments made up to banish those who develop magic. The human governments are just a bunch of old-timers afraid of change and what magic could do to their country’s economy if not heavily regulated,” the siren said then tilted her head. “Though I can’t be too critical, we have a lot of Districts in De’Vas that are fully isolationist. Change scares a lot of people, human and paranormal.”

The elf had a skeptical look on his face as he pondered what the siren had said.

“I just think you’re not getting all the facts,” he said, proving he deserved a tinfoil hat. “Regardless, let’s hope The Nightmare Queen can keep control of him.”

The siren chuckled.

“Oh, I don’t think Councilwoman Blackthorn would have trouble with that.”

The elf’s eyes grew wide as he looked at her.

“Do you know how she is controlling him? I know siren culture is well adapted at creating Charm spells.”

This just caused the siren to laugh more.

“Oh, I’m sure he’s charmed, just not by a spell. Have you seen Councilwoman Blackthorn? She’s a knockout. The Storm is probably wrapped around her little finger, I bet when he’s a good boy…. Well, let’s just say he might not be having nightmares about The Nightmare Queen.”

Silver spewed her coffee all over her table. The entire elf’s party was now staring at her and a waitress rushed over with napkins.

“Are you all right?” The waitress asked as she handed a few napkins to Silver and started wiping down the table.

“Yeah…was still a little hotter than I thought,” Silver said, she knew her face was bright red.

She paid and left a decent-sized tip for the waitress as an apology for the mess. She was walking around window shopping, trying to take her mind off what the siren had said and the embarrassing mess she had made. Shopping as Silver was a lot more enjoyable since people were not fearful of her, though she didn’t get the same discounts that Councilwoman Blackthorn did.

She paused her shopping as a group of people pushed through the crowd. Several large thugs of various races surrounded a dark-haired rabbitkin woman who Silver recognized as Mei. She could see her trembling and staring at the ground as the thugs pushed her forward to walk with them.

Silver put herself directly in the path of the group. Her Death Magic came to her willingly, almost as if it was as excited as she was.

“Oh, we got a white-haired one now boys!” the lionkin who led the group exclaimed as he stood in front of her. “We were going to show this rabbitkin a good time, you like good times don’t you?”

Mei lifted her eyes and looked at Silver, she said some words barely audible. “Run..”

A gnoll thug roughly pushed her as punishment for speaking.

“Look I don’t want to spend my whole day being pushed around by you and your little friends. So let’s take a step in that alleyway and just get this over with.” Silver smiled as she tilted her head to the alley next to them.

The thugs started laughing and the lionkin even gestured to the alleyway as if to say she should go first. Which she did, the thugs closing in behind her and pushing Mei into the alleyway.

Silver almost wanted to laugh as well, it had been so long since someone had underestimated her. The look of someone’s confidence shattering as they realize they bit off more than they could chew was the sweetest of desserts.

Seconds later Silver leaned against the brick wall of the alley counting a stack of bills she had looted off the thugs, next to her was a dumpster she had tossed the bodies. Mei stared at her wide-eyed but did as she asked and wasn’t screaming her head off after Silver had slaughtered the thugs. She had killed the thugs quickly so they would not make much noise, only savoring the surprised look on their faces. After all, she didn’t want to cause a scene and ruin her day of shopping.

“I’m hungry, you want to get something to eat?” Silver asked Mei after counting the bills.

“Umm…yes,” Mei said hesitantly.

“Good, I know just the place. Hope you like ribs,” Silver said with a smile.

Silver stuffed her face with the spareribs before her. She knew she probably looked like a mess with all the sauce, but who would pay attention to some rabbitkin stuffing her face? Just another freedom of not being Councilwoman Cleo Blackthorn. Silver chewed her mouth full of meat, swallowed, and then wiped the BBQ sauces off her face before addressing Mei.

“So what are you doing in District 1,” Silver asked as she licked the sauce off her fingers.

Mei had been silent the entire way to the restaurant and had to be asked twice by the waiter before she would order. Mei mumbled something that Silver couldn’t hear.

“Sorry didn’t catch that, my ears are kinda shot from music,” she lied in hopes not to give away she wasn’t really a rabbitkin.

Mei looked around the restaurant and then leaned forward toward her.

“You killed them,” her voice quivered in a whisper.

“Well yeah, they didn’t have good intentions for us,” Silver stated.

“But they were predators.” Mei’s eyes were wide with disbelief as she said it.

Silver blinked and then slowly nodded her head.

“Hence why I killed them.”

Maybe she should take Mei to get checked out. The thugs might have hit her on the head or something.

“But you’re a rabbitkin, prey! The predator beastkins and races are stronger than us!”

“Which was exactly what they thought as well. Before I slaughtered them.” Silver gave Mei a savage grin. “That moment before they died, who was the prey and who was the predator?”

She was probably playing into her rabbitkin disguise a bit much, but Mei needed to hear this. Otherwise, she would let people take advantage of her, due to some odd beliefs.

“Throw out the prey and predator mentality, what you are doesn’t matter. What you strive to make yourself into does. Power is power and it’s what determines who survives in De’Vas,” Silver said as she pointed a finger at Mei.

Mei’s ears shot up, and she stared at the finger for a long moment.

“The District I live and have a business in got a new District boss.” Mei shuddered. “Since he took over, we’ve had zombies and an army invade the District. I was here to look at opening a new restaurant in District 1 and escape the madness of him. That’s when those thugs found me.”

Silver pursed her lips, she was partly responsible for that.

“Well, did the zombies or army take over?”

Mei shook her head.

“No, the District boss drove them back and killed those responsible.”

Silver nodded her head.

“Sounds like your District is pretty safe then if you have a District boss like that.”

Mei shook her head again.

“No, you don’t understand. The District boss of my District is a vassal of,” Mei leaned forward and whispered. “The Nightmare Queen herself.”

Silver burst out laughing. The irony that Mei was telling her about herself was too much. Mei just stared at her as if she was mad. When Silver calmed down she tried to figure out how to play off her sudden outburst.

“That’s why you want to leave your District? It has two powerful individuals protecting it?” Silver picked up a rib and pointed it at Mei. “What do you think your District boss or the Nightmare Queen would do to those thugs if they knew one of their citizens was attacked?”

Mei rested her elbow on the table and leaned her head against it.

“The Nightmare Queen would have probably laughed or killed us all.”

Ouch…That stung a little…

“Ash…I mean the District boss…he would…” Mei sat there in silence for a moment. “Looking to move the restaurant here was a stupid idea.”

Mei rubbed her face with her hands and grumbled to herself.

“I listen to my damn instincts and it leads me to a more dangerous situation!” Mei said in a huff.

Silver smiled at Mei. She was glad her little talk had convinced the rabbitkin. She would hate to see how Lilly would have reacted if she learned Mei’s Den was leaving District 114, and she could no longer get her roll fix.

“We still have a decent chunk of cash from those thugs, you want to go shopping next?” Silver asked Mei. She was enjoying the rabbitkin’s company.

***

Selena stood in the garden as the rain fell around her. Ella had tried to accompany her with the umbrella, but she had refused it. The rain would hide her tears. She was the District boss now, she shouldn’t be seen crying. She stood in silence as she stared at the mound of earth in the garden. Her father’s grave. Her fist clenched.

Ella had offered to bury him and spare her the sight of his body. She had refused the offer. When her mother had died of an illness back on Vas, her father had dug her grave with his own hands and carried her body to it. He would allow none of his servants or men-at-arms to do the task for him. She had done the same for him.

Her father’s body had been mutilated by the Boss of District 114. His head was cut ragged from his neck. The nightmares born from the sight of his corpse had ensured her nights had remained restless.

The cawing of a raven drew her attention. She barely had to lift her eyes to see it, perched on the edge of the garden. The horrible creature was there every time she ventured to her father’s grave, cawing as if to mock her mourning. In a fit of anger, she had even tried to throw stones at the bird to drive it away, but to no avail. Now she just ignored the pesky animal.

“Lady Selena, we don’t have much time before your meeting,” Ella said from behind her.

Selena said a silent goodbye to her father and made her way back into her estate. Ella was waiting for her with a towel. After summoning the maids to help her clean up and change into a fresh dress, she made her way down to her father’s study. Though, now it served as hers. Her eyes lingered for a moment on the painting of her home back on Vas. She wondered how much she truly could recall of the castle’s features, and how much was influenced by the painting. Vas seemed so long ago.

She took a seat at what had been her father’s desk and her eyes were drawn to the bookshelf in the back of the study. She couldn’t see them, but she knew she was staring at the spy holes in the speakeasy passageway. One of her greatest regrets was making those holes.

“Ella, I am ready to begin,” she said once she had broken free from her thoughts.

Ella, wearing her armor, gave a bow and proceeded to open the door. A tall and muscular gnoll woman entered the study. She gave a passing glance at Ella, then Selena, before settling to examine the animal heads on the walls.

“Your father took all my men with him for his little war,” the gnoll woman said, still looking at the stag’s head on the wall.

“You will kneel before speaking and address Lady Selena properly!” Ella demanded as she stepped toward the gnoll woman. Her hand started to pull her sword from its sheath.

The gnoll woman gave Ella a smirk, her hand shot forward clasping Ella’s hand and forcing the sword back into its sheath. At the same time, her foot swept Ella’s legs out from under. Within a blink of an eye, the gnoll woman was sitting on top of Ella, pinning her.

Selena was standing at her desk, her eyes wide with fear as she looked at the gnoll woman who had just overpowered her guard.

“You touch one hair on her head, and I will kill you! I will kill you!” Ella yelled as she tried to escape.

The gnoll gave a toothy smile at Ella, then looked at Selena. Her sharp canines were on full display with her grin.

“Oh, I like this one. Don’t be like your father and send her needlessly to her death,” she said as her hand tousled Ella’s hair. “You can calm down elf. No one is touching your Princess, not unless they want a visit from the Nightmare Queen.”

The fear left Selena, only to be replaced by anger. She ground her teeth at the mention of Councilwoman Blackthorn.

“You asked for this meeting, and I have given it to you! Now what do you want?” Selena demanded.

The gnoll woman smirked at her.

“Good, you have some steel in you after all. My name is, Haven. I run the largest logistics company in this District. A guard of your father, some shit stain elf named Dalton, lured my workers away to go die in some firepit in District 114.

“You know what logistics means? It means my workers, and I are responsible for goods making it from one District safely to another District. The city-states, that Districts basically are, survive or die based on their logistics. It’s how food gets from some faraway District to this one, and on your plate, Princess.”

“You still have not said what you want,” Selena said through gritted teeth.

“I want workers. So I can do my job and have food on my damn plate,” Haven said as she crossed her arms. Ella had stopped struggling under her, the Desert elf’s face was red from anger and humiliation.

Selena sat back down at her desk. Trying to calm the rage burning in her, she had never met someone so disrespectful in her life!

“Then go hire some, you don’t need to disrupt my day for that,” Selena said as she opened a notepad and took a pen to write. She wished to project the illusion that she was busy and had more important matters to attend to than the gnoll woman. Truthfully she was just writing obscene and crude remarks she wished to call this Haven woman.

“Destry took my men, I expect you to find their replacements. If you haven’t noticed, Princess, your District is hemorrhaging people. Workers, ones willing to tend with gangs trying to steal goods, are hard to find.”

The pen tore into the paper as Selena put too much strength behind it. Haven had struck a cord that she had no thoughts on how to deal with. Since her father’s death, people had left for other Districts in droves and crime had increased. They had struggled to find people to replace the Household Guard. Ella had taken anyone willing to be a guard, even if she thought they would be a poor soldier.

“King Destry, you will not belittle my father in my presence,” Selena declared with a scowl. “I believe you are overplaying your hand. If internal logistics fail, then we will just rely on trade with the human government outside the District.”

Haven roared with the hyena-style laughter her race was known for.

“The humans already stick us with high tariffs. They learn you’re completely relent on them and they’ll send the tariffs through the roof. That, or they’ll just cut off supply and starve you and your people for a while. Bend you over the barrel more, as the humans say.”

Selena felt the plastic of the pen bend from her grip. Her bluff had failed, she knew better than to rely on the human governments. Her father had always viewed them as a venomous serpent in a fruit tree. The fruit was tempting, but you never knew when the serpent would choose to bite you.

“Very well, Haven,” Selena said with a heavy sigh. “When you perform logistic runs to Districts you believe will require additional protection, then you have my permission to recruit from my Household Guard. When the run is completed the guards will return to me and the duties I require of them.”

Haven clapped her hands together and stood up off Ella, who stood as well and fumed with her hand on the hilt of her sword. Haven just gave a smirk to the furious elf and made her way to the door.

“Got to say, Princess, I like you more than I thought I would. So, I’ll give you a warning.” Haven turned from the doorway and gave Selena a stern stare that held none of the amusement she had earlier. “The dwarf family that runs the scrapyard is plotting something.”

Haven left as Selena was about to inquire what she had meant. The damn gnoll woman was vexing! A thought she was sure Ella shared with her, given she was still staring at the door with her hand on the hilt of her sword.


CHAPTER THREE

THE END OF the week came quickly enough with everything Ash was doing to get ready for the Community Day. Soon, he stood before the portal for the first time since he had left on the rescue mission in District 71. Hefting the backpack he wore on his shoulder, he hoped this trip would be a lot less eventful.

Approaching the massive stone door covered in runes, he entered zero-zero-one into the ATM-style keypad. The doorway glowed with a blue swirling vortex and Ash stepped through it. The uniqueness of District 1 struck him as soon as he stepped through the portal.

He knew District 1 had originally been an uninhabited island gifted to paranormals by Canada. Less an act of kindness and more a hopeful plan to bring a source of magic within Canada’s sphere of influence, but free of international scrutiny and bad press the refugee camps were getting in the news at the time.

The plan partly worked in the fact that De’Vas still had a fairly warm relationship with Canada and gave them favorable trade deals. The portals, though, ruined any hope of Canada having the nation of paranormals under its sphere of influence.

District 1 was unique because the island was mostly barren when it was given to the paranormals. When new Districts joined De’Vas, the Council would see if the District had any buildings that caught their attention. Then using magic, they would transport the building in its entirety to District 1. The end result was streets lined with buildings of differing styles. Traditional Japanese buildings stood beside Victorian, Gothic and Mediterranean style buildings. Even skyscrapers had been transported to the small island. Neon signs hung on every building and Ash was sure at nighttime the District would glow with enough neon lights to rival Las Vegas. Also like in Vegas, the streets were packed. Every race of paranormal could be seen walking the sidewalk or flying through the air.

Many would stop at the street side stalls that sold everything from magic herbs to the latest cellphones. A musical note drew Ash’s attention, and he made his way to a large decorative fountain with street performers working their trades around it. A siren sat on the edge of the fountain, her legs in the water and a guitar propped up on her lap. He could see the siren strumming her instrument, her attention on him. He could hear the siren’s song as it lured him closer.

Ash took a few bills from his pocket and tossed them into the guitar case. She smiled at him as he did. Her attention then became entirely focused on him as she continued to play. The notes and strums of the guitar meld together into a melody that sent chills down his spine, her eyes drawing him in.

“I don’t think you want to charm this one. You will have some very powerful and angry women after you if you do,” a feminine voice said from behind Ash.

The siren stopped playing and her widening eyes fixated on the speaker behind him. Ash’s head felt hazy as the song stopped. He scowled at the siren, then turned to the speaker behind him. A red-eyed banshee gave him a curtsy when he did. One of Cleo’s sisters.

“My name is Aerial. Councilwoman Blackthorn sent me to help guide you to the meeting.” Her red eyes locked on the siren, and she smiled. “She couldn’t host her month meeting without her Storm present.”

There was a loud splash and the sound of buckles snapping shut. Ash turned around in time to see the siren racing away with her guitar, water still dripping from her legs.

“Shit, shit, shit!” the siren said as she rushed away from the fountain and out of sight.

“So, her song was a charm spell? Thanks, you just saved me from probably being robbed,” Ash said with a nod to the banshee.

Aerial tilted her head and smirked.

“Also prevented you from being her sex toy for a few days. Sirens are well-known man-eaters, just not in the way your human legends depict them. Councilwoman Blackthorn would be very displeased with me if I let you get dragged away to some siren’s bed for a few days and miss her meeting.” The banshee turned and started walking away. “Please follow me.”

The crowds of people hurriedly stepped out of the way of the banshee and Ash followed. She pointed out several of the landmarks of District 1 to him as they passed, such as the building the Council used when they were in session, which was an opera house in the Gothic style if Ash was remembering his lessons from Art History correctly.

She also pointed out a large Victorian style manor, which Aerial told him was the primary residence of Cleo and her sisters. Though they wouldn’t be having the meeting there. Ash thought the creepy looking manor suited Cleo’s personality, though he would never tell her that.

Aerial led him through several winding alleyways and narrow streets, it was clear the city hadn’t been laid out for any form of motorized vehicle larger than a motorcycle. Even some of the larger paranormal races must struggle to navigate the dense urban sprawl that was District 1.

She turned and opened the door to a building that had a mural of fishermen with foxlike ears hauling nets from the sea by the coast of an island. Ash admired the mural for a moment before entering through the door and stepping into what was a restaurant.

“We are here for Councilwoman Blackthorn,” Aerial said to a kitsune with two tails. The kitsune bowed and led them away from the podium.

The restaurant had the feel of the Japanese-style restaurants he had been to back in the States. There were changes and slight differences that caught his eye and felt off. At first, he thought the restaurant had just bought knockoff decor. Then he noticed their kitsune waitress kimono-style dress was handmade. Realization dawned on him, this was a recreation of their culture’s traditional decor and fashion from Vas.

“The mural on the building is beautiful,” Ash said to the waitress. Her twin tails swished, and she gave him a sad smile.

“Thank you. It’s of my family’s home island back on Vas. My father painted it. He wanted to capture how he remembered the islands before time warped and robbed him of the memory.”

Ash gave her a sad smile. He understood a longing for your homeland, he missed the States. Though the States were still there, just out of his reach. Vas was little more than a fading memory for most of the paranormals. A homeland to tell their children about, knowing full well they will never see it. He could barely grasp the sense of loss that most paranormals must have about their world.

The waitress led them away from the dining room to a hallway lined with doors, other staff members of the restaurant moved about carrying trays of food and entering the private dining rooms.

Two small kitsune kids rushed from one of the private rooms that must have been empty. Giggling as they played a game of tag. They froze when they saw the banshee.

“Children!” The two-tailed kitsune scolded the kids and quickly placed them behind herself protectively. She bowed to the banshee. “Please, forgive them.”

The banshee scowled at the waitress and children, but Ash smiled. He pulled off his backpack and unzipped it.

“Hey, I got something for the both of you,” Ash said to the children with a smile. Cautiously they both approached him, the waitress giving a pleading and fearful gaze at him.

Ash pulled out two copies of Madam Vines from the stack Sara had given him and gave them to the kids.

“A comic book?” one of the kids said as he quickly opened it up.

“Some friends of mine in the District I live in made it. A superhero for De’Vas, one that protects all the paranormals.”

The kids smiled and their single fox tails swished behind them as they looked through the comic.

“Thanks, mister!” They both said to him before darting off with their comics.

Ash looked back at the waitress, her fearful gaze replaced with a warm smile. He pulled out a few more copies of the comic and handed them to her.

“My friends also work at a restaurant. They made these to help entertain their younger guests and keep them from disturbing other diners.” He pulled out a business card next and handed it to her. “If you find them as useful as they did, give me a call and I’ll get you in contact with the comics creators.”

“Thank you,” the two-tailed waitress smiled as she bowed, holding the comics close to her chest.

They soon arrived at a decent-sized conference room with a large dining table in the center. A few banshees from Cleo’s sisterhood stood against the back wall of the room but only one person was sitting at the table. The Boss of District 71, Raina.

“How are you, Raina?” Ash asked the frost troll Chieftess.

Raina tensed and her eyes widened as he took a seat across from her. It would seem she was still fearful of him after he had killed her predecessor, Sero.

“Boss of District 114,” Raina said with a bow.

“Just Ash,” he said. “We both are vassals of Cleo, which means we’re on the same team Raina.”

“I’m well,” Raina finally answered his question as she relaxed slightly. “It’s been an adjustment becoming District boss.”

Ash laughed.

“You mean it’s a constant pain in the ass.”

That baited a smile from the troll.

“People keep bringing their problems to you, that aren’t actually problems you can do anything about.”

“Ugh,” Ash said as she rubbed his temples. “I have a ratkin business owner who constantly complains about the high costs of goods outside of De’Vas. I honestly believe she expects me to scale the concrete walls and demand the human governments lower the prices.”

Raina laughed.

“I can relate. I have an old hag of a troll who believes I can do something about her favorite show not having new episodes. The best part is the show was from the early 80’s, and most of the cast is already dead.”

“Seriously? What does she expect you to do?”

Raina smiled and shrugged. The fear she had earlier melted away.

“I guess she expects me to hit up Kate to raise them from the dead or something.”

“Who am I raising from the dead?”

Kate, the Boss of District 263, slowly walked into the conference room holding a bag of ice on her groin. She cautiously took a seat next to Raina, groaning as she did so.

“Fun night?” Raina asked with a smirk.

Kate rolled her eyes and let out a growl.

“Bought some new jewelry online, the seller said it was hypoallergenic metal. That was bullshit, now I’m swollen like hell!”

Ash and Raina both stared at the harpy as she adjusted the ice pack.

“You-, You pierced your-” Raina stammered.

Before she could finish the door to the conference room opened and in stepped Cleo. She made her way to the head of the table, looking them over. She had a concern look on her face as she quickly took a seat.

“Selena has not arrived yet?” Cleo asked, her brows furrowing.

Ash was surprised by her reaction, it was not like the Boss of District 208 was late for the meeting or anything, they had just arrived themselves.

The door opened again, and Cleo directed her attention toward it, Ash saw her relax slightly. Just for the tension to return when a kitsune waitress entered.

The waitress passed out menus and took their orders after a moment. Cleo ran her fingers across the table impatiently as she gave darting glances at the door.

Finally, Selena arrived with her elven bodyguard and one of the banshee escorts. Cleo relaxed once more as the door closed.

“I thought this was just a meeting for District bosses,” Kate said with a glance at the bodyguard.

“I would be a fool to come here without protection,” Selena said with a scowl as she made her way to the far side of the table.

Kate arched an eyebrow at Selena, which the unicorn ignored.

“It’s fine. Honestly, I am glad she has protection with her. She’s not a fighter like the rest of you,” Cleo said as Selena’s lips thinned, and she clenched her fist. “Now, let us begin.”

The meeting went much like how Cleo had told him it would go. First Cleo informed them of the current events of the Council. Which included working out trade deals with the European Union as well as the United States and China. Next she told them there was a rather tense situation in Western Africa where some insurgence kidnapped a few newly rifted paranormals. They were holding them hostage in exchange for magic reagents from De’Vas. Cleo said the Council was in talks with the local government and the situation would be resolved, covertly.

The kitsune returned with food, and they enjoyed their meal. Ash noticed, much like with the decor, the food seemed a similar parody of Japanese cuisine.

Next was for the District bosses to give updates on their respective Districts. Kate went first, and dove into how she had undone a lot of what Fargo, the alchemist, had done during the time he had enslaved her. Raina went next, the frost troll taking a more demure appearance and making it clear that public speaking was new to her. She talked about how her District was researching a shift toward agriculture for its economy. She described preparations to tear down the old meat processing plant and build greenhouses in its place.

Ash went next, opening his backpack he pulled out a folder and started passing out papers to everyone. The papers showed projections of growth for the fish farms and other businesses within District 114 and where he had placed the funds Cleo had given him for the District. A portion of this went to civil services, such as establishing a firefighting force for the District and efforts to build a school. Ash had been disheartened to learn most Districts had zero plans for any form of education, leaving it solely to the parents. The few that did were mostly limited to certain paranormal races and were more cultural teachings.

“As you can see on page five, I hope to diversify the economic output for District 114. To help aid in this goal, I’ve established bi-weekly meetings with local business leaders to hear their concerns and views on the District. ” Ash looked around the room and realized he lost them, well most of them.

Raina was paying close attention and had even started taking notes. The others he had thoroughly lost. Cleo gave him a bored smile and Kate had her phone out playing a game. Selena hadn’t even picked up the paper he had given her, though she was paying attention to him, with a scowl on her face.

“Thank you, Ash,” Cleo said with a stifled yawn. “Selena?”

“My father built District 208 to be strong, and it has remained so under me!”

Selena’s voice was almost a yell, her eyes still focused on him. Ash met her gaze and could see a fire fury in her eyes, she was even visibly shaking. Her bodyguard placed a gentle hand on her shoulder and Selena finally broke her gaze, casting her eyes away from them all.

Everyone stared at her as a still silence fell over the conference room.

“Selena,” Cleo said with a soft voice. “Your father was our enemy, you are not. None of us hold any ill will toward you. If there is a problem within your District, let us know, and we can help you.”

Selena’s furious eyes whipped toward Cleo, she stared for a moment at the Councilwoman.

“Everything is fine within my District,” Selena finally said.

The meeting ended shortly after that tense moment. Selena was the first to leave, followed by Kate and then Cleo. Raina stayed behind and asked him a series of questions about his efforts to improve District 114. Ash was more than happy to pass along what he knew to the frost troll Chieftess, most of which he had learned under his mother’s guidance. By the time they left the kitsune restaurant, they had worked out a trade deal between District 114 and District 71 with regard to fish and produce.


CHAPTER FOUR

“ARE YOU READY, Ash?” Faylen asked as she did her warm-up stretches.

She stood on the sand of the beach, barefooted, wearing shorts and a sports bra. Her toned abs and muscles were on full display.

“Damn, you look beautiful,” Ash said as he watched her. Then he turned to look at Naomi sitting on the rocks near the old cargo ship. “You look beautiful too, Naomi.”

Naomi stopped painting her nails and beamed a smile at him.

“You didn’t answer my question,” Faylen said, wearing a blushing smile. Her tail swayed happily behind her.

“I’m ready,” Ash said as he took his stance to cast his newest spell.

Sand whirled around Faylen and fire encased her hands as she cast her spell. The flames extinguished quickly, the speed of casting this spell was one of the things she was trying to improve on. Her wrists down to her fingers were now covered in a dark iron and Ash knew if this was anything other than them sparring, then each finger would have a sharp iron claw. Hence the name of the spell, Iron Claw.

Her muscles flexed as she used Ember’s Muscle Enhancement technique and flooded them with magic. Sand flew in the air as Faylen shot toward him like a bullet.

Ash was already channeling magic into his middle and index finger, as well as his thumb. His fight with Destry had been enlightening to the fact he needed a defense spell. The trouble was that while Lightning Magic was great for offensive spells, it was limited with defense. Not like he could create a wall of Lightning Magic to stand behind, well at least he had not figured out a way yet.

So he got creative and looked for inspiration, finding it when recalling Faylen’s Fire Magic clashing with Kate’s Death Magic. The spell’s concept took some experimentation, but he found he could create a bright flash by channeling two different electrical currents in two fingers and then connecting them, such as snapping his fingers. The flash was bright enough to blind someone for a moment. The problem was if Ash didn’t have his eyes closed when he cast it, then he was blinded also.

He closed his eyes as soon as he snapped his fingers and opened them, side-stepping Faylen as she tried to tackle where he had been a moment ago.

“Pretty annoying spell, but works even if your opponent’s eyes are on the ground. I’m still seeing spots.” Faylen said as she used her Iron Claws to gouge the sand as she slowed her momentum.

Once she came to a stop, she dashed forward again toward him. They did this dance a few rounds until Ash messed up his timing and blinded himself. Faylen wrapped her arms around him and tackled him into the sand. When the spots finally left his vision, he saw Faylen straddling him with a saucy smile on her face, her tail darting back and forth behind her. She was breathing heavily, and he could see her erect nipples poking through her sports bra.

“I think you like hunting me,” Ash said as he ran his hands up Faylen’s thighs until his fingers were under the fabric of her shorts.

Faylen bit her lip as her hips started to grind her hips against him. Her Iron Claws crumbled away as she cut off her magic and her natural nails dug into his shirt.

“I caught my prey,” Faylen said in a seductive tone. “Now I should eat my meat.”

A cough broke their attention, and they both looked over to a blushing Naomi on the rocks.

“Um, I can keep watch if you two need some time alone,” she said, her face bright red.

Ash patted Faylen’s hip and gave a sad sigh as he looked at her beautiful face.

“Down girl, we still have a lot to do today,” he said as she pouted.

She leaned down and kissed him, her tongue chasing his before she broke away to whisper into his ear.

“Fine, but tonight you are mine,” she said as she nipped at his ear.

Faylen helped him up, and they dusted the sand from their clothing.

“Your spell has its use, but it’s a gamble at best. Not something I would recommend relying on much.” Faylen said as she handed him a water bottle. “A good opponent would figure out how to lessen its effects eventually, and some might even turn it against you.”

Ash took a swig of the water.

“Guess it’s back to the drawing board then.”

Naomi walked over to them, and he felt her tail coil around his leg possessively. She leaned against him, her well-endowed chest pressing against his arm.

“Do you like the color?” Naomi asked meekly as she showed her painted nails to him.

He smiled as he looked at them, of course, she had gone with a shade of blue.

“Just like you, they’re beautiful, Naomi,” Ash said to the beaming Salamander.

Naomi gave him a peck on the cheek for the compliment.

“Let’s get back to the Flatiron and clean up,” Ash said giving the water bottle to Naomi, at her request. “The Community Day event is tomorrow and I’m sure we’ll have people stopping by, or last-minute additions to booths.”

Together, Ash left the beach with his girls.

“Still looks off,” Bo said from the chair in Ash’s office.

Ash stared at the orc and then back at the painting of the Flatiron. Maggy had just given it to him when she and Sara stopped by to request a booth for their comic book. The kitsune restaurant had been quick to spread the word about it around District 1 and the two had received several requests for copies.

“You’re gaslighting me, right? The painting is perfectly level.”

“It’s crooked,” Bo said with a shake of his head.

Faylen tilted her head from the couch beside Naomi, who was more focused on her phone than the painting.

“It looks straight to me.”

Bo glanced between both of them with narrow eyes then threw his hands up.

“Both of you are just messing with me, right? The painting is crooked.”

Falyen stood from the couch to walk over to where Bo was sitting and looked at the painting, then her eyes locked on the chair the orc was sitting in. She tilted the chair, much to Bo’s surprise, and pulled out a coaster that had been caught under its leg. Faylen showed it to Ash and Bo before tossing it onto his office desk.

Bo rested his chin in his hand and stared at the painting. As if it held all his focus and concentration.

“Hmmmm,” the orc said as he fought to keep a grin off his face.

“Seriously, Bo?” Ash exclaimed as he threw a pillow from the couch at him. Bo was laughing too hard to block the pillow, which bounced harmlessly off the lug head’s forehead.

Faylen’s ears twitched and her attention shifted from Bo to the laptop on the desk.

“Ash, your mother is trying to video call you,” Faylen said as she approached the laptop and accepted the call. “Hi, Vivian! How are you today?”

Naomi’s attention broke from whatever video she was watching on her phone, and she left the couch to join Faylen at the Desk.

“Matriarch Grayson!” Naomi said with a bow.

“Faylen, it’s good to see you and Naomi, dear, I thought I told you to call me Vivian.” His mother’s voice lost the warmth and affection its tone held when she was addressing the girls for a sterner one. “Bo, I already saw you. There’s no point in trying to hide from me.”

Instead of standing up, Bo crawled along the floor until he was on the other side of the desk before standing and racing out the door. Ash sighed at his panicked best friend before making his way to the laptop.

“Hey, Mom. How are you doing?” Ash thought for a moment then frowned. “Wait, when did you tell Naomi to call you by your first name?”

“We talk to your mother a lot,” Faylen said with a sly smile and her tail wagging. Naomi nodded her head in agreement while wearing a smile. “Thank you for giving her our numbers.”

He had not given her the girls’ numbers. Ash turned and looked at his mother, even though she was on a screen he could see her sly smirk.

“Mother,” Ash said sternly, earning him an eye roll from the screen.

“Information can be bought for pennies on the dark web, even information from De’Vas. I just had some interns dig through some questionably acquired data to find your girls’ numbers.” His mother crossed her arms and shifted her pose into one that told him she was about to make him the villain of this call. “Certainly easier than asking you for it. Really, Ash, it’s vital that the important women in your life communicate with each other.”

Ash rubbed his brow, wondering how many laws his mother violated. Just to avoid asking him for phone numbers.

“Of course, you would think something like this was the easier option. Mother, this is why Bo is afraid of you.”

His mother frowned.

“Please tell me he’s not still upset about the whole chip thing.” His mother asked with a tired sigh.

“You don’t think you went a little overboard? Bringing the weight of a megacorporation and at least millions of dollars just to get revenge on an orc because he said your dress was ‘okay’,” Ash asked with a little frustration in his voice.

He had been in college when Bo and his mother had their little spat. Business media companies were going crazy trying to figure out ‘The Empress of Business’ plans with the moves she was making. Even his college professors were asking him daily about it, hoping for some insider information. No one believed him it was just a petty fight with the orc living in his apartment.

“Well, before your attitude spoils this conversation, son. How are the preparations for your debut going?” His mother asked.

Ash cocked an eyebrow at the screen.

“Debut? Mom, it’s just a ribbon-cutting ceremony for a playground and a Community Day. We’re just doing it to reassure everyone that things are back to normal after zombies and an army invaded the District.”

His mother stood up placing both of her hands palm down the the desk and gave him a stern look. He had seen her take this pose many times in his life, his mother seemed to almost project an aura of intimidation which even carried through the screen.

“It’s your debut as leader of the District. A display to show you’re the one in charge and that the residents owe it to you for ending the threats to their safety. These are the first bricks you lay for the foundation of your legacy.” His mother’s eyes left him and softened as they focused on the girls. “Faylen, Naomi, please make sure my son does not mess this up.”

“Yes, Vivian!” the girls said in unison.

“Thank you, girls, my son is very lucky to have you in his corner.”

Ash took a seat in the now vacated office chair. He knew arguing was pointless, he was outnumbered after all.

“The Community Day is going well. We’ve had several businesses create booths and the gangs have some carnival games with prizes ready. We also have several social media influencers coming, events like this are normally more insular to a race or culture in De’Vas. I think this is the first one to actually be open to the District as a whole.” Ash thought for a moment before continuing, “Oh, and the Boss of District 71 is planning to come to talk to the fish farms since we now have a trade deal with them, but I think she is actually more interested in the carnival games.”

Ash chuckled to himself as he recalled telling Raina about the Community Day, and how fast she dropped any notion of the fish farms for information on the games and food.

His mother gave a nod of approval.

“Good. That will showcase what your District has to offer. This goes well it will give a small economic boom in the coming weeks that you can nurture into something more.” His mother advised.

“Um,” Naomi asked shyly getting everyones attention. “I was thinking, if Matriarch Grayson, I mean Vivian, wants to talk to the important women in your life, shouldn’t we give her Cleo’s and Lilly’s number?”

Time slowed for Ash as he turned from Naomi to the laptop, seeing his mother’s stare as she processed what Naomi had just said. His hand grabbed the mouse and moved the cursor to the end call button.

“There’s more!” His mother exclaimed before Ash ended the call.

He then rejected the next three video calls by her in quick secession. He stood up and saw Naomi looking at him with a worried and confused expression on her face. He wrapped his arms around the ice salamander and pulled her into a hug, letting her know she had done nothing wrong. He felt her tail coil around his leg as she nuzzled her face into his chest, the same way as Faylen. While Faylen did it to get her scent on him, he was sure Naomi was just imitating what she had seen her Alpha do to show affection.

“Faylen, can you text my mother Cleo’s and Lilly’s numbers before she commits any more data crimes?” Ash asked with a sigh.


CHAPTER FIVE

“I UNDERSTAND AND I’m very happy for you and Sara,” Mei said to Maggy, hugging her to dispel any worry she might have.

Damn the District boss! Damn him, damn him, damn him!

She kept the smile plastered on her face to hide her anger and frustration. The Community Day sounded like a wonderful event to showcase her restaurant, especially with rumors of influencers and visitors from other Districts coming. She had even sung praises for Ash about organizing it. Then he passed out the comic Maggy and Sara made and flooded the girls with requests for more. Now they had signed up last minute for a booth of their own to show off the comic. Leaving Mei without two of her most dependable staff members.

“This is a big break for you girls! I knew the comic was special, it certainly was popular with the children at the restaurant.”

Her thoughts got a little petty, thinking of ways to punish the girls for this small betrayal. She would never do it, of course, they were her friends, and she did understand their excitement at this. Still, a small smirk was on her face picturing Maggy wearing a leash and collar while working as the greeter, customers holding her leash as she led them to their table.

There Sara would wait on them in a maid outfit a size too small for her, doing her best to keep those massive tits of hers from spilling out of it.

“Boss, that smile on your face! You really are happy for us!” Maggy said fighting tears in her eyes as she hugged her. “Thank you, Boss! We promise no matter where the comic leads us we’re not leaving the restaurant, everyone there is our family!”

Sara shot forward and hugged Mei as well once Maggy released her. The busty satyress not even trying to hold back her emotions. They both waved and left her feeling like a giant ass for her private thoughts.

Mei sighed and thought about how she would manage the outdoor cafe the restaurant set up for the Community Day. She paced around the restaurant and had to reassure Jessy that she was all right. His wolfkin ears were still perked even after she told him she was fine. She pulled her phone out and started typing a text, still wondering if it was the best decision.

Mei: Hey, sorry to ask this, but there’s a festival in District 114 where my restaurant is. We are doing an outdoor cafe for it, but I’m short on staff. Would you be interested in working for a few hours? The festival will have games and food, I promise not to keep you there the entire time.

Mei started pacing again as she waited for a response. This was a lot to ask of her newest friend, but she was desperate.

Silver: Sure, I have friends in that District that I would like to see. Working in your cafe will make a good excuse to pester them.

***

Selena stood alone in the speakeasy as she tried to pull on her magic. The only spell she had ever learned was to summon a ball of illumination with her Light Magic. She had never even attempted a combat focus spell, let alone what she was trying to do now.

She was a beastlike-fae, just like her father, and had an avatar form. She had just never been able to transform into it. She had an understanding of the process, her father had mentioned it to her a few times, but he had been a Kelpie. Selena took after her mother’s race and was a unicorn. Still, the process should be the same to achieve her avatar form as her father, should it not?

Her father had described the process as pulling one’s magic outside their body, at which point it would shape the avatar around them. The new form became one’s body. She had only seen her mother’s avatar form a few times, usually to attend to her father’s injuries after battle. An illuminated white horse with a golden horn, the avatar form projected an aura that could heal wounds and soothe pain.

Her mind focused as she tried to push the magic out of her body, it fought her as she did. The magic was slipping through her mental grasp to evade her and stay within her body. It reminded her of her youth, back when her father was less concerned about her projecting the image of a Lady.

They had once stopped by a brook within her father’s lands to rest. She had played within the small brook, as children would do, trying to catch the trout that lived within it. Her father had laughed at her attempts and even placed a bet with her mother for a kiss on the condition that she managed to capture one of the elusive fish. She felt a hole in her gut form at the thought that both her father and mother were now gone. The slight break in her concentration was all her magic needed to escape her and hide within her body. The spell she was trying to form collapsed.

Anger welled within her at the failure, and she recalled what Councilwoman Blackthorn said. That she was not a fighter. Selena lashed out, taking one of the stools in the speakeasy and hurling it at the bar, splintering wood as it collided. She threw more objects around the hidden room until her anger finally mellowed, and she felt like a fool for the mess she had created.

She started to clean up and frowned at the bar where the stool had collided. A hole had been broken into the furnishing, much to her surprise since she thought it was made of solid wood. Investigating the damage, she found it was a hidden compartment within the bar itself. She felt around the side of the bar that now had a hole in it and discovered a false panel. She was not surprised that a hidden room held more secrets, even ones she had not yet discovered.

Years of dust had settled on the panel and it took a bit of force to free it. Taking it off she gazed into the hidden compartment. There were several small stacked boxes as well as an oddly shape, black metal object.

She pulled the black metal object out of the compartment and cast a Ball of Illumination. The light from her spell showed the strange piece of metal had a strange hilt, but there was no blade to it, instead, it bent at an angle. She could see an engraving of a horse on this part of the object as well as many words. Only one made any sense to her, even with the translation ring. A name.

“Colt,” Selena said the name engraved on the strange object aloud.

“Lady Selena,” Ella’s voice called from the entrance to the speakeasy located in the library.

Her voice carried an urgent tone with it. Selena placed the strange object back into its hidden compartment and made haste to return to the entrance. Ella stood there with her brow furrowed, but she was staring at the door leading into the library as if she were concerned someone would burst through it. Selena cast a concerned glance at her before closing the passage to the speakeasy. A normal door had replaced the bookshelf one after the wraith had destroyed it.

“What is wrong, Ella?” Selena asked.

Ella turned and looked at her with a sneer on her face, her personal guard’s hand was already resting on the hilt of her sword.

“The Haven bitch was right about the dwarves,” Ella said as she looked back at the door. “They’re here with some hired thugs, demanded a meeting with you.”

Selena scowled, she had not expected to host company and was wearing her casual human outfit, or jeans and a t-shirt as Ella referred to it.

“I am not presentable, they will have to leave and go through the proper procedure and request a meeting with me,” Selena said firmly, it would be what her father would have done.

Ella sighed and gave her a grim look.

“I don’t think they’ll leave without bloodshed, this is some fucking power move.”

Selena frowned, her mind trying to recall what her father would do in such a situation.

“Then they must at least wait until I am presentable. Please summon the maids to my room, Ella,” Selena said with a heavy sigh.

An hour later the maids had managed to make her suitable in one of her dresses, and she descended to her study. Two dwarves were waiting for her with three well-armed minotaurs. One of the dwarves was pacing around the room, while the other was seated in the chair before the desk. The minotaurs just stood examining the animal heads on the wall, one frowning at the rather large bull’s head.

“There she is, kept us waiting bloody long enough!” the pacing dwarf said. He had a long black beard that almost dragged along the floor as he paced.

“Emory, that is no way to speak to our Lady.” The dwarf in the chair stood up and bowed to her. He looked very similar to the dwarf with a black beard, but his beard was more gray than black. “Please forgive my son, Lady Selena. The inability to dig mines leaves our youth hot-headed, I’m afraid.”

Selena curtsied to the gray-bearded dwarf out of reflex more than any pretext to appear polite. She silently cursed herself for the reflex of etiquette.

“I do not believe I have had the pleasure to meet you or your son, or given a reason for such a rush for this meeting?” Selena said, trying to show her displeasure in her voice.

The black-bearded dwarf called Emory approached his father and leaned to whisper in his ear, though his voice still carried in the silent room.

“She has some iron in her, but I’ll beat that out of her.”

Selena frowned at the words. The gray-beard dwarf saw and struck his son in the chest, knocking the wind out of the dwarf.

“I am Cael of the Graying Hill, originally. Again, Lady Selena, forgive my son. That was an old dwarf idiom, one I assure you is more affectionate than it might sound to those unfamiliar with dwarven culture.” A smile bloomed on Cael’s face.

Selena moved to the desk taking a seat. Ella stood beside her, her hand resting on the hilt of her blade and eyes darting to the minotaurs. She recalled the Graying Hill dwarfs from her lessons back on Vas. A small and poor dwarf clan that hewed stone instead of mined ore due to their hills lacking metal.

“Please, do share why you have visited me today with armed guards?” Selena said after settling in her seat.

“To request the fulfillment of your late father’s promise to us,” Cael said as he and Emory lowered their heads in reverence of her father.

Selena felt her gut start to twist into a knot.

“Pray tell, what would that promise be?”

Cael raised his head, and she got a glimpse of the grin on his face before it shifted to something more sincere.

“To join our great houses of course. Your father came to me needing steel for weapons for his assault on District 114, we struck an accord. You and Emory would wed, and I would support your late father’s war efforts.” Cael said with a fake smile.

Selena wanted to yell and curse the dwarfs for claiming such lies about her father. Her anger simmered as she heard Ella click her blade out of its sheath, readying to draw it in an instant. The minotaurs were no longer relaxed and had their hands on their weapons.

“I’m afraid any deals my father might have made regarding my future are now void. His untimely death has left District 208 in my care, and I must put it first.”

The smile dropped from Cael’s face, and he scowled for a moment before it resuming a more neutral expression. Emory had even less control of his emotions and had started to try and approach Selena, only his father’s hand had stilled him.

“We had a deal, we expect payment!” Emory shouted, his face red. “I should just bend you over that desk-”

Cael’s hand clamped over Emory’s mouth silencing him. There was fear in the dwarf’s eyes and it took a moment for Selena to realize why. Begrudgingly she played to it.

“Is that a threat? I am a vassal of the Nightmare Queen herself,” Selena said projecting confidence.

The minotaurs exchanged glances and removed their hands from their weapons. One looked towards Cael and shook his head, earning a sneer from the dwarf.

“No threat, Lady Selena, just another dwarf idiom. I am afraid we must depart now.” Cael said as he dragged his son from the study. The minotaurs followed behind him. Ella checked to ensure they had left the estate.

“What a load of fucking bullshit! Conniving bastards! Don’t believe a word of it, Lady Selena!” Ella exclaimed.

“I do not believe a word of the swill spilling from that dwarf’s mouth.” Selena tapped her fingers on the desk, her mind debating what to do. “Father would never use me as some bartering tool.”

Her father might not have been a good man and did horrible things, but she had no doubts he had loved her. Were he still alive, those dwarves would be skinned alive for so much as alluding to marrying her.

“King Destry probably paid them for some rusted steel from their scrapyard that they worked into weapons. Then used the cash to hire thugs in a push for power within the District.” Ella sneered at the door as if the dwarves were still there. “They would have probably just killed you and taken the District if it wasn’t for Councilwoman Blackthorn’s retaliation if they did. Lady Selena, it might be best if we request help in dealing with them from Councilwoman Blackthorn and your fellow vassals.”

Selena’s hand gripped the edge of the desk, and she stared at the painting of her family’s castle back on Vas that hung on the wall of the study. The one her father had commissioned so he would never forget it.

“No,” Selena said softly.

Ella cast her a look, and Selena could tell her friend wished to disagree with her. Etiquette as a guard prevented her though. Selena locked eyes with her friend.

“I do not wish to rely on those who sent my father to his grave and invade this District. We will solve this ourselves.”


CHAPTER SIX

THE COMMUNITY DAY had finally arrived. To kick it off, a crowd gathered at the playground. Ash gave a small speech about his hopes for the future of the District. He then thanked Bo and the gangs for their hard work in assembling the playground equipment and setting up the events for the Community Day. Once the ribbon was cut, a stampede of kids raced for the playground and Ash was finally free to spend the day with the girls.

“Hello, again viewers! It’s your hot-headed host Ember!”

Faylen, dressed as Ember, said into the digital camera Ash was holding. Naomi stood beside him with her tail coiled around his leg as she looked around at the various carnival games and booths set up in the District. Every time she saw one that excited her, he felt her tail squeeze.

Ember came forward and took the camera from him, stealing a quick kiss as she did. She pulled out her phone and checked the time, a small frown on her face as she did.

“She should be here by now. I might need to text her,” Ember said.

“Who are you waiting for?” Lilly asked as she made her way from one of the food stalls. She had a corn dog in one hand and a soda in the other.

“A streamer friend of mine,” Ember answered. “I talked her into doing a collaboration stream with me about the Community Day. She sounded excited about it but hasn’t shown yet.”

Ash frowned as he looked at the dryad, or rather, the yellow stain on her blouse.

“Lilly, is that mustard?” he asked as he looked around for a napkin to give her.

Lilly looked at the yellow stain on her blouse and dabbed it with the corn dog before taking a bite. She chewed and then made a face.

“No.”

Ash was now wondering if he would need to give Lilly a healing potion for food poisoning. Again.

As Ember stepped from their spot in between the booths to make a quick call to her streamer friend. Luna approached their little group.

“How’s it going?” Luna asked as she pulled a roll from the paper bag she was carrying.

Faylen’s little sister looked like she was having a fun time. Several prizes from the carnival games were in her possession, including a jester hat she was currently wearing. The hat made a small jingle with every step she took. Lilly stared at her intently, or rather at the bag of rolls.

“Is that from Mei’s Den?” Lilly asked.

Luna smiled at her.

“Yep,” Luna said as she finished the roll before pulling another one from the bag. “Would you like one?”

Lilly wordlessly finished her corn dog before she snatched the roll from Luna’s hand and started devouring it. Luna’s smile shifted to a mischievous grin as she did. Lilly froze and then spit out the bite that had been in her mouth.

“It burns!” Lilly exclaimed as she tore the lid off her soda and chugged the contents.

Luna started laughing as Lilly dropped the empty cup, tongue out panting, her eyes locked on Naomi, and she rushed over to her.

“Ice! Please!” Lilly begged.

Naomi gave a confused smile to the panting dryad clinging to her shirt. Her magic formed an ice crystal which Lilly promptly threw into her mouth. The burning slated some, she turned and glared at the still laughing Luna.

“I filled that roll with hot sauce! Payback for eating Sis’s caramel candies and framing me!” Luna stuck her tongue out at Lilly before rushing from their small alcove among the booths back into the crowd.

“Lilly,” Ash warned before the dryad moved a muscle.

He knew her well enough to know that she was thinking about using her Nature Magic. Most of District 114 had started to see Lilly as less of a danger and more of a defender of the District, but the guests visiting the District for the Community Day would probably start to panic at the sight of a dryad using her magic.

Lilly grumbled but didn’t use her magic. Instead, she angrily followed Luna into the crowd muttering something about a stupid mutt under her breath.

“Did Luna just prank Lilly?” Ember asked as she returned from her phone call. “She’s been stewing about the candies for weeks. I told her to drop it, but Luna listening to me would be a first.”

“Yeah, I think Lilly is just going to try and prank her back,” Ash said. He was dreading the thought of those two starting a prank war. “Hopefully none of us get caught in the crossfire.”

Ember let out a sigh.

“Ember!” a voice shouted.

“Coral! There you are,” Ember said as a sigh of relief escaped her.

Ash felt Naomi’s tail squeeze his leg tightly as they turned and looked in the direction of the voice. Naomi was a big fan of Coral’s. She always watched the latest videos on Those Beautiful Scales, so Ash and Faylen set up this surprise for her.

A pink-haired dragon in her humanoid form was quickly making her way toward them. Her clothing was designer brands, modified for her wings, and she was wearing makeup that highlighted the patches of scales on her face and neck. She didn’t stop her approach until her arms were around Ember, embracing her in a hug.

“We finally get to hang, out girlfriend!” Coral said as Ember tried to escape her grasp.

“Coral, strength! Let go!” Ember groaned.

Coral released her and blushed.

“Sorry girl, I forget how strong I am. I only really used my humanoid form after I rifted from Vas.”

“Coral, this is Ash, my boyfriend, and Naomi, his other girlfriend,” Ember said gesturing to them.

“Hello, Ash,” Coral said with a beaming smile before she turned to face Naomi. “I love your makeup, Naomi!”

“I learned it from your video,” Naomi said shyly, though Ash was starting to worry her tail might break his femur.

“Naomi,” Ash whispered to her. “Tail.”

The pressure let up once Naomi realized how much she was squeezing. He saw her face turn a shade of red.

“Oh my gosh! Ember said she had a friend who was a fan!” Coral shot forward and hugged Naomi, who quickly returned the embrace.

“Come on, Coral. Let’s get to work,” Ember said as she dragged the dragon from the salamander’s embrace. “We’ll see you two later. Have a fun date!”

“Bye!” Coral shouted as she and Ember walked away, she leaned toward Ember’s ear. “So spill it. How’s sex with a human? I know the smut novels back on Vas are bullshit, but a girl does have the Internet.”

“Coral!” Ember chastised her friend and cast Ash an embarrassed look over her shoulder. He smiled at her, and she reddened more with the realization that he had heard Coral.

Coral just laughed as she and Ember disappeared into the sea of booths. Coral’s outgoing personality would probably help Ember tolerate large groups of people a little better.

Faylen was a homebody and did her best to avoid crowds. Her Ember persona wasn’t much different, but she was using her connections and online presence to promote District 114 for Ash. Her connections with other paranormal influencers were the reason they had such a large turnout for the Community Day.

The estimated number of residents was around five thousand paranormals within the roughly four square miles that made up the District. With the number of individuals coming from the portal, reported by the gangs, Ash was sure the District was closer to seven thousand if not more, which meant a nice economic boost.

“So, where shall we go first on our date?” He asked as he took Naomi’s hand into his, causing her eyes to light up and blush.

“I want you to win Crocy some friends,” she said, referring to the stuffed crocodile he had won from a claw machine on their first date together.

“All right. Let’s check out some booths. If you see a friend you want for Crocy let me know and I’ll win it for you,” he said confidently. After all, the gangs were running the carnival games. He was sure he could pull some strings as the District boss and get whatever prize Naomi wanted.

The booths for Community Day were set up around the portal to make it convenient for visitors to the District. Ash also thought it helped show the residents that normalcy was returning to the District, this was the spot where Destry’s forces and his first met in battle. Now, there was hardly any sign of the battle that had been fought.

Families with their children moved about playing the various games or activities set up by the businesses of the District. A rather large group of kids with their parents stood by Maggy and Sara’s booth. The two of them were selling copies of Madam Vines like hotcakes to the paranormal children.

“That one!” Naomi said before quickly pulling him toward a booth.

When the two of them arrived at the booth, Ash knew exactly what Naomi wanted. Her eyes were locked on a stuffed wolf and her tail lashed excitedly at the ground.

“Morning bosses,” the lizardkin working the booth said to him.

“Morning,” Ash said to the lizardkin before turning to Naomi. “You want the wolf?”

Naomi smiled and gave a nod.

Ash pulled out some cash and handed it to the lizardkin. The carnival game was one of those where you threw darts to pop balloons. Ash smirked a little when he saw the balloons said ‘Grayson Industries’, his mother would have a cow if she knew they were using balloons with the company name as targets. Though much of the carnival stuff did have ‘Grayson Industries’ or one of its affiliated companies branding on it.

When he had first mentioned the idea of a Community Day to his mother, she had acted fast. She pulled overstock goods from the companies she controlled and sent them across the border to De’Vas, even covering the tariffs on the goods. Without his mother’s usual overkill approach, today would have been a much smaller affair.

Taking the darts, he aimed and threw them toward their target. Each one popped one of the Grayson Industries balloons. The lizardkin clapped his hands after the last balloon popped.

“Well done, Boss,” he said as he pulled the stuffed wolf down and gave it to him.

“Thanks.” Ash grinned as the lizardkin gave him a wink. They both knew he needed to pop twice as many balloons for the prize he wanted.

Naomi let out a happy squeal as she took the stuffed wolf and hugged it.

“What are you going to name this little guy?” Ash asked.

Naomi thought for a moment.

“Fluffy,” she said with a beaming smile.

They toured a few more of the booths. If they didn’t have any prizes Naomi wanted, they still watched. Everything from people swinging the mallet to try and ring a bell, tossing rings or even spinning a colorful wheel that determined their prize.

Other booths were set up by local businesses and did everything from offering samples to demonstrating their craft. He spotted Raina, accompanied by a few frost trolls, watching a ratkin woman shape clay on a pottery wheel. The boss of District 71 already held a colorful vase in her hands. Normally Ash would play the good host and go over and greet her, but this was a date for Naomi, and she held his attention.

“Hey, District boss!” Baylee called out to him from beside the dunk tank the fisheries had set up.

Haylee was currently sitting on the board above the tank. Her red bikini showed through the soaked white shirt she was wearing.

“Come dunk my sister! You know otterkin girls like to get wet!” Baylee called out.

Caylee started to laugh from where she was taking donates to play the game.

“Baylee!” Haylee said as she blushed. “Can’t you see the boss is on a date!”

“Oh, don’t you want the District boss to get you wet?” Baylee asked with a chuckle.

Haylee stared at her sister from the plank above the tank. With a wave of her hand, the water within the drunk tank climbed into the air and took the shape of a giant hand. The hand grabbed Baylee and pulled her into the tank. When the magic left the water, Baylee’s wet head rose from the still water of the dunk tank and glared at Haylee, who just smiled at her sister as her feet dangled off the plank.

“There, now you’re wet. Are you happy?” Haylee smirked at her sister.

Ash gave a goodbye wave to the sisters as Haylee and Baylee erupted into a water war. Only Caylee waved to him as he and Naomi passed by the booth.

The ice salamander clung tightly to him as they walked side-by-side through the sea of booths. They stopped at the booth of the restaurant run by the naga family. They had an old-fashioned ice cream maker and were making ice cream on request. Ash was sure Naomi wanted to come here just to be nosy because Jek was helping out at the booth, though he was too busy for them to chat with. Seeing Jek here reminds Ash that the second-in-command of the Frozen Scales was sweet on one of the naga owner’s daughters and was most likely the reason he was helping with their booth.

Once both of them had their ice cream they finally stopped wandering around. Finding a small secluded bench to rest on. Naomi snuggled up beside him, her tail wrapping around his leg again now that they were stationary.

“Your ice cream is melting,” Naomi stated.

Ash looked to see some of the salted caramel running down the cone just in time for it to make contact with his hand. Naomi pointed a finger at his melting ice cream and a blast of cold hit it as she used her magic to refreeze the desert.

“Thanks, Naomi. I’ll go get us some napkins,” Ash said, surprised he had forgotten them.

“I’ll clean you up,” Naomi said as she took his hand into hers.

She brought his hand to her mouth and her lips closed around the spot where the ice cream had landed. He felt her suck as her eyes focused on his. She broke her lips away with a kiss on his hand before she used her long tongue to drag along his thumb and index finger, licking away any of the ice cream on him.

Naomi took a heavy breath as she looked at him. Normally Naomi was a mixture of innocence and nativity, but the look she was giving him held none of that. She knew full well what she was doing and what it was doing to him.

Ash leaned in toward her and their lips locked together in a kiss. Her lips were sweet from the ice cream. She broke the kiss and gave him a heated look.

“This has been a wonderful second date, Ash. Thank you.”

Naomi cuddled up beside him and returned to her ice cream. He could feel her heart racing in her chest as she pressed up against him. His own heart was racing as well. He remembered the silly rule she had picked up from some rom-com movie. The third date was the one that Naomi planned to try and bring their relationship into the bedroom.

After finishing her ice cream, she pulled out her phone and typed a message. She got a reply, read it, then snuggled up close to him.

“It’s time for us to trade. Ember needs your help shooting something,” Naomi informed him.

“I thought the streaming stuff was why she had Coral with her?” Ash asked.

“Coral and I are going to meet up and go shopping. Ember wants to spend some time with you. She’s waiting down at the cargo ship on the beach.”

Naomi looked at him and gave him another kiss, her tongue teasing his lips as she did. Then she stood up and left with her stuffed animal. She looked back at him and smiled.

“Don’t keep her waiting.”

He spotted Ember standing not far from the cargo ship when he arrived on the beach. The wind from the sea teased at the seams of her sundress. She waited for him to come to her and then took his hand in hers.

“Naomi said she had a fun date with you. I hope you enjoy our date as well.”

“It was fun, played a few carnival games. She said you needed help shooting something?”

Ember nodded at him. She led him to the back side of the cargo ship which had a hole in the side of the hull. Sand had slipped in and now filled the bottom of the vessel. Ash looked around taking in as much as the few beams of light coming from the rusted holes of the ship allowed him.

“What are we going to shoot in here?” He asked as he looked around.

Ember waved her hand and several candles lit up in the corner of the hull, a blanket was laid out on the sand, as were some drinks. Ember walked toward it, only stopping to slip her panties off from her sundress before turning and facing him. A coy smile on her beautiful face.

“Your load into me,” she said as she dangled her panties at him.


CHAPTER SEVEN

“I’VE THOUGHT ABOUT doing this for a while,” Ember said as she took his hand and led him to the blanket. “About how the night of our first date should have ended.”

“Show me,” Ash said.

So she did. She pulled him into a heated kiss. Her hands found their way to his stomach, then up to his chest, lifting his shirt as they went. The kissing stopped only to make room for his shirt as it went over his head. He got one more quick kiss before she broke away, her lips traveling down his neck. Her hands weren’t idle either, having made their way down his chest and finding their way to the button of his jeans.

Ash playfully wrapped Ember’s long red braid around his hand, only to stop when he remembered it was just a wig.

“You can pull on it as much as you want, the pins holding it to my hair are engraved with runes,” Ember said taking his hand and having him tug her hair. She bit her bottom lip as he did before she quickly finished undoing his jeans.

Ember dropped to her knees in front of him, her long braid still wrapped in his hand as she pulled down his pants. His boxers were next, and she buried her face between his shaft and balls as he stepped out of his clothing.

She took a deep breath and kissed the base of his shaft before looking back up at him with glazed eyes and a red face. Her breath was quickening, and he could see her nipples erect through her sundress.

“Your pheromones drive me wild,” she said.

She held his cock with one hand while dragging her tongue up the shaft. Her eyes locked on his as she did, and once she got to the tip she swallowed his cock. Taking as much of him in her mouth as possible and never breaking her eye contact. After a long suck, she released his cock with an audible pop, taking him in both her hands. With a playful smile, she looked up at him.

“I am your naughty little puppy, so use my braid as a leash and keep me in line.”

Ash pulled on the braid and Ember’s eyes lit up as she eagerly took his cock back in her mouth. The wet sound of her sucking echoed throughout the hull of the old ship.

Ember pulled down the top of her sundress, freeing her breasts. Ash smiled at the sight of her erect pink nipples and when Ember saw, she started to pinch and play with them. Moaning while sucking him as she tugged at her nipples.

Ash tugged on the braid, drawing Ember’s heated gaze to his. She pulled his cock from her mouth, a small trail of saliva still connecting her to it.

“Yes,” Ember purred, he could see her tail swishing under her dress at her enjoyment. Faylen always switched between wanting to dominate or being submissive in the bedroom. He wondered if her Ember persona was more on the submissive side.

“Bend over, I want to take my puppy for a walk,” Ash said as he wiped the trail of saliva from Ember’s mouth with his thumb while he stroked her cheek.

Ember smiled at him before turning around and bending over on all fours. Her tail flipped the seam of her dress up as it wagged happily. The moist lips of her pussy were on display and it made him drop to his knees in anticipation. A hint of her trimmed pubic hair peeked from her mound as he knelt. Her knees spread apart farther, and she arched her back, showing more of her sex to him as she looked back and gave him a look. Her ears were canted as she bit her lip and looked at him. She was begging for his cock.

He pulled her closer to him with the braid. Her head arched back as his cock impaled into her wet pussy. Her body shuddered, and she moaned. He took the lead, keeping a tight pull on her braid as he thrust into her.

Ember’s moans echoed off the hull of the ship and it sounded like half a dozen women were having sex. She turned her head and looked back at him, her tongue out as she panted from the rhythmic fucking.

“So big!” Ember moaned as she started thrusting her hips into him.

Her movements quickened to the point he no longer was thrusting himself, instead, he let Ember fuck herself on his cock. Her breathing quickened in time with her whimpers. The hull echoed with increasing whimpers until half a dozen voices cried out as Ember climaxed.

She pushed herself to his hilt and ground against him as her pussy squeezed and milked him. Ember’s arms shook, then gave out, causing her to lay on the side of her face with a dazed look as her hips continued their grind against him.

Ash put a hand on her hip, holding firmly to control her thoughtless post-orgasm movements. He held her as he pulled back and thrust into her. Her soppy wet sex taking in cock to the hilt with each thrust. Her whimpers picked back up, though she stayed with her front half laying on the ground. He picked up his speed and pulled harder on the braid pulling her tightly to him as he came.

“I can feel it filling my womb. It’s so nice and warm.” Ember said with a dazed look.

Ash was glad for the Ember preparing all this as the two of them rested on the blanket post-sex, enjoying the drinks. Ember, still partly in her sundress, ran her fingers along his chest, occasionally giving him a playful bite on his arm, just to get him to look at her.

“I love you,” Ash said as he kissed her forehead. Her wolf ears twitched, and she smiled at him.

“I love you, too,” Ember said as she kissed him.

Her hand went south and found his member, which she started to playful stroke. Ember wasted no time once he was hard again. She straddled him, lining up his cock with her pussy’s wet lips and sinking down to the hilt, a gasp escaped her as his girth filled and stretched her.

“Hey, Ember, are you inside the ship?” a voice called from outside.

Ember stopped her rocking, and her eyes went wide. She quickly got off him, his cock making a wet pop as it slipped out of her pussy and raced to the breach hole in the side of the ship. Kicking up sand as she did.

“Hey, Coral! I didn’t hear you coming over,” Ember said blocking the hole into the hull.

“Oh, I flew down. Naomi said you and Ash practice magic here a lot, so thought I would swing by and see if I could find you.”

“Well, you found me,” Ember laughed. “Just give me a minute and I’ll meet you by the rocks.”

“Sure,” Coral said.

Ash stood up to start getting dressed only to see the dragon girl’s head peeking through the hole in the side of the ship. A big grin on her face as Ember desperately tried to push her head back through the hull.

“Hi, Ash!” Coral said as Ember finally managed to shove her out of the hull. “Nice cock!”

A red-faced Ember stood at the breach, ears canted and a scowl on her face directed at the laughing dragon outside.

After Ash got dressed. He and Ember ventured outside to see a smiling Coral and a meekly blushing Naomi waiting for them.

“You’ve been a naughty, naughty puppy,” Coral teased as she shook a finger at Ember.


CHAPTER EIGHT

MEI GAVE JESSY a smile at his unasked question as Silver broke the hand of a customer who tried to touch a waitress inappropriately. At least she had the forethought to shove his napkin into his mouth as a gag. That was the only reason the other diners were unaware of the quick and violent punishment for the transgression.

Silver, of course, was all smiles as she dragged the customer away from the cafe area, only for them to race from the silver-haired rabbitkin as fast as their legs would carry them once she shoved them out of the cafe boundaries.

“Hey, Jessy. I’ve got another table that needs to be bussed,” Silver called out, jerking a thumb at the table that was occupied by the fleeing customer.

Jessy eye’s darted from Silver back to Mei, a bead of sweat on his forehead. His wolf ears were perked and his tail was more frizzed out than when the zombies had attacked the restaurant.

“Come on, Jessy! We got people waiting!” Silver called out.

“R-Right away, Miss Silver!” he said, rushing to the table and breaking it down faster than Mei had ever seen him.

Silver had been both a blessing and curse for the outdoor cafe. Her abrasive attitude rubbed some people the wrong way, and Silver just didn’t care. She also did what she called ‘practical solutions’ to customer problems. Like dousing a steak in whiskey and setting it on fire when a customer said it wasn’t cooked right. Most people thought it was just a show, and even clapped for it.

Then there were times when trouble showed up. Drunk customers, or those just looking to cause trouble. The Frozen Scales or 114 Pack would normally handle anyone like that, but with all the people coming to the District for the Community Day, they were spread thin. Any threat to Mei, her staff, or the guests of the cafe, Silver handled with a radiant smile. A very malevolent radiant smile. Mei couldn’t say yet if Silver working the cafe had been a good or bad decision, but it was certainly an interesting one.

Turning to look at the entrance to the cafe, Mei saw District boss Ash approaching. A redhead wolfkin clinging to his arm. Maggy did say he had a thing for beastkin girls. She only pondered the District boss’s new lover for a moment before her prey instincts flooded her thoughts. What if Silver offends Ash? What if it leads to a fight? What if it brings her and Mei to the attention of The Nightmare Queen herself?

Mei’s leg twitched as the thoughts filled her head. She didn’t even hear Silver walk up by her.

“Hey, Mei, you cool if I take my break?” Silver asked a grin on her face.

“Yes!” Mei answered a little too excitedly.

Relief washed over her. Silver would take a well-deserved break and Mei would wait on the District boss, ensuring nothing would enrage him. Any chance for disaster would be avoided.

Then she saw Silver pick up a menu and walk to where Jessy was sitting the District boss and his date. The wolfkin waiter’s eyes went wide, and he quickly left the table.

“Coffee, tea, maybe me?” Silver asked in a seductress tone as she got to the table.

A snarl formed on the redhead wolfkin’s face and her head whipped toward Silver. A massive grin rested on the silver-haired rabbitkins face as her eyes locked on the redhead.

Mei’s feet were already carrying her to the table. She owed Silver her life, she was going to save her friend!

The redhead wolfkin glared at Silver.

“Why don’t you go eat a carrot?”

Silver dropped the menu on the table and crossed her arms, glaring back at the wolfkin.

“I could go for something carrot-shaped,” Silver said before looking at Ash. “But I’m a girl who likes her protein.”

“Stupid harlot rabbit!” the redhead wolfkin jabbed with furrowed brows.

“Slut puppy!” Silver remarked back.

The two of them burst out laughing as Mei arrived at the table.

“Silver, what are you doing here?” Ash smiled, completely unfazed by Silver’s crass remarks and insults to his date.

Silver pulled up a chair and sat down at the table, noticing Mei standing next to her as she did.

“Mei was short-staffed and asked for some help, figured it would be a good excuse to come to the District,” Silver said to Ash and the redhead wolfkin before turning to face Mei. “These are the friends I mentioned visiting.”

Mei blinked as her mind caught up with what Silver had just said.

“You’re friends with The Stor- I mean, the Boss of District 114?” Mei caught herself before she used the nickname for Ash.

“Yeah, Silver was my magic teacher,” Ash said with a smile.

“One of them. Ember here taught you very well before I got my hands on you,” Silver said giving a nod to the redhead wolfkin. “And I’m still your teacher! Just had to make sure things were settled with my job before I spend my days listening to you cry about your boo-boos from training.”

Ash grimaced and began rubbing his fingers. Mei’s mind spun. Her newest friend was the one who trained The Nightmare Queen’s attack dog! Just how strong was Silver?

“It’s really a miracle Ember and I were able to do anything with him, but true artists can work with any material. Even this hopeless fool.”

Ember gave a cute laugh and then took Ash’s hand in hers.

“I don’t know Silver, I think he’s quite talented.”

Ash smiled at the wolfkin, squeezing her hand.

“Charming as ever, Silver,” he said rolling his eyes at her.

“Thank you,” Silver said with a smile and bat of her eyes. “I’ll just take your sarcastic tone as a speech impediment.”

The three of them shared a laugh.

“Oh, shit! You two came here to eat, one second,” Silver said before she turned and locked her eyes on Jessy. Who looked as if he would rather be anywhere than the center of Silver’s attention. “Jessy! Come take our order!”

“Y-yes, Miss Silver!”

Silver pulled out a chair and patted the seat.

“Come join us, Mei, Jessy can handle things for a bit.”

She was already seated before she could even come up with an excuse. Mei spent the next few minutes listening to the three of them chat away, though some of their conversation seemed to be intentionally vague as if they were hiding something.

Silver pulled out her phone read a message and quickly typed a response. Her expression changed to one very serious and stern.

“Everything all right, Silver?” Ash asked, as his scar glowed blue. Mei had only seen that happen when he was using his magic.

Even Ember’s demeanor had shifted to one that sent chills down her spine. Her green eyes took an edge to them that reminded her of Faylen, the leader of the 114 Pack.

“Stuff related to my job I need to check in with,” Silver gave Ash a serious look that held none of her humor toward him from earlier. “I’ll update you soon.”

Silver stood and pushed her chair in, she gave Mei a sad smile.

“Sorry, Mei, I have to bail. This was fun though, I’ll catch you later.”

***

Selena watched the video on her phone. The human was holding the strange object she had found in the speakeasy. A gun. Colt 1911 to be exact. She had followed the human’s instructions and disassembled the weapon to clean it. She had done this dozens of times already, as she had been instructed by the various materials she had found online.

She knew about guns from the human books in the library, as well as the movies and shows that Ella had introduced her to since her father’s death. She had only seen a gun in person once before, other than the one she was now cleaning. It had been longer, and she now knew was called a rifle.

When the carriage she and her father were traveling in rifted to this strange world, they appeared in a rather large human city. Her father wouldn’t let her out of the carriage, but from the window, she saw soldiers in camo aiming assault rifles at them.

She had found them amusing at the time, seeing their motley-colored clothing while pointing sticks at them. No understanding of the danger she and her father had been in or how much her life had changed.

Selena finished cleaning and oiling the pistol, making sure she had reassembled it correctly. She then took the magazine that rested on the bar of the speakeasy and loaded the bullets into it. Once done she placed the magazine into the gun and chambered it.

Firearms were rare in De’Vas. Banning weapon sales to De’Vas was one of the human government’s first acts when the paranormal nation was formed. The Council was also opposed to bringing in the human’s main form of weaponry, wary about the damage the new weapons could cause. The few guns within De’Vas were either smuggled in or here before the refugee camps were made.

She slipped in her earplugs, took her spot within the speakeasy, and raised the pistol. Her target was a piece of cardboard she attached to one of the stools across the room.

Bang! Bang! Bang!

The shots cried out in quick concession, the slide ejecting the spent rounds. She had found hundreds of the bullets in the hidden compartment and was already researching how to create replacements, perhaps improved with magic somehow.

Even with the earplugs, the sounds echoing off the walls of the hidden tavern hammered her ears. She had little worry about others within the estate hearing her practice. The original owners of the speakeasy ensured it was quite soundproof to hide its illicit activities.

She hadn’t even told Ella about the gun or that she was learning how to use it. The gnoll woman, Haven, had wounded Ella’s pride and with the lingering threat of the dwarves and their hired thug, it had not improved. Selena was sure Ella would see her learning to use the human weapon as a slight to her ability to protect her. When in reality, it was Selena’s attempt to cover her own inadequacies. Despite her attempts, she was unable to figure out how to summon her avatar.

She ejected the magazine and checked the chamber to ensure it was empty, placing the pistol on the bar, once she was done, before removing her earplugs. She approached her target, taking the sheet of cardboard off the battered old stool. Her grouping had improved, she noted. The small adjustments to her stance and grip were showing.

She laid the sheet of cardboard on the counter of the bar. Her eyes lingered on the crude drawing of a human face. Art had been one of the noble talents she had only pursued the barest of. Perhaps that was why she felt the need to add a name to the sheet as well, ‘Boss of District 114’ was scribbled on the bottom of the sheet. She sneered at the crude image of the man who robbed her of her father.

Turning, her fingers glided over three other targets with similar crude drawings. A harpy, a troll, and a banshee. She picked the troll next. The target said Raina, Boss of District 71. Raina had injured Ella with Rune Magic during the invasion of District 208.

She set her new target up before returning to the bar, donning her earplugs and slipping the magazine into the pistol. She took a deep breath to rid herself of the anger that had flared within her at the thoughts of her father’s death, and Ella’s injuries. She chambered a round and took aim.

Bang! Bang! Bang!


CHAPTER NINE

NAOMI COULDN’T HELP but smile. This morning had the start to be a fun day! Lilly had woken her up before dawn to help with an important task. Lilly wouldn’t tell her more about it, just that she needed her help at the beach and even swore her to secrecy. Sealed with a pinkie promise, the highest form of promise within human culture according to movies and TV.

She had done her best to learn as much as she could about her mate’s people and ways. The slumber parties, which had become a weekly event, helped in that. The girls gave her a lot of advice. She wondered if Coral would like to come to the next one.

Her tail lashed the ground in excitement at the idea. Lilly cast her a scowl as it kicked up sand at the dryad.

“Sorry, Lilly,” Naomi said holding the bucket Lilly had given her in front of her.

“It’s fine,” Lilly said as she knocked the sand off her clothing. “You’re helping me with this… surprise for Luna. Now let’s get to the tide pools.”

Naomi’s eyes scanned the tide pool. Her eyes adjusted to the moonlight, and she could see the sea life moving about. Lilly’s eyes were not as good as hers in the dark, but she was clever.

Lilly stood not far from a nearby pool holding a stick with a hot dog on the end into the water. After a few moments, she lifted the stick with a crab holding onto it and shook the crustacean loose into the bucket.

Naomi’s mouth watered as she saw the crab fall into the bucket. Ash had told her they were a popular food. She had tried one after he told her that, but Faylen said Ash meant once they had been cooked and covered in butter. Also, Faylen said she was supposed to take the shell off, but Naomi liked that part. It was crunchy.

Maybe Lilly’s surprise for Luna would be cooked crabs, and maybe her friend would give her some as well since she helped. Determination filled her, and she snatched a crab out of the tide pool and added it to her bucket. She would need to gather a lot to ensure that there was enough for her and Luna.

The two of them made their way along the shoreline hitting every tide pool.

“Come on, Scales, just a few more crabs and we’ll head back. Then you can go back to sleep, flicking your bean to Ash, or whatever.”

Naomi tilted her head and looked at Lilly. This was another strange saying that her translation ring did not aid her in understanding.

Lilly stared at her for a moment.

“You know. Jilling, finger puppet theater, shucking the oyster?”

Naomi licked her lips. She had oysters at Mei’s Den.

“Seriously, you’ve never masturbated?” Lilly asked with a deadpan stare.

Naomi frowned and tilted her head the other way.

“Master-baiting? Does this help catch crabs?”

Lilly set down her bucket of crabs to hug her. Naomi smiled and returned the hug, she was not used to Lilly being this friendly. After a moment, Lilly released her hug and took her hands in hers.

“I’ll talk to Ash, make sure he understands to be gentle with you,” Lilly said with a gentle smile on her face.

Naomi smiled at her. She had no idea what Lilly was talking about, but she knew her friend was looking out for her.

They were almost to the old cargo ship when Lilly froze and stared out at the sea. The sun was just now breaking over the horizon and Naomi’s eyes were adjusting to the change in light.

“Shit… is that what I think it is?” Lilly asked as she pointed out at the sea.

Naomi looked out at the water. She saw nothing at first, but then she noticed the faint blue shimmer in the air. It had been a few years since she last saw one.

“A rift,” Naomi said.

“Something big too, otherwise it would have come through already. Come on, we need to let Ash know.”

***

Ash could feel his lover’s tail thumbing the covers of the bed. The rhythmic movement was what had originally woke him up. What kept him from falling back asleep was Faylen treating his morning wood like a toy. Pulling it down with a finger just to watch it spring right back up.

“Faylen, it’s too early. Let’s sleep for another hour, then we can do that,” Ash mumbled.

Once again his dick was pulled down and sprung back up.

“You look like you’re up already this morning,” Faylen said as her hand shifted from playing with his wood to grasping it under the sheets.

Ash’s fingers traced their way down from Faylen’s back to grab her ass. Her tail hit his wrist in growing succession as he gave her rear a firm squeeze. Faylen’s hand shifted from just grasping him, to slowly stroking him. Despite his eyes still being closed, he had a massive grin on his face at where his and Faylen’s morning was heading.

The door to their bedroom burst open and someone rushed into the room, climbed onto the bed, and started shaking him. His eyes shot open to see Lilly staring him in the face, as she repeatedly shook his shoulders.

“Wake up! We have an emergency!” she shouted as she shook him.

“Lilly! What the hell! We’re naked!” Ash said as he tried to sit up in the bed. Easier said than done with Lilly holding his shoulders on one end of him and a stunned Faylen holding his dick on the other.

In his struggle to sit up, he felt his foot hit something solid and felt the sensation of cold water on the bed’s sheets. That was followed by the feeling of movement on top of the bed. Looking past the dryad he saw the bucket his foot had tipped over, spilling dozens of crabs that were now moving everywhere on the bed.

“My crabs!” Lilly shouted.

She grabbed the sheets on the bed and quickly pulled them off, wrapping them into a bundle. She pulled a small seed from her pocket and grew it into a vine, which wrapped around the bundle, securing the crabs. Faylen’s hand abandoned Ash’s dick to cover her now-exposed body.

“Lilly, what the hell is going on!” Faylen demanded as she used a pillow to cover up his dick while trying to keep herself covered.

“There’s a rift happening out at sea not far from the cargo ship,” Lilly said as she threw the bundle of crabs over her shoulder. She turned to face him. “Oh, before I forget, be gentle with Naomi!”

Lilly pointed toward the bedroom door and Ash finally noticed Naomi standing there holding a bucket of her own. She gave him a small wave and blushed. Lilly darted out of the door with her bundle, grabbing the bucket Naomi had been holding on her way out.

“What am I supposed to be gentle with you about?” a very confused Ash asked Naomi.

The ice salamander just shrugged.

“I don’t know, but Lilly mentioned oysters.”

Once they got dressed and left the penthouse, Lilly was waiting for them on the first floor of the Flatiron, the crabs nowhere to be seen. He had no time to consider what madness she was up to, they had more pressing matters. Since the rift wasn’t instantaneous, it meant something big was coming through. Big was bad. Very bad. Monster bad.

Faylen was already sending out messages to mobilize the gangs and Ash had tried to call Cleo several times, with no luck. Whatever was going on with the Council was keeping her busy. He sent her a message instead.

Ash: Rift in District, something big. Near the Old cargo ship.

Ash, Faylen, Naomi, and Lilly quickly made their way toward the beach from the Flatiron, several members of the gangs following hot on their heels.

“Ash, my shop. Take the bike,” Lilly said as she raced for her shop door. Seconds later, she came out with the keys and Ash met her by the sports bike she used for deliveries.

Ash threw the helmet on and felt Lilly climb on the back of the bike, he cast her a glance, and she glared at him.

“If it’s a monster, there might be people that need medical attention. Depending on what it is, our best bet might be to just stay out of its path until Cleo or the Council can send someone to deal with it,” Lilly said seriously.

Ash nodded and started the bike. His gut was in a knot. If Lilly was being serious then things were bad. Very bad.

The monster came into view before they even made it to the beach. A mass of wriggling tentacles larger than a house wrapped around the old cargo ship. The main body was a patchwork of gray and blue skin, partly hidden by a spiked shell on its back. Like some snail from hell. The tentacles probed the old wreck, looking for a way inside it.

“Kraken. Young adult,” Lilly said as the bike slowed down as it neared the beach.

“That’s a young adult?” Ash exclaimed. The sea monster’s tentacles bent steel on the old rusted ship.

“Older ones would dwarf that ship. It’s after something otherwise it would have never left the sea.”

Ash looked away from the kraken to see three surfboards abandoned on the shoreline not far from the cargo ship.

“Someone is inside the ship,” Ash exclaimed as he dropped the kickstand and hopped off the bike. He started racing down the beach toward the kraken.

“What the hell are you doing? You can’t fight that thing, Ash!” Lilly yelled behind him.

“Someone is inside the ship!” he yelled.

The smart thing would be to wait for the girls and the gangs to get here or for Cleo to arrive. That would also be the death of whoever was inside that old wreck.

He kicked up the sand as he raced toward the old ship. As he passed the surfboards, he could see ripples around the holes on the ship where the tentacles were trying to enter but were being blocked. Water Magic. Those inside were using Water Magic to try and block the kraken from finding an opening.

Shit…the sisters…

Once he was in spell range he pulled his magic into his index and middle finger. Lightning left his fingers, striking the main body of the Kraken. The beast let out a screech and its tentacles pulled back defensively to its body, to shield its eyes which were as large as the hood of a car. Ash sent two more Bolts at it, aiming for the eyes, he wanted it to cover them.

“Run! Now!” he yelled as the kraken’s limbs fully covered its eyes.

Three figures emerged from a hole in the hull, rushing toward him on the beach. Haylee, Baylee, and Caylee were in swimsuits and it looked as if the trio had just been enjoying a day at the beach when the kraken attacked. Baylee and Caylee stared straight ahead of themselves as they ran with all their might. Haylee’s eyes were locked on him, and she looked as if she was running straight to him.

“Don’t stop running! Keep going and don’t look back!” he said as he rushed passed the girls toward the kraken. He had to keep it occupied until they made it off the beach.

The tentacles moved and the large eyes fixated on him. Ash closed his eyes and snapped his fingers, another cry came from the sea beast as the spell created a bright flash of light. He heard the sound of snapping metal and opened his eyes in time to see a section of railing from the ship, torn free and thrown by a tentacle, right before it slammed into him.

He felt the air leave his lungs and his chest burn as he tried to push the remains of the railing off him. Something coiled around his leg and quickly pulled him across the sand toward the kraken.


CHAPTER TEN

ASH THREW BOLT after Bolt at the tentacle as it dragged him through the sand, but the bastard was moving erratically, flinging him into the air, only to slam him back into the sand. It was making it difficult to get a clear shot. One of his Bolts finally hit its target and the tentacle recoiled from the impact, throwing him not far from the ship.

He struggled to his feet, only to dive for the ground when a tentacle came flying toward him. He was just quick enough, but he could feel the breeze that the tentacle left in its wake. Ash knew if he didn’t move soon, he would have another tentacle ready to hammer him into the sand, so he wasted no time in getting back up. The massive appendage flew at him again. This time, Ash was ready to retaliate and met it with a Lightning Claw, grasping hold of the tentacle. His magic seared into the beast’s flesh as the portion of the tentacle in his grasp started to shrivel. His hold was broken when another tentacle swiped into the arm he was using for his spell. It grabbed a hold of his wrist and pulled him back toward the sand, wrenching his arm in the process. The force slammed him hard into the sand.

Ash pushed his magic into the bones and muscles of his arm, fighting to break it free of the kraken’s grip. Another tentacle shot forward and grabbed his leg, stretching him out on the sand. He felt the joints in his leg and arm strain and start to pop, pain rippling through them. He pushed more magic into his body to try to stop the beast from ripping him in half.

From the corner of his eye, Ash could see a dark mass of greenery latch onto the tentacle holding his leg causing it to release him so it could fight off the oddly shaped mass of vegetation. He used this opportunity to land a Bolt on the tentacle that held his arm, the flesh seared and allowed him to escape.

“Run, Ash!” Lilly yelled somewhere behind him.

He scrambled to his feet and raced in the direction of Lilly’s voice. Down the beach, he could see Lilly standing beside a pile of seaweed, using her Nature Magic to transform the vegetation into golems. Two more of the golems were lumbering toward the kraken. The otterkin sisters worked nearby her using their Water Magic to dredge up more seaweed to add to the pile.

Ash was about halfway to Lilly, when a large piece of the ship crashed down in his path, causing sand to billow up into the air. Ash glanced behind himself to see the karken had abandoned the ship and was moving across the sand toward him, its eight limbs giving it incredible speed on land.

A slash of cold wind flew past him and slammed into the beast, ice shards cutting into its skin. At the same time, a series of earthen spikes also erupted from the ground blocking the path of the kraken. Faylen and Naomi had arrived.

The kraken was barely slowed by their attacks. It shrugged off the ice shards and barreled straight through the earthen spikes, its focus solely on him.

With his path now blocked by a huge piece of the cargo ship, Ash shifted his course to go around the right side of it. Only for a tentacle to slam down in front of him and stop him in his path. As Ash tried to find an escape, he pulled on his magic and readied a Bolt. Multiple tentacles came for him, he drove two off with his magic, but one got his leg and another collided around his arm. The Kraken shifted and Ash saw its mouth. A blackened bird-like beak, one large enough to take off his head in a single bite, gaped open at him and it was getting closer and closer. The tentacles were pulling him toward it.

The seaweed golems lumbered forward just to be smashed aside by its free tentacles. Ice, Wind, and Fire Magic slammed into the beast, only to be ignored as it pulled Ash closer. He heard the scream of frustration coming from the girls at the hopelessness of the situation. Fear filled him with the realization he was about to die.

Without his control, Ash’s elemental scar flared to life, burning his skin. His body was filled with a strange sensation as the scar absorbed his magic. When his magic reservoir was finally dry, a bolt of lightning shot from his scar toward the kraken’s mouth accompanied by the clash of thunder and a blinding flash of lightning.

When his vision finally cleared. He was lying on the sand staring up at the sky. Faylen and Naomi appeared in his line of sight as they stood over him. Faylen quickly dropped to her knees to try and help him up, while Naomi watched with a worried expression.

“Don’t move him! He could have a spinal injury,” Lilly stated as she arrived seconds later holding a potion.

Faylen froze in her movement, supporting him halfway up, as she waited on the dryad to put the potion to his lips. Ash downed the contents, he didn’t think he had any serious injuries, but his head was swimming, and he felt drained of energy and magic.

“All right, he should be good now,” Lilly looking at him curiously.

Faylen pulled him the rest of the way to his feet just as the otterkin sisters arrived. He was barely standing before Haylee wrapped him in a hug and buried her face into his chest.

“Thank you, District boss. We thought we were dead,” Haylee sobbed. “I thought the kraken was going to kill you.”

“I’m fine,” Ash said his mind playing catch up. “Are you and your sisters all right?”

“Yes,” Haylee’s muffled voice said against his chest.

Ash gave her a comforting pat on the back, as he stared at the remains of the kraken. Its head was split open and charred.

“Ash! Are you all right!” a voice called out.

He turned to see Cleo running across the sand toward him, two figures followed behind her at a more leisurely pace. Haylee finally released him and took a step back, her face crimson red as sniffles escaped her. Cleo arrived and immediately looked him over as if she expected to find a gaping wound in his side or something.

“I’m fine, Cleo, just tired.”

Cleo’s worry was quickly replaced with anger with his assurance that he was fine.

“What the hell were you thinking fighting a fucking kraken!”

Ash glared back at her.

“I was doing my job as District boss! What else was I supposed to do?”

Cleo snarled at him.

“Wait for me to come with help! Even your thick head should know you shouldn’t fight something the size of a damn building!”

“It’s dead isn’t it,” Ash countered.

The two of them glared at each other before one of Cleo’s companions broke the silence.

“Whoa, lovers quarrel?”

Ash and Cleo turned toward the speaker. A forest troll wearing sunglasses and a leather jacket covered in band patches. He stood beside an eight-foot-tall catkin woman in jeans and a tight black shirt. No, not a catkin, she was a sphinx in her humanoid form, Ash realized.

The sphinx woman laughed at what the troll said.

“I am just chastising my vassal for being reckless, nothing more, Councilman Roc and Councilwoman Zara,” Cleo said hotly.

The troll raised his hands up and shrugged.

“My bad, Councilwoman Blackthorn,” Councilman Roc said as he lowered his arms. “Say, Mr. Storm, do you care if I take a piece of that kraken as a snack? Damn thing smells inviting after you roasted part of it with that spell.”

Ash blinked twice before he figured out the troll was referring to him by that stupid nickname.

“Um, help yourself,” he said.

“Thanks. Cleo dragged us out of District 1 as fast as she could once she got your message. I didn’t even get to finish my lunch,” Councilman Roc said as he looked over the kraken.

He approached the tentacle Ash had attacked with his Lightning Claw. The troll snapped his fingers and a burst of Wind Magic sliced through the charred appendage as if it were butter. Councilman Roc picked up the tentacle and took a bite out of it.

“You’re seriously going to eat that, Roc? It’s covered in sand,” Councilwoman Zara said with disgust.

“Sand’s not bad, it seasons the meat,” Councilman Roc said as he took another bite.

Councilwoman Zara grimaced in disgust at Roc and turned away from the troll to face him and Cleo.

“So, Cleo, this is The Storm you were bragging about. I’m impressed. A few on the Council thought you were bluffing about his abilities.” Councilwoman Zara turned and looked at the kraken’s corpse, her tail swaying behind her. “Apparently, you were not.”

Zara hummed to herself and gave Cleo a mischievous grin that showed a set of carnivorous teeth before looking at Ash.

“Why don’t you swear yourself to be my vassal instead of Cleo? I’ll do stuff for you that she would never dream of, well maybe she does dream of it?”

Zara’s tongue ran along her lips as she narrowed her eyes at him. The girls moved closer to him, Faylen clung tightly to his right arm as Naomi wrapped her tail around his left leg, cleavage pressed against him. Both of them were glaring at the sphinx.

“Zara, will you just shut the hell up!” Cleo growled.

Laughter erupted from Councilwoman Zara, and her hand went to wipe a tear from her eye.

“Oh, how I’ve missed you, Cleo. The Council was so boring when you were in seclusion. It’s refreshing to have someone I can quarrel with.”

Cleo glared at the sphinx.

“Come on, Zara. They don’t need us here. Let’s head back to District 1,” Roc said as he took another bite of the tentacle.

The troll and sphinx made it a few steps down the beach before Roc turned back and looked at Cleo and asked. “Are you staying here, Cleo?”

Cleo looked at Ash and then frowned at the kraken’s corpse.

“Yes, I need to update my vassal.”

“Understood, Zara and I will call if something comes up that the two of us can’t handle by ourselves. Nice meeting you, Mr. Storm,” Roc said with a wave of his tentacle snack, Zara smiled at him and gave a small wave of her fingers.

“Have fun you two! Be sure to use protection,” Zara said with a laugh before she and Roc left.

“Of all the Council members I could get paired with, it was those two,” Cleo mumbled with a sigh.

Cleo took another look at the kraken’s corpse before turning back to Ash.

“Get the gangs to take care of the corpse, then meet me at the Flatiron.”

She turned and made her way back up the beach toward the road, where Ash saw a crowd of people gathered. Many of them were gang members that belonged to the Frozen Scales and 114 Pack. As Cleo reached the group, she stopped and had a few quick words with some of the onlookers before continuing on her way. Ash noticed Jek and Celeste emerge from the crowd and quickly make their way down the beach toward him. When they got to him, their eyes fixated on the sea beast.

“Cleo said you had work for us, Boss?” Jek asked.

“Hey, I have to talk to Cleo. Can the gangs take care of that?” Ash asked as he pointed to the kraken’s corpse

“Whatever you need, Boss,” Jek said as Celeste gave a nod, both of them still watching the kraken with wide eyes.

With the disposal of the kraken taken care of, he and the girls slowly made their way back to the Flatiron. Very slowly. Lilly and Faylen took the bike back while Naomi and Haylee walked beside him offering support. He tried to refuse their help at first, but after a few steps, he was glad they were there. He felt drained like he had just run a marathon with a record time. Whatever had happened with his scar took a lot out of him. Still, he was alive.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

ELLA HAD GATHERED the household guards, at least those who had not gone with Haven on a logistic run. Selena’s best friend was fuming as they made their way through the District to the scrapyard. The dwarves had crossed a line, demanding tribute from several businesses, and even had their minotaur thugs smash up a shop when the owner refused to pay.

“These fuckers, it’s because the Council is in session. Lady Selena, they want to lure you there,” Ella said quietly, as she walked beside her, the jingling of her armor a constant song for their journey.

“We have little choice. If I wait for Councilwoman Blackthorn as you suggest, they will loot more shops and harm more of my people. Once they know I will not give in to their demands for the meeting then they will flee before Blackthorn arrives.”
Ella grimaced and Selena saw her hand tighten on her sword hilt.

“I don’t know if we will be able to take those minotaurs. If this turns south, I want you to run Lady Selena, I will cut a path for you.”

Selena met Ella’s eyes and gave her a faint smile.

“Ella, I know you will always have my back.”

A kobold wearing rags was waiting for them at the gate of the scrapyard. The three-foot-tall lizardman bowed to them as they approached.

“My Lady, Tuuker has been asked to guide you to the masters.”

The kobold turned and made his way toward the main building of the scrapyard. The structure was an ugly thing made of sheet metal. From what Selena knew about dwarves, they would consider it a great luxury to live in a building made of metal, even if it was an eyesore.

The kobold opened a door and gestured for them to follow. The interior of the building was not much better. There was no decor to speak of and what little furnishing inside was constructed from scrap metal. Cael sat in what looked like an uncomfortable throne of scrap. His minotaur thugs stood on either side of him and Emory stood off to the side. His son leered at Selena as she entered the room.

“She’s good-looking but stupid,” Emory laughed. “And no, Princess, that was not a dwarf idiom.”

Selena heard steel being drawn behind her and Ella cursing. A glance behind her showed several of her guards were now pointing blades at their comrades, and Ella protected her back with her sword drawn.

“Fucking traitors!” Ella called out to them.

Laughter went up from the dwarves and a few of the guards. Even one of the minotaurs chuckled.

“Sorry, Lady Selena, but I pay better than you do,” Cael said with a grin on his face. “This could have been easy for you. You could have even kept being a Princess as one of Emory’s wives.”

The kobold emerged from the back carrying a plate of drinks. His face was a mixture of confusion as he looked at the swords pointed at Selena’s back.

“Masters, what is going on?” Tuuker asked.

Emory approached the kobold, taking a drink from the plate before kicking him to the ground.
“Clean up your mess and then scamper back out to the yard,” Emory said as he downed the beverage.

The kobold used his own ragged clothing to mop up the mess, but he kept his worried eye on her.

“If anything happens to me, Councilwoman Blackthorn will kill you,” Selena reminded them.

“She won’t know what will happen to you. The Council is in an emergency session, by the time she gets out, there won’t be a trace of you, and we will have stepped up to fill the vacant leadership role. I doubt the Nightmare Queen cares who rules District 208 as long as they swear fealty to her,” Cael said.

“So you plan to kill me?” Selena asked.

“Yes, Princess.” Emory laughed before running his tongue across his lips. “And not quickly either.”

Selena looked around the room. Three minotaurs, two dwarves, and four guards of her seven turned traitor.

“Ella, you have my back?” Selena asked.

“Always,” Ella growled.

Selena’s hand reached into her jacket and pulled free the pistol. As she had done several times in the speakeasy she lined up her sight and took aim. Time seemed to slow as the minotaur she was aiming at looked at what she was holding strangely. She pulled the trigger and half his head exploded. The sound of the gunshot echoed off the metal building and hammered her ears, but she knew to expect the sound.

Every other person in the room had most likely never heard a true gunshot before, judging from their reactions. The dwarves and one of the minotaurs held their ears, while the other one tried to ready the metal club he carried. Her next round went into his chest, and he dropped to the ground. Twitching as blood leaked from his mouth. She took aim at the final minotaur next. His eyes were wide as she pulled the trigger and it dawned on her that he was terrified.

The sound of steel clashing behind her drew her attention. Ella was crossing swords with one of the traitors, another lay dead on the ground and two rushed for the door. She pointed the pistol at Ella’s opponent.

“I surrender!” the traitor cried, dropping his sword.

Ella ran him through with her blade, spitting on his corpse once her blade was free and the body lay on the ground.

“Arrgh!”

Emory shouted as he charged at her with a crude mace. He made it a few steps before the kobold latched on the dwarf’s leg with his jaw. The dwarf howled in pain and raised his mace to strike at the lizardman. Ella removed the hand holding with mace with her blade, before removing his head next.

Selena walked past them to where Cael cowered behind his scrap metal throne, she smelled excrement as she neared him. The sobbing dwarf had soiled himself. Selena thought for a moment about sparing him, but only for a moment. The dwarf had planned to kill her. It took two rounds before the sobbing mess that was Cael fell silent.

She turned and saw the kobold and Ella standing over the body of Emory.

“Kobold. Tuuker was your name, correct?” She asked.

The lizardman cowered before her.

“Yes, My Lady. I am sorry, I didn’t know what my masters had schemed.”

“They are no longer your masters. They are nothing more than corpses. As Boss of District 208, I grant you all they own as yours for your service to me today. Remain faithful and loyal to me, that is all I ask Tuuker,” Selena said to the groveling kobold before making her way out of the door. Her nerves could only hold out so long.

She felt her heart start to race as her body trembled. She made it just around the corner of the building before she emptied the contents of her stomach. She could hear Ella exit the building behind her, the clank of her armor giving her way. She wished to apologize for the unsightly display, but her sobbing made it difficult to form the words.

“Lady Selena, where did you get a gun?” Ella asked before realization spread across her face. Ella rushed forward and helped support her.

“I’ve got you, don’t think about it much. It’s better that way. You did what was needed. They were bad people who would have killed us.”

Selena nodded, she took a deep breath as Ella helped support her. Several minutes passed as she leaned against her friend. Her mind did not dwell on the past, as Ella had instructed her, instead it was on the future.

“Ella, what would my father have done?” She asked.

“He would have killed the bastards,” Ella answered.

“No. What would he do with them after?”

Ella froze and stared at her for a long moment before she shook her head.

“Lady Selena, you don’t want to go down that path. That’s not you.”

Selena met Ella’s stare with her own.

“What would my father have done?”

Selena rested in the metal building of the scrapyard as Ella prepared the bodies. An hour later Tuuker and the kobolds captured the two traitors who had escaped. Apparently, the dwarves had trapped a clan of kobolds in debt slavery, forcing them to live and work at the scrapyard. The traitors tried to hide there, only to be discovered by the kobolds.

Selena stared at the traitors as they dangled beside the remains of the dwarves and minotaurs from the old billboard. Much of the paint had faded from it, but you could still make out the word ‘Justice’ on it from when it had been an advertisement for a law firm.

Selena had worn her human clothing and the pistol in a makeshift holster as Ella and her loyal guards strung up the remains. A crowd had formed, watching the gruesome display, a crowd that would spread the word of what happened to those who tried to betray her. She met any gaze that looked her way, just as Ella said her father would have done. When the deed was done she left with her guards.

When they arrived at the estate she instructed Ella to make sure those who had remained loyal to her were rewarded and to check the loyalty of those who had accompanied Haven when they returned. Ella gave a nod and reminded her not to dwell on what happened.

Selena went to her study and sat at her desk, the one that had originally been her father’s. She stared at the painting of their castle back on Vas for a while, then she stood up approached it, and took it off the wall. She returned to the desk and opened a drawer, then pulled out the bottle of whiskey she had gifted her father. She removed the cap and consumed the burning liquid for the first time in her life.

***

The raven had watched the young unicorn order the macabre display. Butchered bodies meant as a warning to those in her District who might oppose her. It listened as the residents of the District bestowed a nickname upon her in their hushed whispers, The Black Unicorn. They spoke of how the act would have been something her father would order, and that the girl would follow in his footsteps.

The raven flew into an alleyway far from prying eyes and shifted into a young woman, her true form. She placed sunglasses on her face to hide her jet-black eyes. The fashion adopted from the humans was odd to her but was needed to blend in while not in the illusion of a raven. She made her way quickly through the streets toward the portal. This District was one of those that had embraced humanity and forsaken Vas, their homeland. She felt uncomfortable and out of place among the glowing lights made by human’s strange magic. This was a place for her eldest brother, who had turned his back on his family and ways, not her.

Relief filled her as she reached the portal and punched in the number for the District her clan called home. Their temporary home in this strange world. She passed through the glowing vortex and felt the change in climate as she stepped through. The local residents of the District quickly parted for her to pass, her clan left them alone as long as they left them alone in return. That was the accord her father had struck with the District boss.

She moved quickly toward a large earthen wall that marked the boundary of her clan’s holdings. She passed through the door into the courtyard where she spotted her father resting under the shade of a tree. His brown eyes followed her as she approached, and she knelt before him as she neared the shade of the tree.

“Do not kneel before me Iva, come sit beside me. There is room enough under the shade tree,” He said as he waved his hand, and a stone chair formed before her. “From your rush to return, I can already guess what you wish to tell me. Belath was wrong, the girl is the same as her father.”

“Yes, father,” Iva said.


CHAPTER TWELVE

“NAOMI, I’M FINE,” Ash said to the worried ice salamander.

Naomi paused for a second, and he thought she would finally stop, only for her to place another band-aid on him. The box of band-aids had a sales pitch on it claiming to heal wounds faster. Naomi reasoned that the more band-aids on him the faster Ash would recover, despite how many times he told her otherwise.

Once they got settled in the Flatiron’s penthouse living room, Naomi immediately got the first-aid kit out. Haylee had left quickly to go and check on her sisters, while Faylen and Lilly hadn’t returned from dropping off her bike. That just left Ash, Cleo, who was on the other end of the couch responding to an endless stream of text messages, and Naomi, who was playing nurse to Ash. He currently had twenty-seven band-aids on his body.

Cleo let out a groan and set her phone on the coffee table. The vibration from the messages came endlessly.

“Well, you’re popular,” Ash said.

“Things have been a shit show, which is what I wanted to talk to you about,” Cleo said before she looked at him, her bright red eyes staring into his. “But first, how did you kill the kraken? We got there right as you killed it with that spell.”

Ash had replayed what had happened in his mind several times already. His mind felt foggy from the whole ordeal. He shrugged.

“No clue. I thought I was going to die. Then, there was a flash of light, and the kraken was dead.”
“Nothing else?” Cleo asked after giving him a hard stare.

“Before the flash, I felt my magic reservoir being drained dry. It left me completely exhausted.”

“So it wasn’t a new spell you developed?”

Ash shook his head.

“I’m going to start training you again, so I’ll be staying in the room you gave Silver. I’ve slacked on my responsibilities as your teacher while I’ve reestablished my presence on the Council,” Cleo said before she relaxed slightly. “I could also use a break from Councilman Roc and Councilwoman Zara.”

Ash recalled the troll and sphinx that had accompanied Cleo to the district.

“They seemed like interesting people. Are they friends of yours?”

“My teammates. Your district wasn’t the only one to have a rift open. We’re actually experiencing the largest wave of rifts since the initial one five years ago.

“This time the rifts seem to appear near areas that experience high concentrations of magic. As a result, both new arrivals and monsters from Vas have been appearing.

“The Council formed teams of its members to tackle any monsters that appear. So far most disasters have been avoided. Unfortunately— ”

The door swung open and Bo rushed through carrying a first-aid kit with Faylen on his heels.
“Bo, I told you he’s all right,” Faylen said to the orc as he rushed to Ash’s side.

“He fought a kraken, there’s no way he’s not injured! Naomi, what do you need?”

Naomi looked from Ash up at Bo, her eyes landing on the first-aid kit.

“Band-aids!”

Bo quickly opened the case and handed a box of them to Naomi. The count of band-aids on him quickly soared to thirty-two as Naomi went to work.

“Jacklyn and I were at The Twins when someone came in and said you were fighting a fucking kraken! The bar was in an uproar about it, Mander gave me his first-aid kit, and I rushed here to— ”

Cleo stood up from the sofa and walked over to the group while Bo was talking. She picked a rather large band-aid out of Naomi’s hands, opened it, and slapped it over the orc’s mouth.

“As I was saying, unfortunately, it’s not just De’Vas where the rifts are appearing. Several have opened up around military bases and have caught the attention of the human media.”

Ash frowned, as did Bo and Faylen. Naomi just looked at them all with a confused expression before putting band-aid number thirty-three on him.

“Hopefully that’s just a coincidence,” Faylen said.

“I hope so, too, but I doubt it,” Ash said as Bo gave a somber nod.

When magic first appeared in the world, there was a very real fear about an arms race starting between the human governments to harness this new force. The media spun endless pieces on it. Then, the world governments signed international laws to try and prevent the development of magic-based weapons.

“Tensions are high, and not just among De’Vas and the human governments, but the human governments with each other.”

Cleo looked a Faylen.

“Where’s Lilly?”

“She wanted me to drop her off at the portal and take the bike to her shop. Wouldn’t give me a straight answer when I asked her. She just said she needed to check something out,” Faylen answered with a shrug.

***

Lilly took in her surroundings after passing through the portal into District 18. Plant life was everywhere. It was overgrown and choking out the buildings that once belonged to whatever abandoned or dying town was turned into a refugee camp and then a district. An eerie silence hung in the air as she made her way through the desolate town, but she knew she was being watched.

She followed a road torn up by roots and vines that grew under and through it. She could feel the Nature Magic oozing out of every plant she came across. The grove must have grown since she left the district four years ago. Back then, there were other races of paranormals living here. Most had probably fled as the grove grew. The lucky ones at least.

She heard the sound of grunting ahead of her. She passed by what had been a soccer field four years ago. Now, the barren field was filled with humanoid-shaped trees with blooming flowers. The fate of the unlucky men in the District who had not fled, fused with a tree and turned into a dryad’s husband.

She came across the first member of the District 18 grove. A redheaded dryad with white flowers in her hair rutted against one of the trees, a dryad’s husband. Her nude body was drenched in sweat as she slammed her hips against its erect cock, one of the few areas that was still flesh. Seed oozed from where her sex met with it, and white foam was forming on her bush from the friction.

The redheaded dryad caught her gaze and snarled at her, but didn’t even slow in her self-satisfaction with her husband. Lilly ignored her and continued on her way, leaving the moans and grunts behind. Sometimes she wondered how the humans had gotten dryads so wrong, thinking them whimsical and sexual beings.

More of the grove came into view as she continued toward her destination; a tall building covered in vegetation. Sometimes the resident dryads watched her in the open, curious expressions on their faces, others crept back into the vegetation as she came into view. The silence was replaced now by the sound of vines slithering through the overgrowth.

Lilly had sworn to herself that she would never come back here. She hated this district and what it reminded her of, but it was the best option to figure out what was going on with Ash. She saw what happened with the kraken, she had still been manipulating the destroyed seaweed golems when Ash killed the beast. She saw the spell come from his elemental scar and had felt uneasy ever since.

As she neared the tower of greenery she started to see bones and skulls of various paranormals scattered about the ground or woven through growing vines. Looking up, she saw more of the dryads watching her from the surrounding buildings. One stood on an exposed balcony of the tall building she had been making her way toward. Lilly stared up at that dryad and took a deep breath.

“Get down here you old hag!” she yelled.

The dryads that had been watching her quickly scattered. Greenery from the building moved and formed a platform which the woman on the balcony stepped onto. Slowly, it lowered her several stories to the ground. Lilly glared at the dryad woman as the platform reached the ground, looking into green eyes and black hair with pink flowers that mirrored her own. The bitch was still taller than her, but barely. Lilly quickly stood on her tip-toes so that she was the taller one.

“Lilly, you’ve finally returned to the grove,” Agatha said with a warm smile.

Lilly let out a low growl.

“I’m only here for the journal. Give it to me so I can be on my way.”

Agatha crossed her arms and glared at her.

“And why would I give up the only item of my husband’s that came with me to this world? It’s all that I have to remember him by.”

The memory of a smiling elven man teaching her how to mix potions popped into her mind and Lilly gritted her teeth.

“I want my father’s journal, Mother.”

Agatha let out a sigh.

“Very well. I will give it to you.”

Lilly gave a victorious smile, she knew standing on her tip-toes would make her more intimidating.

“In exchange for you having tea with your mother and telling her what you have been up to.”

Agatha gestured to the platform made of plants. Lilly wanted nothing more than to tell her mother off, but she was doing this for Ash. Reluctantly, she stepped on the platform and it started to rise.

She got a full view of District 18 as they ascended into the air. Vegetation had consumed everything and was even started to grow on the concrete walls that surrounded the district. She doubted there were any paranormals left here that weren’t dryads.

The platform stopped at the balcony her mother had been standing on and it led into a large room. Candlelight greeted her as she entered the building. She shouldn’t be surprised that her mother, and probably the other dryads, shunned electricity and other human things. What the candlelight did illuminate was a room filled with plant life, like her shop. Unlike her shop, however, the plants were growing out of mounds of dirt that had been placed on the floor of the room. Her mother’s magic compensated for the lack of sunlight.

Agatha led Lilly to a small table with two living trees, twisted into the shape of a chair. She flared her Nature Magic at one of the trees and it shifted to allow room for her.

A vine slithered from among the greenery and placed a tea kettle into her mother’s outstretched hands, two more vines followed placing cups onto the table in front of them. Her mother set the kettle on the table over a bright red glowing rune.

“The day the Council arrived and built that portal was the day you left. It’s been four years, Lilly. Four years without a word whether or not my daughter was alive or dead. Then, today, you show up and demand the journal,” Agatha said while looking at her. “Why?”

Lilly took a deep steady breath. She wanted to tell her mother the reason she left was because of her. That she couldn’t stand the bitch after what she did to her father. That she hated her. None of that would help Ash. She needed to be tactful and patient, at least until her mother handed over the journal or she found and stole it. Then she could tell her mother off while she raced to the portal.

“Something is happening to a friend of mine. Something I don’t understand. The journal might have the answers I need.”

There was no might. The journal had the answer. If it didn’t, then no one in all of Earth or Vas knew what was happening to Ash. Her father had spent years studying elementals for his grand work.

“A boy?”

Lilly spewed her tea all over the table. She then stared at her mother for a moment.

“Yes. He’s a boy.”

A vine brought a rag to the table and wiped up the tea Lilly had spewed. Her mother took a sip of her tea.

“Then fuse him with a tree and take him as a husband. You will have control over what’s going on within his body then. We can even select a spot for his tree in District 18 and you can return home.”

Lilly gritted her teeth and glared at her mother.

“I will never make a dryad husband.”

Agatha set down her tea cup and gave Lilly a tired look.

“Daughter, learn from my mistakes. Yes, there is a novelty to being with an unfused man, but they are fickle creatures. I fought against our people’s ways for years with your father. Then, one day, he decided to try and leave the forest that had been our home for over twenty years. To leave me.”

“He wanted to publish his research. He would have returned to us after that,” Lilly said, though she knew her mother wouldn’t understand. Nothing existed to her mother, outside of her forest, when she lived on Vas.

Even now, she wondered if her mother ever thought about what was happening outside the walls of her District. About the Council, about the humans, about anything except what was within her control. Had she even thought about her daughter before Lilly returned to the District?

“What made you happier, Mother? The man who would search for rare flowers to bring you and created songs to entertain you with his harp? That made you and I laugh with his antics?” Lilly felt her anger grow in her voice. “Or the tree you forced to grow in his body that turned him into a husk.”

Her mother frowned and gripped the edge of the table with her hand. Lilly met her mother’s gaze with a frown as she heard vines moving about the room. She moved her hand into her pocket, clutching several seeds she had infused with her magic. They stared at each other, the air was thick with tension. One wrong move and a fight would erupt.

Her mother broke her gaze and looked away as a vine brought a large leather-bound book and placed it on the table.

“That stack of dead trees and charcoal robbed me of the man I loved. Just get it out of my sight.”

Lilly smiled victoriously as she picked up her father’s journal. Lilly: one, Agatha: zero. Quickly, she rushed toward the lift made of plants. Turning, she stuck her tongue out at her mother, then channeled her magic into the vines. Nothing happened. She wasn’t powerful enough to push her mother’s magic out of the plants.

She looked at Agatha and frowned.

“A little help here!”

Agatha was still frowning, but with a wave of her hand, the lift started to lower to the ground. Lilly rode triumphantly on it.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

ELLA FOLLOWED SELENA as they entered the scrapyard. It was just the two of them, per Lady Selena’s request, instead of a group of guards. Only a day had passed since Selena’s gruesome display with the corpses of the dwarves, minotaurs, and traitors.

Ella looked at Selena’s face as they walked. She was pale, with heavy bags under her eyes and a haggard look. The high fashion and complicated dresses that were her usual fashion had been replaced with a wrinkled t-shirt and jeans. The killing had deeply affected her friend and Ella hated that for her.

Tuuker greeted them outside the metal building of the scrapyard. No longer was the kobold wearing rags. Instead, he wore a small naval blue suit that fit him well, though there were some embellishments on some of its features that made Ella believe it was originally meant as a type of formal ware for human children.

“Lady Selena, it is always a pleasure to see our District boss,” Tuuker said with a deep bow. “Please follow me. I have set aside the best workers I have for your request.”

Cael and Emory would have been laughingstocks among other dwarfs if the truth about the scrapyard had gotten out while they were alive. Neither dwarf worked the forge, instead making their debt-enslaved kobolds do the work and claim it as their own. It was even the kobolds who would carve magic runes on items.

Tuuker led them into the metal building, which now had furniture made from wood and fabric instead of the scape metal the dwarfs had used. He gestured to the more luxurious seat for Selena and took a simpler one for himself. He looked to Ella and gestured to another seat, but Ella politely refused, she was Selena’s guard, she would stand.

Another kobold came out and brought a tray of food and drinks for them. As Selena ate, Tuuker told her of the changes he was starting to implement with the scrapyard. Much of it was assuring her that business wouldn’t decline and that the dwarves did little with the business side of the scrapyard. However, Tuuker, did state he was preparing the kobolds to be an armed force for the district should they need to protect it or Lady Selena. Ella liked the spirit with which Tuuker made his promise, but she wondered how effective the diminutive lizardmen would be in combat.

Once Lady Selena had finished with her plate of finger food, a small table was carried out by four kobolds and placed in front of her. After setting the table down, they moved to the side of the room, and Tuuker gave a nod in their direction.

“These are the crafters I have selected for you, Lady Selena. The very best we have.”

Selena looked at the four kobolds and gave a nod before pulling out the gun from the holster on her hip and placing the human weapon on the table. Ella glared at the weapon. Because she wasn’t strong enough, Selena had to use it to protect herself.

“I want replacement ammo created and the gun infused with magic and runes. I intend for it to be a weapon I can use against powerful foes,” Selena said before reaching into her pocket and pulling out a small velvet bag. “Use this as the reagent.”

Tuuker gestured to the crafters and one came over, bowed to Selena, and took the gun and small black bag. Ella felt her gut roll at the sight of the bag. What had Selena found that could be used as a reagent?

“It shall be done, Lady Selena. I will contact you once the work is completed. It should go without saying that any project of yours is our top priority. You will not have to wait long,” Tuuker said.

The walk back to the estate from the scrapyard was fairly short, with Selena setting a quick pace. Not for fear of her safety, but to escape the whispers of the district’s residents. They couldn’t really hear what was being said, neither Ella nor Selena had the heightened senses of some races, like beastkin. They didn’t need to, though. They both knew it was about the Black Unicorn, as Selena had been named by the residents of her district.

Ella had even gotten into a fight at the sports bar when a patron referred to Selena by the nickname, stating that she would be no different than her father. None of them knew Selena. They had no right to speak about her that way.

Maids greeted them as they entered the estate and offered everything from preparing meals to running a bath for Selena. All of which she refused. Instead, she went to her father’s liquor cabinet, grabbed a bottle without looking at it, and started to climb the stairs. She paused partway up them, turning to look at Ella.

“Ella, I am going to retire for the evening. Take the rest of the night off and enjoy yourself,” Selena said to her before she turned and continued up the stairs, unscrewing the cap of the bottle as she went.

Ella didn’t want to retire for the evening. She wanted to smash every damn bottle in that cabinet and the one in Selena’s hand.

She would, too, if she didn’t leave the estate quickly. She told the maids to contact her if anything happened and then made for the door, casting a sneer at the liquor cabinet as she passed. She made a promise to herself that she would come back by and check on Selena, but right now she needed to burn off some anger.

Ella made her way to the part of the district that held the warehouses, walking among the identical buildings and shipping containers until she found who she was searching for. She found her by one of the metal buildings with the rolling doors open, helping her crew unloading push carts loaded with crates.

“I’d ask if the Princess requires my services, but from that glare, I’m guessing this is more personal,” Haven said with a glance at Ella as she stacked a crate into the warehouse.

A few of Haven’s workers paused in hauling the crates, looking between their boss and Ella. None of them were from the Household guard, but Ella doubted that would stop her even if they were. She was pissed and wanted a fight.

“Go home,” Haven said looking back to her crew.

“I’m not leaving,” Ella said firmly with a crack of her knuckles.

Haven gave her a big grin that showed off the gnoll woman’s sharp teeth.

“Oh, I know. I was telling them to go home. I’ll make you finish stacking the crates after I beat some sense into you if you can still move after.”

The crew stopped what they were doing and started moving from the metal building to the nearby road. A few cast Ella concerned glances, though none did that for Haven, which made her blood boil. She remembered how the gnoll woman had humiliated her.

“So, before we begin, and I use you as a chair again, why now?” Haven asked as she clapped her hands together to rid the dust from them.

“Because I’m fucking pissed and want someone to knock around. At least with you, a few punches to the face might improve your looks.”

“Oh, did the Princess not let you ride her horn this morning?” Haven joked before letting out one of her hyena-like laughs.

The laughter grated on Ella’s nerves, she let out a snarl as she charged the woman. Shifting her body as she launched a high kick at Haven’s head. The gnoll woman leaned back and Ella’s shoe only brushed against the fur on her cheek.

Haven’s footing shifted into a boxer’s stance. Ella saw the move coming, her passion for MMA and boxing paying off. Ella shifted her body, holding both her arms up in a blocking stance. Haven’s hook struck her forearms instead of her lower ribs as was intended. She staggered back from the blow, but Haven didn’t follow up. Instead, she laughed. The fucking bitch!

“Oh! Quick and nimble, I bet your Princess likes that about you. Are your fingers the same?”

“Shut the hell up!” Ella yelled as she shifted her pose to a boxer stance to match Haven’s. “We’re not like that!”

She launched a basic combo at the gnoll. Haven blocked one jab, took the hit from the other, and then slipped under her cross. Ella didn’t see the uppercut coming until the fist slammed into her jaw. She felt a few of her teeth shatter from the blow and saw Haven’s damn grin as she fell backward to the ground.

“There’s a potion that will fix those up, it will make your mouth itchy as hell, though,” Haven said as Ella spit out fragments of her teeth. “Better get it before you go back to the Princess. Don’t want her to nick her tongue or other bits on a jagged edge while you’re ‘guarding’ her.”

Ella’s temper flared, she let out a savage yell as she pushed herself off the ground and charged at Haven. That was a stupid move, the gnoll woman was waiting for her with a grin, but Ella was pissed. Haven’s elbow slammed into the top of her head as Ella went to tackle her and her vision went black.

Ella’s head and mouth throbbed as she took stock of her surroundings. She was lying on top of a crate with a blanket over her. The sun was considerably lower in the sky than it had been, telling her she had been unconscious for a while.

“Good. You’re awake,” Haven said from a nearby chair. She was wearing a jacket now, a book in one hand and a steaming cup of tea in the other. “You’re easily provoked, you know that?”

Ella went to grit her teeth and winced at the pain.

“We’re done fighting. There’s two potions to your right, elf,” Haven said not looking up from her book.

Ella turned her head to the right and saw two potions sitting beside her on the crate. The labels stated one was a healing potion and the other would mend her broken teeth. She sat up, ignoring her swimming head, and took the tops off both vials, tossing them back.

“Why give them to me?” she asked Haven.

“Because you’re not mad at me, you’re mad at yourself. That little fight was a cry for help.”

Ella huffed.

“What bullshit are you talking about.”

Haven finally looked up from her book at her. The look of humor from before now replaced by tiredness.

“My race ages very gracefully. I’m old. Old enough to have raised several pups and watched them raise their own or die in battle. I’ve seen fear reflected as anger a thousand times,” Haven closed her book and set it down. “So, what are you afraid of?”

“I couldn’t protect Lady Selena. I wasn’t strong enough. Because of that she turned to a gun to keep herself safe and destroyed her innocence.”

Ella froze as the words spilled out of her mouth.

“You shouldn’t be so trusting of potions given to you by someone you just fought. I swapped the labels. The potion for your teeth was really a truth-sayer potion.”

“You bitch!” Ella snarled, she felt tears rolling down her cheek.

“That I am,” Haven laughed. “But we’re talking about you. What did you do back on Vas? Were you a soldier?”

Ella glared at the gnoll woman, but the potion made her speak.

“My family were farmers. I never touched a sword until after rifting, and I started working for King Destry.”

“You fight pretty well for a farmer’s daughter. Destry made sure you were trained right.”

Ella gave a nod.

“Lady Selena and I became quick friends, being close in age. King Destry noticed that and had Dalton, the Captain of his Household Guard, train me.”

“Dalton’s dead now. Turned into a pin cushion by arrows and sliced up with Wind Magic during the invasion of District 114. Which means you have no one training you now.” Haven stood up from the chair and tossed a small vial at her. “That one will heal your teeth. The first warehouse has a gym and sparring room used by those who work for me. Be there tomorrow at sun up, and I will train you.”

After that Haven turned and walked away. Ella sat on the crate for a moment, questioning if she should trust the potion or if it was another trick. After a moment, she popped the cork and swallowed the contents. Her mouth itched and careful exploration with her tongue found her broken teeth reforming in her mouth.

Her body ached as she slid off the crate and started making her way back to the Estate. It was probably late enough that she could call it a night and head home, but she wanted to check on Selena. She had an idea of the state she would find her friend in.

The maids seemed relieved when she arrived at the estate, telling her that Selena was out in the garden. She found Selena sitting in a chair by her father’s grave, an empty bottle on the ground beside her. Selena turned and looked at her with glassy eyes as she approached, Ella could tell she was drunk.

“Lady Selena, the sun is starting to set. Let’s get you inside before you catch a cold.”

Selena didn’t move from her chair. She turned back and looked at her father’s unmarked grave.

“Do you think he will forgive me?”

Ella frowned.

“You could do no wrong in your father’s eyes, Lady Selena. He loved you dearly.”

“I hope you’re right, Ella. I needed a reagent, I hope he will forgive me,” Selena said with a sob.

Ella turned and looked at the grave closer at Selena’s words. She could see fresh dirt on the grave as if someone had disturbed it.

***

Deliah relaxed in the shade of the trees in the courtyard. Her eyes looked past the walls that separated their clan’s home from the others in this cage they call a district, only to land upon the larger gray walls that separated them from the human lands. How she wished her father would tear down those walls and free them from this cage. He could if he wanted to. The Council had even offered her father a place among them, but he had refused. This strange world was only temporary, there had to be a way back to Vas.

“Deliah, are you just going to stare at the sky?” Iva asked.

She turned her head and looked at her younger sister, whose black eyes stared back at her. Iva was standing beside the twin brothers, Gavin and Gael, in front of Luthor’s grave. He would have been their youngest brother.

“Father has stated that I’m to remain here and distract our brother, Belath. I will be having dinner with him and his wife,” Deliah said. “Avenging Luthor rests in the hands of you three.”

Gaven and Gael struck their chests with their fists. She could only tell the twins apart from each other based on how they styled their brown hair. Gael parted his on the left, while Gaven parted his on the right.

“Have no fear sister. Destry killed our brother, so we will end his bloodline!” Gael promised.

“Luthor was a kind boy. He didn’t deserve to be killed and butchered. I wish The Storm hadn’t killed the elf who used Luthor’s bones to make that collar. I would have liked to kill the bastard myself!” Gaven said as he used his Earth Magic to summon a stone spike in front of him.

“Don’t mess up the courtyard or Father will be mad,” Deliah chastised her sibling.

She understood their anger. They had only learned of Luthor’s death after those responsible were killed. A kelpie named Destry and his co-conspirators had lured many with false promises of a way back to Vas, only to murder them and harvest their bodies for magic reagents. Luthor had been one of their victims. His bones were used to make a magic collar by the elf, Fargo.

Gaven grimaced and quickly used his magic to restore the courtyard. No one wished to anger Father.

“We will do our part, sister. Just keep Belath from trying to stop us,” Iva said. “You know he will throw a fit once he learns our plan.”

That he would. Their eldest brother’s temper was almost as hot as his Fire Magic. Deliah had always looked up to him until they came to this world, and he abandoned their ways.

He had been the one to retrieve Luthor’s remains from The Nightmare Queen and the one to clash with their father over ending Destry’s bloodline by killing his daughter. Their father had relented to Belaths demands to spare the unicorn but swore if the girl followed her father’s path, she would die and their father sent Iva to watch over the girl.

“The Council is occupied at the moment, according to the rumors we’ve heard. Still, be careful. Should The Nightmare Queen or her vassal, The Storm, appear to defend Destry’s daughter then you should flee,” Deliah warned.

Her eyes rested on Luthor’s grave. A stone statue bearing his likeness stood before it created by their father from his memory of Luthor.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

“ALL RIGHT,” SILVER said as she finished stretching. “Show me this new defensive spell you’ve been working on.”

They were in the old warehouse Ash trained in when they were worried about Destry’s spies in the district. Silver had suggested it as an alternative to the old cargo ship since the gangs were still hacking up the kraken.

Ash channeled his magic into his first two fingers and thumb. He closed his eyes as he snapped them and his magic created a bright flash of light, opening his eyes back up he saw Silver blinking at him.

“What the hell was that?” Silver scowled.

“My defense spell. I call it Flash,” Ash said sheepishly.

Silver crossed her arms and stared at him, her bunny ears twitching. She was pretty disappointed if her illusionary ears were showing her irritation.

“Ash, your phone’s camera has a flash feature. Why would you make a spell that does it?” Silver bitched as she rubbed her brow. “Here I thought you were actually working on something these past few weeks.”

Ash met her scowl with one of his own and crossed his arms over his chest.

“Hey! Faylen thought it was a good spell.”

Silver arched an eyebrow at him.

“Did she say it was a good spell, or did she say not to depend on it too much, and then tried to get into your pants?”

Ash stared at Silver as he recalled what Faylen had said. The smirk that formed on the rabbitkin face told him she already knew the answer.

“Thought so,” Silver said. “You do need a defensive spell though.”

Ash sighed.

“I initially thought about a Tesla coil for inspiration, but the few times I tried that made it clear I would fry anyone close to me. Even my friends,” Ash said with a grimace.

Silver thought for a moment as she paced around the warehouse.

“I fought against a naga chieftess that had a rather powerful defensive Lightning Magic. She had three balls of lightning that would float around her body, which she had full control over. I’m not sure how she controlled them, but I do know the air felt heavy with static when I got close to her.”

“What happened to the naga chieftess?” Ash asked.

Silver thought for a moment.

“The spell burned through her magic reserves quickly and when they went dry, I tore her head off.” Silver took one look at his face and sighed. “Your elemental scar will give you a much deeper magic reserve than what she had.”

“Okay, so how did she do it?” Ash asked.

Silver shrugged.

“I don’t know, my affinity isn’t Lightning.”

Ash cocked his head to the side.

“Then how are you planning on helping me?”

Silver gave him a grin that made his blood chill. Wisps of black fog encased her hands.

“By kicking your ass until you figure out how to defend yourself.”

Silver shifted into her fog avatar and rushed at him.

“Shit!”

The third time he had been thrown across the warehouse, he had a thought of how the naga had done her spell, or maybe he just had a concussion. Silver had given him the idea when she said the air was heavy with static electricity when she was near the naga.

She must have spread her magic out thinly around herself and surged more magic through it, creating the three floating lightning balls and pulling them through the static field to intercept an attack. The concept made sense from what he knew of magic, except he was clueless about how to create a field of static around himself. Still, it was an idea.

Ash held his arms out in front of himself with his palms facing each other. The fog lingered for a moment instead of rushing him as it had been. Silver was going to let him try his idea. He channeled his magic from both hands in an attempt to make a field of static electricity between them. Then he pushed a surge of magic into the field of static. A ball of lightning formed hovering in front of him, the more magic he pushed into it, the larger the ball of lightning grew. The fog rushed forward and collided with the ball of lightning. The collision of magic blew Ash backward.

“Not bad. The spell held up better than I thought,” Silver said as she shifted from her avatar form back to her rabbitkin disguise. “We will need to fine-tune…oh my gods!”

Silver started laughing and pulled out her phone as Ash sat up from the spot on the ground he had been thrown to. He scowled at her.

“What’s so funny?”

Silver just kept laughing as the flash of her phone’s camera went off. Ash’s hands shot up to his hair, he had created a field of static electricity. A groan escaped him as he felt his hair standing straight into the air and frizzed out. The feeling of static ran through his fingers as he tried and failed to get it to lay back down.

“You’re sending that to everyone aren’t you?”

“Yep,” Silver answered.

Spell practice with Silver lasted another hour and Ash felt like they had made decent progress. He still couldn’t perform the spell like the naga chieftess, Silver told him about, but he was able to improve the ball of lightning he could form. The string of photos that Silver sent to the group chat was proof that his spell was holding up better each time Silver clashed with it.

Unfortunately, he was so statically charged from the practice that dust was clinging to him from the warehouse. He used one of the water bottles to try and wet down his hair before they left.

He was glad he had attempted to make himself a little more presentable, as Haylee was waiting for them outside the warehouse. The otterkin was wearing a red sundress and her brown hair was tied back by a red ribbon. Her dark brown eyes glanced between him and Silver, her face flushed, and she tightly clutched the covered basket she was carrying. He saw her nose twitch, showing she was scenting something.

“Stop with the nose wiggle, nothing happened,” Silver said with an eye roll. “I was just training him.”

Haylee turned a crimson shade of red and quickly looked to the ground.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to disturb your training. Naomi said I could find you here,” Haylee said as she thrust the basket toward Ash. “I wanted to give these to you as thanks for saving me and my sisters.”

The basket had the wonderful smell of baked goods wafting from within it. Taking it from her, he looked under the cloth on top. Golden brown disks of breaded goodness greeted him.

“It’s crab cakes.” Haylee’s eyes finally met his. “I hope you like them.”

“They smell great! Thank you, Haylee. Did you and your sisters make them?” he asked as he covered the crab cakes back up.

“I did,” Haylee quickly stated.

Silver let out a chuckle and Haylee’s face reddened again. She turned away from Silver and looked at Ash for a long moment while biting her bottom lip. She looked as if she were debating on saying something.

“I…I should get back to them. Baylee and Caylee have a habit of getting into trouble if I’m not around.” Haylee gave a small wave before darting off.

Once she was out of view, Silver’s hand reached into the basket, snagged a crab cake, and took a bite out of it.

“Hey, she gave those to me,” Ash said with a glare. “At least ask before you grab one.”

“Oh, I think she wanted to give you a lot more. I bet you the rest of this crab cake she’s not wearing panties under that dress,” Silver teased.

“You can’t make a bet with something you stole from me.”

“Oh? Do you want it back?” Silver held the half-eaten crab cake out toward him.

Ash ignored her outreached hand.

“She could just be trying to do something nice,” Ash said.

“No, she wants to fuck you.” Silver laughed. “Just be careful. If Faylen and Haylee both go into heat together, you might just die.”

Ash sighed and shook his head. Once again he chose to ignore Silver as they made their way back to the Flatiron.

“I’ll see you later,” Silver said. “I’m going to hang with Mei for a bit.”

Ash gave her a look.

“She doesn’t know, right? That you’re really…”

Silver shook her head.

“No, and I don’t plan on telling her.”
He was about to say something about that, but Silver gave him a glare telling him that if he pursued the subject, she would make his life a living hell. Keeping his mouth shut he gave her a wave and made his way to the penthouse of the Flatiron to take a much-needed shower.

After Ash got out of the shower, he found Naomi waiting for him in the living room. She smiled at him and shyly gestured to the kitchen table. Sitting there were two plates of scrambled eggs with toast accompanied by glasses of orange juice.

“I figured you would be hungry after practicing magic with Silver.”

Ash smiled at the plate as he looked it over. Everything was right. The toast wasn’t even burnt his time.

“It looks great Naomi.” Ash leaned forward and gave her a kiss.

He was very impressed by this, even if it was a simple meal. He knew Naomi put a lot of effort and dedication into it. She only had a few weeks of even having the concept of what a stove was, let alone how to cook on one. Knowing her, she probably spent days practicing and preparing just to make this meal for him.

Naomi blushed at the kiss and took a seat beside him at the table. As he sat down, he felt her tail wrap around his leg in her usual affectionate way. Her hand reached out and held his. She looked at him with a nervous smile.

“Our date at the Community Day was wonderful.” She took a deep breath as if her next words made her nervous. “I would like to go on our third date soon.”

Ash froze as he looked at Naomi. Her eyes darted away from his before returning and a smile appeared on her face. He felt her hand squeeze his as her chest rose and fell with her quickening breaths. He knew what the third date meant for Naomi.

“Are you sure you’re ready, Naomi?” he asked as he squeezed her hand in return.

“Yes,” she said with a nod of her head.

At the sound of the front door being slammed shut and footsteps coming toward them, Ash and Naomi glanced up. Ash was shocked to see Lilly rushing into the kitchen.

“Hey…how’s...it…going,” Lilly said as she caught her breath. She must have been running for some reason and that was very out of character for Lilly. She never did cardio. Ash immediately became concerned.

He was about to ask what was going on when he heard the door open again. Lilly quickly darted into the master bedroom, closing the door behind her as Luna walked into the kitchen, looking pissed.

“Where is that overgrown turnip?” she asked with a growl.

“You have something on your tail,” Ash replied.

Luna looked behind her and let out a yelp of surprise. Her tail lashed about, as she tried to fling off whatever was on her fur. Ash stood up, grabbed Luna’s tail, and was shocked to discover a crab clamping onto her fur with its pinchers.

“Would you hold still for a minute? You act like this crab is trying to murder you.”

After a few seconds, during which Luna bounced around like an overactive toddler, Ash freed the crab from her tail.

“Naomi, do you have a hairbrush here? I’m going to have to brush my tail now!” Luna shivered as she looked at the crab, which Ash set on the table and turned an empty bowl over the crab to keep it from escaping.

“Lilly filled my room with those damn sea spiders!”

Ash sighed. He hoped he wouldn’t have to step in and stop this prank war, but he should have known better. Before he could say anything, Luna’s ears twitched and, she snarled toward the master bedroom.

“I can hear you snickering, you overripe radish!” Luna yelled as she rushed for the master bedroom door. Before she made it to her destination, the bedroom door opened and Lilly threw a potato at Luna. The spud rapidly grew vines and wrapped around the wolfkin and tied her up.

“I swear I’ll make a dryad salad out of you, Lilly! Get back here!” Luna yelled as she fought against the vines growing from the potato. Lilly just laughed as she raced for the front door.

“Lilly, why was there a potato in my bedroom?” Ash glared at the dryad.

Lilly stopped and looked back at him as she opened the door.

“I don’t have time to keep up with your weird fetishes!” she said before she rushed out, denying that she had been the one to put it there.

“Why did I agree to give her a room in the Flatiron again?” Ash said to himself before turning back to Naomi. He wanted to apologize to her. They had been having a moment before Lilly and Luna’s prank war interrupted it.

He turned around in time to catch Naomi holding the crab and about to take a bite out of it. He gently took the little crustacean from her and put it back under the bowl.

“How about we let that little guy go back to the sea,” he said giving her a gentle smile.

Naomi pouted at him.

“But they’re crunchy,” she said softly.

Ash looked at Luna, tied up on the floor.

“If I let you go are you going to chase after Lilly?”

“I’m going to hunt her ass across all of De’Vas if I have to!” Luna growled

Ash gave her a nod before he picked up his fork and took a bite of the scrambled eggs Naomi had made him.

“They’re delicious, Naomi,” he said.

Naomi gave him a beautiful smile, and they enjoyed the meal she had prepared. Ash could almost ignore Luna’s growling.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

SELENA SAT IN the office of the scrapyard and sipped the coffee that one of the kobolds brought her. Ella said the bitter drink would help with her pounding headache. She had gone through another bottle of alcohol last night. Her mind was a whirlwind with everything. Her thoughts of revenge, the death of the dwarves and their thugs at her hands, and the fact she had desecrated her father’s grave for power. She took another sip of her coffee and watched as the kobold carried in a tray with a cloth draped over it, with Tuuker on his heels.

The kobold set down the tray and removed the cloth. The polished gun with the magazine next to it, rested on the try. The slide had been reforged, she noticed. The original engravings were gone, replaced by magic runes and a new engraving. A unicorn with a golden horn.

“We melted down the slide and added the ground-up kelpie bone you provided as a reagent. Much to our surprise, it seems both Water and Death Magic have been embedded into the weapon,” Tuuker said.

A sliver of guilt left Selena. Perhaps her father’s ghost approved of her using his bones to make the instrument of his revenge. She carefully placed the gun back onto the tray and picked up the magazine next. She ejected a bullet from it and examined it in her hand.

“We cannot replicate the gunpowder the humans use but we found that fireweed works as a substitute. A few kobolds had the seeds for the plant on them when they rifted. I had them prepare several gardens to grow the plant so that we might keep you well supplied, Lady Selena,” Tuuker stated.

Selena picked the gun back up and slipped the magazine into it. She loaded a round and slipped her weapon into the holster at her side. She would test the magic the runes bestowed on the gun properly back at the speakeasy.

“Good work, Tuuker,” Selena said as she stood and made her way to the door. The kobold bowed to her as she left the office.

Ella followed close behind her as they made their way through the District back to the estate. Selena frowned as they traveled, seeing the way people looked at her and whispered. Would they have rather her give the District to that filthy dwarf? Took his ill-bred and tempered son as her husband? The whispers even seeped into her guards, to the point she only trusted Ella. They called her The Black Unicorn. Why shouldn’t she embrace it?

Caw, caw, caw.

A raven cried from its perch on a traffic light pole. The object was now a relic from the days when cars drove on these roads.

She gave the bird a small glance before walking under the traffic light. She had made it a dozen steps when she heard Ella yell “Fuck!”

Turning, she saw a ball of darkness coming toward them. Ella intercepted that attack, slashing the spell with her sword. The spell dissipated into the air. Ella stood in front of Selena, sword drawn and her attention focused on where the raven had been perched.

The raven was gone. In its stead sat a woman with pitch-black eyes. Her feet hung below her swinging back and forth. The woman wasn’t looking at Ella. All her attention was on Selena. A sinister smile spread across the woman’s face.

“Well, daughter of Destry. It’s time for you to pay for your father’s sins. The death of my brother, Luthor, will be aveng—”

Selena drew her gun from the holster, aimed, and pulled the trigger. In the instant before the bullet fired, the runes on the slide absorbed her Light Magic and converted it to Death Magic. The woman’s head exploded from the bullet laced with Death Magic and her body toppled from the traffic light onto the asphalt below. The thud it made turned Selena’s stomach.

“Iva!” a voice shouted.

Turning toward the voice they saw two men emerging from the alley. One rushed to the headless corpse, while the other made gestures with his hands to cast a spell. Selena was preparing to take aim at the man when the asphalt cracked and turned into a row of jagged spikes that shot toward her. Ella grabbed a hold of her and pushed her out of the way, both falling to the ground and rolling as the spikes passed where they had been. Selena had managed to keep a hold of her gun during the tumble. Once she regained her footing she saw the headless woman standing beside the two men. A dark mist seeped from the jagged remains of her head. Slowly bone and muscle regrew from the mist as sinews helped stitch it together. When her eyes appeared the woman stared at Selena until the flesh finished covering her skull and her black hair regrew.

“Be careful! That strange weapon is magical,” the woman said to the two men once her head had fully regenerated.

Selena took aim and fired off another shot at the woman the men called Iva. The bullet was blocked by a wall of earth that was summoned up by the man who had created the asphalt spikes. Her bullet left a large crater in the wall, but it held.

She saw Iva step out from behind the wall and Selena raised her gun, aiming at the woman. Selena pulled the trigger, only for Ella to grab a hold of her arm and pull her back. The shot went wide as she stumbled backward, just as two earthen spikes collided where she had been just standing.

“We can’t fight,” Ella yelled, looking back at their attackers. “They’re djinn, and they outnumber us!”

Ella suddenly shoved Selelna away from her just as a ball of darkness meant for her collided with Ella’s chest. The Death Magic corroded holes into her armor as the force staggered her back a few steps.

“Ella!” Selena cried out. She started firing her gun toward their attackers, forcing them to take cover behind the earthen wall. They had time to reinforce it while she shook off the shock of the attack.

Ella regained her composure and Selena saw her casting off her armor before the Death Magic could eat through her clothing and skin.

“We need to move now!” Ella said.

Selena kept firing as they moved and cursed when she spent her last round. The end of her barrage was noticed, and the three djinn stepped out from behind their earthen barricade. She could tell they were pulling on their magics to attack them again, only for something strange to arrive. Three metal contraptions raced down the street, two kobolds on each. One kobold was armed with a weapon, and another seemed to be controlling the strange machines.

As the machines got closer, a kobold wielding a crossbow on one took aim at Iva and released a bolt, hitting her in the back. The machine didn’t lose speed and drove over her while heading for Ella and Selena. The other two focused on attacking the men, one’s kobold rider driving a spear into his target’s back and the other’s rider slashing a leg with a short sword. The contraption that had driven over Iva skidded to a spot before them, showing Tuuker as the crossbowman.

“Lady Selena, climb in!” Tuuker said as he loaded the crossbow.

“Where the hell did you get go-karts!” Ella exclaimed as they both took a seat.

The kobold driving the go-kart pushed down on something with his foot, and they shot down the street.

“We found a few in the scrapyard and fixed them up to help haul metal,” Tuuker said as he fired his crossbow.

Iva had sprouted raven-like wings made of Death Magic and was following behind them. She twirled in the air and avoided the crossbow bolt. Her hand took a dark shine, and she launched a ball of Death Magic at them. Selena desperately wished she had a shield. She felt her magic being pulled into her gun and pointed it at Iva as one of the runes glowed blue. A shield of water formed before her.

The ball of Death Magic slammed into her shield, and she felt her magic being drained into the gun to fuel the spell. Thankfully it had held, but Selena doubted she could stop another attack as strong as that one had been.

They continued to race through the streets, the driver doing his best to avoid the spells being hurled by Iva as she flew behind them. Tuuker kept her occupied with his crossbow. Selena recognized the streets and realized they were heading for the portal.

“Gavin, Gael! Now!” Iva yelled.

The street shattered as another wall of earth broke through in front of them, cutting off their path of escape. The go-kart skidded to a stop to avoid crashing into the wall.

“Go!” Tuuker yelled as he fired another bolt.

Ella grabbed her and pulled her off the go-kart. They raced toward the closest alleyway, the sound of fighting behind them as Tuuker and the kobold driver tried to stall the djinn.

Selena’s heart raced as she ran, she dared not look back. They turned a corner only to run into a crowd of armed people.

“What’s going on?” a gruff voice asked.

Selena turned and saw Haven, wearing armor. The gnoll woman was carrying a massive club in her hand and was surrounded by her crew.

“Djinn are trying to kill Lady Selena!” Ella stated with panted breaths. “The kobolds are trying to hold them off.”

A snarl formed on Haven’s face.

“Get her to the portal,” Haven said as she whacked her club into the palm of her hand. “We’ll back up the kobolds.”

Haven and her crew rushed in the direction they had just come from. Ella took hold of Selena’s hand and pulled her forward, continuing on their way to the portal, the sound of battle echoing in the distance.

As the portal came into view, something caught Ella’s attention. Ella shifted behind Selena and urged her to rush forward. A ball of Death Magic flew past them, hitting the corner of a building. Bricks flew in all directions as they dodged the debris, she could feel Ella jolt behind her from the blows and grunts of pain. Splatters of something warm and wet.

Ella still had her arms around her, but she was no longer pushing her to go faster. Instead, she seemed to be holding on to her as if she needed support to stay upright. Selena grabbed a hold of Ella’s arms and held them tightly, fearful of her friend falling. Ella released her when they arrived at the portal and staggered toward the keypad. Selena was shocked by what she saw.

Ella’s eyes were hollow and blood dripped from her mouth. The rest of her armor was gone, and her undershirt was little more than blood-soaked rags. Her hand trembled as she punched in a number on the keypad of the portal. Behind them, the djinn were closing in, she could see them preparing spells to attack with. Ella shielded her once more as the portal activated. Right before they went through, Selena felt the blast from one last spell, the force propelling them forward through the portal.

Selena landed on her back. She could feel Ella at her side. The warm mid-day sun beat down on them from above. This district must be several hours ahead of her home district, Selena thought as she adjusted to the sudden change of her surroundings.

She sat up slowly, she felt a warm wetness below her hand as she pushed herself up. Once upright, she examined her hand and was shocked to see it covered in blood. She looked down to try and find the source of the blood when a cry escaped her as she recalled. The djinn attack!

“Ella!” Selena screamed as she crawled across the blood-soaked ground to her.

Ella lay on the ground beside her in a pool of blood as her eyes stared up at the sky. Selena wanted to shake her shoulders, but Ella was so badly injured that what skin was showing through her shredded clothing looked like it had gone through a meat grinder. Selena tried to pull on her avatar magic. The healing aura of her avatar form might just save Ella, but again the magic slipped through her grasp. Frustration and anger filled her.

She heard shouting as she reached Ella and looked up to see the man with glowing brown eyes step through the portal, with a cruel smile on his face. He raised his hand at her. Selena grabbed a hold of Ella and tried to pull her away. They had to get away.

The djinn let out a cry of pain. Selena looked back at the portal where he had been standing. A lizardkin, wearing a shirt with a sunflower pattern, had sliced the djinn’s hand off with a long curved sword. The swordsman quickly moved out of the way and several throwing knives embedded themselves into the djinn’s chest and stomach. The djinn looked around as he clutched the wrist where his hand was severed. He snarled at Selena before vanishing back into the portal.

Several lizardkin and beastkin appeared beside her, one holding pressure to Ella’s injuries to try and stifle the bleeding, while another placed a potion on her lips. Selena looked back to the lizardkin in the sunflower shirt, a mink beastkin woman stood beside him now. She was twirling a throwing knife between her fingers as both of them stared at the portal.

The sunflower lizardkin turned and looked at Ella, then her. He pulled out a cellphone from his pocket and swiped the screen.

“Boss,” the lizardkin said into the phone.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

WHAT THE FUCK Ash mouthed to Jacklyn, who just gave a silent chuckle from across the table. He turned his gaze back to Bo and watched as his best friend committed what he considered one of the greatest crimes in the culinary world.

Bo finished adding the whipped cream to the top of his coffee after already adding mounds of sugar and creamer. The poor coffee was probably no longer black, but a dirty pale brown. Next, the orc picked up a colorful shaker that was sitting beside the coffee pot, which Ash realized was sprinkles. SPRINKLES!

“You’re killing me, Bo” Ash said as the orc put sprinkles onto the whip-creamed coffee.

Jacklyn and Faylen both started laughing at the table. Naomi was too focused on putting jelly on her toast. She had just recently discovered the condiment and had become a little obsessed with it.

“I told you it would drive him nuts,” Faylen said to Jacklyn.

Bo just smiled at him as he took a sip of his sugary abomination of coffee. He and Jacklyn had invited Ash and his girlfriends over for breakfast at their apartment. A nice change from them having the couple come to the Flatiron.

Ash gave an accusatory glance at Jacklyn, who just shrugged.

“Don’t blame me, I drink mine black. No idea where he picked it up.”

Bo returned to his seat, picking up his fork to dig into the meal Jacklyn had thankfully prepared for them. Had Bo done the cooking they would probably still be putting out the fire.

“I can’t even look at you,” Ash said with a sigh.

Bo rolled his eyes.

“Why? Because my tastes have become more elegant since you moved out?” Bo asked as he took another sip of his coffee. He even stuck his pinky finger out in mockery.

“No. It’s because you have a giant whipped cream mustache from your poor excuse of a coffee.”

Bo touched his top lip, then grabbed his napkin and wiped his face.

“You got lucky. If Silver was here she’d never let you live that down,” Ash said as he took a sip of his coffee, the way it was supposed to be. Black.

“It’s a shame she and Lilly couldn’t join us,” Bo said as he took a bite of his omelet.

Ash agreed. He felt bad for Cleo.

“She’s been extremely busy with the Council lately. Even with Councilman Roc and Councilwoman Zara trying to cover for her, she’s still called back to District 1 a lot,” Ash answered.

“I can understand why. Have you seen news of what’s been going on outside of De’Vas?” Jacklyn asked.

Ash shook his head. The news was a reminder of the world he was forced to leave behind when he was exiled to De’Vas.

“Well, as you know from the kraken, more rifts are appearing,” Bo explained. “A fire wyrm rifted by a military base and tore through it. The media arrived to capture the aftermath of the destruction and caught footage of paranormals being kept in cages.

“Everything is a massive shit show. The Council now has proof that a human government was conducting experiments on paranormals. The government in question is shifting blame to a military contract company, WillCo Arms, and the other human governments are yelling about violations of the Magic Arms Treaties.

“There’s also a massive movement by the general human populace calling for paranormals to be granted basic human rights. Many of the activists have stated this happened due to our exclusion from those rights.” Bo said.

Ash ran his hand through his hair.

“Damn. A shit show is right.”

A silence hung in the room for a moment as the gravity of what Bo said sunk in. There was a massive stone over their heads that would affect all of their lives, but which none of them had the ability to do anything about. Faylen was the one to break the silence.

“What was Lilly’s excuse for not coming? It’s not like her to pass up free food.”

“I bet she’s still researching whatever is in the book she has. The only time I’ve seen her away from it is when she comes to ask me questions. Won’t even tell me what’s it about. She just says ‘not sure yet’ and leaves,” Ash answered.

He didn’t say that all her questions had been about his scar. He still wasn’t sure what had happened against the kraken. His usual spells had just been a minor annoyance to the monster, whatever his scar had done was powerful.

“I guess, Bo will just have to eat what I had made for them as leftovers,” Jacklyn said.

“Ugh, I’ll end up getting fat,” Bo answered as he patted his gut.

Jacklyn gave the orc a saucy smile and her feline tail lightly swatted at him.

“I can think of some ways for you to burn off the extra calories.”

Bo’s usual green complexion turned a bright red as he blushed.

“Do you two need us to leave so you can get a room?” Ash asked with a laugh.

Jacklyn let out a laugh as Bo took a sip of his coffee, to hide his embarrassment.

“I’ll behave, just couldn’t resist making him blush.”

Bo cleared his throat.

“Before I forget, I need to give you this.”

He stood up from the table and walked into the living room. Moments later he returned with a large dark object. Shivers went down Ash’s spine. He had gotten a good look at it before and instantly recognized it. The beak of the kraken.

“The gangs cleaning up the kraken’s corpse wanted to give this to you,” Bo said as he set the beak in front of Ash.

“That’s a powerful reagent,” Faylen said as she looked it over. “You could have runes carved into it and make a weapon that uses Water Magic.”

Ash rolled the kraken’s beak in his hand as he looked at the chunk of chitin. He considered what Faylen had said about making it a weapon.

He felt his phone vibrate in his pocket. He pulled it out he saw it was a call from Jek. He swiped accept. Jek wasn’t one to make a random social call. Something was up.

“Hey, Jek. Is everything all right?”

“Boss, we have a situation at the portal. Destry’s daughter came through with an injured elf. They were being pursued.”

Ash dropped the phone from his ear and cursed. Everyone in the room directed their attention to him. He raised the phone back.

“We’ll be right there, Jek,” he said.

He put his phone back in his pocket and looked at those sitting around the table.

“Jek said Selena just came through the portal. She was just attacked.”

Faylen and Naomi instantly stood up from the table.

“Thank you for the wonder meal, Jacklyn,” Faylen said.

Naomi mumbled something inaudible as she held a slice of toast with jelly in her mouth, and another two in her hands.

“It was nice doing this, Bo, we’ll need to do it again soon,” Ash said as he and the girls made their way to the door. He grabbed the kraken’s beak before he left.

It took them ten minutes to arrive at the portal. It was hard to miss the large blood stain on the ground in front of the portal, which several gang members were now guarding. Off to the side, Ash saw Selena hunched over with a blanket around her, her eyes fixated on an elven woman covered with blood-soaked bandages.

“Thanks for coming, Big Boss,” Celeste said to Ash as she and Jek approached him. Both had grim looks on their faces.

“How’s the elf?” Ash asked.

“Stable, for now. We’ve slowed the bleeding and given her some potions, but she was almost dead when she came through,” Celeste answered. “Could be touch and go the next few days.”

Ash was amazed she was still alive, there was so much blood on the ground around the portal, and her complexion was sickly looking.

“We need to get her to Lilly’s shop as soon as we can,” Ash said giving the poor elf another look. “Tell me what happened.”

“Selena fell through the portal with the elf, already injured. A djinn came through and tried to attack them, but we drove him back,” Jek said.

“Earth Magic djinn, from how his eyes glowed brown,” Celeste added. “Selena was cooperative at first, then she figured out what District she was in and clammed up.

Ash nodded his head with a heavy sigh.

“I’ll talk to Selena and see what info I can get from her, then I’ll contract Cleo.” Ash turned to head over to Selena, only to feel something tug on his shirt.

Turning he saw Faylen, staring past him. Her eyes were hard and her lip twitched as if she was fighting the urge to snarl. Her gaze shifted back to him.

“I don’t like how she’s looking at you,” Faylen said in a low growl. “Be careful around her.”

Ash turned from Faylen and looked at Selena. The unicorn was staring daggers at him, her bloodshot eyes and tear-streaked face burned with deep hatred. What did he expect? He had killed her father. His thoughts went through the best way to go about this. With how on edge Faylen was, things could go very badly if Selena got hostile. He looked at the elf again and recognized her as Selena’s bodyguard from Cleo’s monthly meeting of District bosses.

As he approached, Selena glared at him and her jaw tensed. She raised her hand as if to reach for something only to drop it and then look away from him. Pulling the blanket around her closer. Ash stopped before her and knelt to be on her level.

“We’re going to help your friend,” Ash assured her. “Do you know who attacked you and why?”

Selena just turned her head and looked at the elf. Then she turned and faced him, holding her head high.

“Help Ella, then I will tell you what you wish to know,” she said with gritted teeth. It was clear to Ash that she hated him and hated the thought of relying on him for help, but she would do it for Ella.

Ash gathered a few of the gang members, and they moved Ella once they made a makeshift stretcher. He tried to call Cleo but just kept getting sent to voice mail. He left one and sent her a text about what happened. Lilly wasn’t any better, with his calls to her going to voice mail as well, though he knew she was in her shop. He led the way.

“Huh?” Lilly asked when they entered carrying the injured elf. “What’s going on?”

She had been at the counter looking over the same old leather-bound book.

“Tried to call and give you a heads up, but your phone went straight to voice mail,” Ash said as he pulled out one of the cots and prepared it for the gang to lay Ella on. “Selena was attacked and her bodyguard was injured. Can you help her, Lilly?”

Lilly checked her phone beside the book.

“Shit. Sorry, Ash. My phone is dead,” She handed him her phone. “Give me a zap for now, and I’ll put it on the charger later.”

Lilly walked away from Ash, before he could protest being used as a battery, and started examining the elf.

“These wounds are bad, but it looks like she’s stable right now. What did they give her?”

One of the gang members started to inform Lilly about the potions they gave Ella and how they treated her wounds.

Ash turned from them to see Selena standing at the doorway of the shop, her eyes fixated on Lilly. They were filled with hesitation and fear. Ash knew it was because Lilly was a dryad. He was going to say something, but Selena noticed him looking at her. Her eyes shifted from fear to seething hatred, and she stepped into the shop, making her way to Ella’s cot. Ash let out a sigh. It looked like Lilly had everything in hand. He turned and made his way out of the shop, Faylen and Naomi were waiting for him outside. Naomi gave him a meek smile, but Faylen looked past him, with narrowed eyes and a snarl, in the direction of Selena.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

CLEO WOULD HAVE growled with frustration if she had been a beastkin, but she was a banshee, so she just scowled. She was stuck in another meeting with the Council. The past few days had been an endless stream of dealing with the after-effects of the new rounds of rifts. Either monsters or new arrivals who needed to be educated about this new world.

She almost preferred dealing with the monsters compared to the latter. Educating new arrivals could be tricky, and while most adapted to this new world, there were exceptions. Such as the dragon on the Council whose first exposure to this new world was a kid’s show. Despite repeated reassurances from his fellow Council members, he still believed there was a race of sentient sock creatures somewhere on Earth.

She cast a look at the two team members she was assigned to help her deal with the emergencies caused by the rifts. Despite her reluctance to admit it, they were growing on her. Zara was on her right using her claw to scratch doodles into the top of her desk, her face showing she was as irritated as Cleo. Roc was on her left making a sandwich, oblivious to everything else. She had no idea where he got the ingredients for it, he didn’t bring anything in with him. Still, every time she turned around the troll seemed to have something new to eat.

She looked to the stage in front of her where a Council member was going through slides from the recent rift of a fire wyrm at a military base. Images of the monster’s corpse beside a destroyed building with paranormals of various races fleeing from shattered cages within it, or helping to try and free those still in cages.

Men wearing dark gray clothing emerged from the wrecked building and tried to round up the escaped paranormals until they were confronted by soldiers from the rest of the military base and local rescue and law enforcement. They proceeded to restrain and arrest the men in dark gray clothing while providing aid to the paranormals.

A zoomed-in photo of the men wearing dark gray clothing showed they wore a WillCo Arms Military Research patch on their uniform.

“The human government is denying any knowledge about the experimentation on paranormals and is placing sole blame on WillCo Arms,” The Council member on the stage said into the microphone.

The Council had been in a mandatory meeting since the news broke. Nothing had been done, save bringing those rescued to De’Vas. This was accomplished within the first hour of the news breaking. Since then there has been nothing but blustering and talks of how to use this to pressure trade deals with the government.

Cleo slipped her phone out of her pocket to check the time.

“Shit,” she said softly when she saw the missed calls and the text message from Ash.

Ash: Selena was just attacked in her district by a djinn, she is safe and is in District 114.

“What are you peeking at, Cleo?” Zara purred next to her.

Cleo gritted her teeth as she tried to type out a response to Ash. Damn it! There had been no moves against Selena for weeks after Destry’s death, she thought Belath had talked his clan out of the blood price. What had changed?

“Okay, you’re making a serious face, not your usual frumpy face,” Zara said. “What’s going on, Cleo?”

Cleo stopped typing her response to Ash and glared at the speaker.

“Something is happening with my vassal and I’m stuck in this damn meeting,” Cleo fumed. The Council wouldn’t understand her need to be there, they would expect her to relay it to her other vassals and let them deal with the issue.

“We’ve got your back, Cleo,” Zara said. “Just be ready to move.”

Cleo raised an eyebrow, but Zara was no longer looking at her.

“Hey, Roc, Cleo needs a diversion to slip out.”
Roc turned mid-bite of his sandwich to look at Zara, who was already reaching out and grabbing the troll by his jacket. Zara flicked her arm and sent Roc hurling toward the stage, almost crashing into the speaker. She gave Cleo a wink before jumping over her desk.

“You damn troll! You got mustard on my shirt!” Zara declared as her body started to shift. Her clothing tore and soon a twelve-foot-tall Zara with the lower half of a lion growled in the direction of Roc. Her sphinx form.

True to himself, Roc stood up with his sandwich still in his mouth and snapped his fingers. A strong gust of wind appeared picking up every paper in the meeting and whirling them around in a vortex. The entire room was buzzing as Council members tried to talk their two colleagues down from fighting. Cleo wasted no time and slipped out of the door, making her way to the portal. She dialed Ash’s number as she moved through District 1.

“Ash, I’m on my way,” she said once he answered.

Members of the Frozen Scales and 114 Pack greeted her as she stepped through the portal. Celeste informed her right away that Ash was at the Flatiron, and she made her way there.

“Glad you could finally get away from the Council,” Ash said to her as she entered the penthouse.

Bo and Ash were sitting in the living room. The orc focused on a piece of paper before him, making markings on it as he moved some of the assorted items on the coffee table. She wasn’t sure what the items represented to Bo.

“Saying things are a shit show with the Council right now would be a understatement. Where’s Selena?” Cleo asked as she took a seat in the recliner. Bo hadn’t even looked up at her. The big lug just moved the salt shaker twice, then scribbled something on the paper.

“Lilly’s shop. Her bodyguard is in bad shape. I tried to talk to her about what happened.” Ash grimaced. “She doesn’t like me much. All I could get out of her was the attackers had a beef with her dad.”

Cleo’s hands rubbed her temple, she could feel a stress migraine coming. She had thought the issue with the djinn clan had been solved by Belath. What was the human saying? When it rains, it pours?

“It’s an isolationist djinn clan. Destry’s cabal killed one of their siblings for magic reagents. Destry’s dead so they’re coming for his daughter as revenge.”

“Wait, you knew about them?” Ash asked with narrow eyes.

Cleo met his look with her own tired version.

“Knew about and thought it was handled weeks ago. Something set the djinn clan off.”

Bo picked up the pepper shaker and moved it to four different places on the coffee table before returning it and making more scribbles on his piece of paper. Cleo scowled as the orc ignored her.

“Vivian Grayson! When did you get here?” Cleo exclaimed loudly.

Bo’s head shot up and he looked at the door. Cleo almost wanted to laugh at the look of dread on his face.

“Don’t joke like that, Cleo,” Bo said when he finally noticed her. “You’ll give me a heart attack.”

“Is she really that bad, Bo?” Cleo asked with a chuckle.

Bo fixed Cleo with a stern gaze.

“Yes,” Bo answered before turning his focus back to the coffee table. “When did you get here, Cleo?”

“I’ve been sitting here for a while. What are you so focused on?” Cleo asked.

“Planning how to make the portal defensible and secure, without scaring off visitors. A lot more have been coming to District 114 since the Community Day. We want to make them and their money feel welcome in the district, but still deal with any unwelcome individuals quickly.”

Cleo gave an approving nod before turning her attention back to Ash.

“What do you know about djinn, Ash?”

He shrugged.

“Haven’t heard much about them since the rifts, and I doubt the cartoons I watched as a kid would give me much insight.”

Cleo figured as much.

“Djinn bodies never stop accumulating magic, though it does so very slowly. Your body and mine have reservoirs that stop the accumulation once filled. As a result, djinn rely on binding their magic to an inanimate object to act as their reservoirs. Old djinn can be very powerful, but get ahold of their bound item and you essentially have them by the balls.”

“Okay, so we grab the djinn’s bound items and hold it hostage until they agree to leave Selena alone,” Ash said.

Cleo smiled at him. He summed it up the same way a child would suggest using a bucket of water against a house burning to the ground.

“The trouble is djinn can be challenging to fight. They are more magic than flesh and can use their magic to rebuild their bodies, much like some of the more troublesome undead. They also shape-shift into animals to hide their presence, so finding them is another challenge.

“But, yes, that will be the broad strokes of the plan. I will contact Kate and Raina tomorrow and set things into motion. Is Selena staying at Lilly’s shop tonight?”

“No. I gave her a room in the Flatiron. Faylen’s not happy about it, but she agreed it would be easier to keep an eye on her here than the shop,” Ash said.

Cleo felt the pounding of her headache take hold.

“I’m going to go to my room and rest. Should anything happen, contact me right away.” With that, she stood up and left the penthouse.

She got a few hours of restful sleep until Lilly burst into her room through the balcony window. Cleo sat up in her bed and glared daggers as the dryad stepped off vines and walked into her room.

“You better not be trying to smuggle crabs into my room, Lilly,” Cleo warned.

She saw now that Lilly was holding a leather-bound book in her hand.

“No, Ash banned me from bringing crabs into the Flatiron. I’m here because I need your help.”

Cleo let out a groan and fell back onto her bed.

“Lilly, we can talk about this in the morning.”

“Nope. We need to discuss it now, which is why I came through the balcony window instead of knocking on your door. You would have just ignored me,” Lilly stated.

Cleo wrapped her pillow around her head to cover her ears.

“I’m trying to ignore you now, Lilly,” she said, then thought for a moment. “Wait, how did you know I was in my room? Did you hide one of those potatoes in here?”

Lilly frowned and crossed her arms.

“I’m not here to discuss my potatoes. Spytatoes?” Lilly thought for a moment then snapped her fingers. “Spudpionage!”

Cleo let out a growl and sat up. The sooner she dealt with Lilly’s madness, the sooner she could go back to sleep.

“What is it, Lilly?”

“It’s about Ash’s elemental scar. Look at this,” Lilly said as she handed Cleo the leather-bound book.

Cleo looked at the book and opened the first page. Her eyes widened as she saw the name of the journal’s owner.

“This is the journal of Roth Willowson!” The famous elf naturalist and alchemist had vanished almost thirty years ago when he set out to study the wilds of Vas. “Where did you get this, Lilly?”

“My mother had it. It’s my dad’s journal, he taught me alchemy and knew a lot of stuff, I thought it might have information about what’s going on with Ash’s scar. Dad studied elementals before Mom took him as a husband in the dryad sense,” Lilly said.

Cleo stared at Lilly. She had always been curious how a dryad had learned alchemy. Never had she imagined that she was the daughter and apprentice to the legendary alchemist Roth Willowson.

Lilly wasn’t looking at her or the book, instead the dryad had a smirk on her face and was looking toward the pillow on Cleo’s bed. Cleo looked in that direction, and she saw a jacket beside her pillow. She felt her face redden slightly.

“That jacket looks familiar,” Lilly said with a smirk.

“Of course it does. I liked it, so I stole it. It’s mine now, not Ash’s,” Cleo said defiantly. Lilly still wore that damn smirk on her face.

Ignoring the dryad, Cleo opened the journal to the page Lilly had marked and began reading. Her eyes widened at the writing and her gut sank.

“Fuck,” she said.

“Yeah. Those were my words exactly when I read it. We need a plan before we bring this to Ash,” Lilly said.

Cleo sighed and gave a nod of agreement.

“Let me get dressed and get some coffee brewing, then we can discuss options.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

THE DRYAD HAD accompanied Selena to the estate of the District boss, Ash, only to vanish once they arrived at the doors of the tall building. A sigh of relief escaped Selena once she was gone. Every second with Lilly had been filled with the fear of vines appearing and strangling her to death, just like the old stories she heard back on Vas.

She would admit, though, that Lilly was taking great care of Ella. A combination of potions and salves had helped heal Ella’s injuries where the spells had struck her. Lilly assured her that the elf just needed rest now.

Her neck craned as she looked up at the multistory building. Her family estate was only two stories in height. At the very top was where the man who killed her father lived. When he arrived at the portal after she and Ella had been attacked, Selena had the urge to draw her gun and kill him. She probably would have tried if she hadn’t been out of ammo. Instead, she left her gun holstered and hidden beneath her jacket, and she glared at the man as he made sure Ella got treatment to save her life. Then glared at him again when he gave her a room in his estate, stating it would offer her better protection.

She thought the last bit was a lie, but this Flatiron, as Lilly called it, looked defensible. All windows on the first two floors were bricked over, and she could see members of the beastkin and lizardkin gangs guarding the entrance. They gave her a nod as she entered.

“Young Lady Selena. How is your friend doing?”

She turned and saw the lizardkin with the sunflower shirt reading a book, his curved sword resting against the chair he was sitting in. Her mind tried to recall the name by which Ash had called him.

“She is resting. The dryad has assured me that Ella is out of danger now,” Selena said as the name came to her. “You’re name is Jek, correct?”

“Yes,” he answered.

“Well, Jek, where will I find the stairs? I wish to retire to my room for the night,” Selena said.

The lizardkin looked from his book to her with a questioning gaze.

“I can show you the stairs, but it is my understanding the boss gave you a room on the fourth floor. Would you not prefer the elevator?”

Selena blinked at the word.

“What’s an elevator?” she asked.

Jek led her to a small room with a number pad on the wall. The lizardkin hit the number four and it glowed. Selena let out a small gasp as she felt the room begin to move.

“This next number I like to call Orc Warrior of Love,” a voice echoed in the small room.

Strange music played in the small room. Jek let out a sigh and rubbed his eyes.

“Boss is not going to be happy that Bo replaced the elevator music with his greatest hits, again.”

Thankfully the doors to the small room open quickly, allowing Selena and Jek to slip out. She realized she was on a different floor now.

“Your room should be down that way, Lady Selena,” Jek said as he made his way to a door not far from the elevator. “These are the stairs, by the way. In case you need to take them, for the sake of your ear drums.”

She found her room number and used the key Ash had given her to unlock the door. The room was small but well-designed. It had a large bed with a desk and chair. There was a full bathroom with a rather large bath and doors that led out to a balcony. She walked outside and looked out over District 114. Night had already set in, but it was clear the district was smaller than her own from the amount of lights she could see. Her temper flared at the thought her father had lost to such a small district, then she remembered Ella and the state she was in when they arrived here. Had Ash not ordered the gangs to bring Ella to the dryad, would she still be alive now? Why had Ella picked District 114 to flee to for safety?

She turned from the balcony and made her way to the bed, collapsing on it. Her head pounded as she felt her emotions at war with each other. She wished she had a bottle of something to drink and dull her thoughts. Instead, she tried to sleep.

***

Naomi hummed happily as Ash worked on braiding her hair. The end of her tail flicked back and forth. Bo would give him such shit if the orc saw him spending his morning doing the girls’ hair. Hopefully, he would never know. Ash didn’t mind though, he actually enjoyed how happy it made the girls and Naomi had been so excited about him doing this for her. She had been a bit jealous that Faylen always roped him into brushing her tail, which was what he was doing next.

“All right, Naomi. What do you think?” Ash asked.

Naomi held up the hand mirror and examined her braid. She let out a sequel before turning around and giving Ash a deep kiss. He felt her tongue clumsy try to explore his mouth, and she broke away and gave him a heated gaze. She blushed and looked away.

“Thank you, Ash. It’s beautiful!” Naomi said as she stood up and moved to the recliner. “I’ll have to send a picture of it to Coral.”

Ash couldn’t help but smile at Naomi. She was getting more daring each day with her affection. He turned to see Faylen giving him a knowing smile.

“Faylen. You’re up,” Ash said.

Faylen laid across his lap, and he tried to wrangle her tail so he could brush it. She really enjoyed it when he did this for her. Unfortunately, that meant her tail would wag, so he spent half the time just trying to catch it.

He looked over at Naomi, who was still taking selfies of the braid to send Coral. He knew half of her photo gallery would be pictures of her new hairstyle. The braid was a lot easier than this. However, tail brushing also had its perks. Ash smiled as she looked a Faylen’s firm ass in her jeans.

“Hey. Eyes on the tail, Mister,” Faylen teased. “Brush now and you can play with that later.”

“Yes, Ma’am,” Ash teased back as he finally grasped her tail.

The brush sank into her fur, and he pulled it down her tail. Faylen’s ears went flat, and she let out a happy little moan as she melted into his lap. He managed to get four more of those happy little moans from Faylen before her tail escaped him again.

There was a knock at the door and Ash looked up in surprise. It was still fairly early in the morning, and he wasn’t expecting visitors.

“I need to get the door, Faylen,” Ash said.

Her tail stopped wagging and drooped as Faylen gave him a pitiful glance over her shoulder.

“I’ll get it,” Naomi said as she stood up and made her way to the door.

Faylen smiled. Her tail started wagging and Ash resumed his task of getting those happy little moans out of his lover.

Naomi opened the door to Cleo and Lilly, who was carrying the leather-bound book. Ash gave both of them a smile as they walked into the penthouse.

“Morning,” he said.

“Are you braiding hair?” Lilly asked as Naomi showed off her braid.

“Yeah. Want me to do yours next?” Ash asked Lilly.

“Yes! Hurry up, Faylen,” Lilly said quickly.

A small growl escaped Faylen, and she turned her head toward the dryad. Her ears went flat, but not from the sensation of the brushing.

“I’m getting my tail brushed! Wait your turn, Lilly!”

“I can braid your hair too if you like, Cleo,” Ash offered. He had never done it for Cleo, but he didn’t want to be rude and not extend the offer to her as well.

Cleo ignored him to scowl at Lilly.

“Lilly, we’re not here for that, remember,” Cleo said sternly.

Lilly pouted for a moment but nodded her head.

“Right. Right. The bad news first,” Lilly said as she held out the leather-bound book to him. “Ash, we know what’s going on with your elemental scar. How it killed the kraken.”

Ash didn’t like the grim and worried looks on Lilly and Cleo’s faces. Faylen must have felt the same. Her tail stopped wagging, and she slid off him.

He took the book with trepidation. Faylen leaned in close so she could see. Naomi took the seat on the other side of him and rested her hand on his leg with a concerned look. Ash opened the book to the marker, it took a moment for the translator ring to allow him to understand the handwritten text.

Today, I observed the manticore with the burn marks that Agatha told me about. Previously, I had deduced the monster’s burn marks were an elemental scar, created because the manticore over-absorbed Fire Magic within its body. Elemental scars have been well documented and have always been believed to be the failed transformation of the scar’s host into an elemental. The resulting scar then granted its owner a boost in magical power.

Agatha kept watch on the creature and noted the beast seemed to be losing control of its magic, making it volatile. Curious, I ventured forth to study it.

After following my subject for several days, I witnessed the elemental scar on the manticore glow bright red. Magic began flowing out of the scar, and from it, a fire elemental formed. The fire elemental’s flames shaped its appearance to mimic that of the manticore. It lunged at its former host. The elemental’s claws of fire seared the manticore’s flesh. The manticore retaliated with its scorpion tail, only to howl in pain as the flames consumed it. The fire elemental did not take long to emerge the victor and proceeded to engulf manticore’s body with its flames.

Ash felt his gut drop, and he heard Faylen draw a sharp breath beside him, her hand joining Naomi’s on the opposite knee.

I now believe elemental scars are infant elementals in a parasitic relationship with their host. Some fail to fully form and remain little more than a natural magic rune on their owners, but a few will grow within their host and become new elementals.

“Well, that’s disturbing news,” Ash said as he closed the book.

He then noticed Faylen’s nails were digging into his skin, he turned and looked at her. Fear filled her eyes.

“Cleo, how do we prevent this?” Faylen asked, never taking her eyes off him.

“Lilly and I have been discussing ideas. The most promising one we have right now is for me to use a curse as a divider between Ash’s magic reservoir and the elemental scar. Lilly has salves that can be applied to the scar which will draw the magic out of it. The hope is if we do this long enough we can kill the elemental,” Cleo said.

“This sounds like I won’t be able to tap into the elemental scar’s magic. That will weaken me a lot,” Ash stated. “I’m the District boss. I don’t think I can afford to be weakened.”

His eyes drifted to the kraken beak sitting on the bookshelf. What would have happened to the district if he hadn’t killed the thing? The Council would have eventually responded, but Haylee and her sisters would have been dead. Probably a lot more people as well.

“It would only be temporary. Until we can kill the elemental. After that the scar should function like a normal elemental scar,” Lilly assured him.

“The reputation you’ve developed from taking down two District bosses and killing that kraken is enough to discourage most would-be attackers. Plus, you have Faylen, Naomi, and Lilly should anyone try anything,” Cleo added.

He had a bad feeling about this and a knot formed in his gut. They had the rifts happening and the djinn issue with Selena. He was about to voice as much when Faylen took his hand into hers. He turned, and she was looking at him with worried eyes and her ears lying flat.

“Ash, no more reckless gambles,” Faylen said.

He sighed.

“Okay,” he turned to Cleo. “Do it.”

Cleo approached him and lifted her finger. A single black wisp came from it and settled around the scar, absorbing into his skin. He felt a strange sensation and knew it was the magic in his body shrinking.

Faylen squeezed his hand and kissed him before laying her head on his shoulder. He also felt Naomi cuddle in closer to him, her tail wrapping around his leg as she laid her head on his other shoulder. He knew both of the girls were worried about him and just wanted him to be safe. The same as Lilly and Cleo.

They didn’t know the fear that losing part of his magic sparked in him. The fear that he couldn’t protect them.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

“I CAN WALK, Lady Selena,” Ella said from the wheelchair. “Probably.”

Selena pushed Ella through District 114, or at least the portion the dryad said was safe for them to venture, which was around Lilly’s shop and the Flatiron.

“You will stay in the chair, Ella,” Selena stated firmly.

She could see Ella pout at her insistence, but she wasn’t going to let her friend push herself and reopen her wounds. The wheels on the chair reminded her of the kobolds and their go-karts, as Ella had called the strange contraptions. She felt a knot of worry in her gut for Tuuker and his fellow kobolds. Had they not intervened on her behalf, they would have never made it to the portal. Same with Haven and her crew. She owed them both a great debt.

The two of them made their way to a food cart that sold meat and vegetables on a skewer called a kabob. Ella’s eyes widened and Selena could almost swear her friend was drooling as she handed her two of the kabobs. Selena took her own and made her way to a bench next to a small park.

The meat and vegetables were well seasoned, and she found herself enjoying the simple meal. Perhaps not as much as Ella who had devoured one already and started on her second.

“Good morning, Lady Selena and her friend,” Jek said. He nodded to her before facing Ella. “It is good to see you doing better after such injuries.”

Selena noticed the lizardkin was carrying a bouquet of sunflowers.

“Thank you for aiding Lady Selena,” Ella said bowing her head.

“District boss Ash has entrusted the safety of the district to us, I was merely doing my job,” Jek said before he left them with a bow.

He didn’t go far. Selena watched as he brought the bouquet before a monument or shrine in the small park. There was a stone obelisk covered in vines and surrounded by cherry trees in bloom. Jek removed the old dried flowers before it and placed the fresh sunflowers on the monument. Selena stood up and approached to get a better look. She could make out a plaque on the stone obelisk.

In memory of those who never escaped from District 71 and the horrors Sero caused there. May their remains find peace in this soil and their memories live on in those who survived. Let them rest knowing justice has been done.

It was a grave. A grave to those who were killed by Sero and her father. She felt guilt weighing down on her and wished to be anywhere but here at that moment. Jek stood from the monument and gave her a small nod before turning and passing her.

“Why sunflowers?” The words left her without thought.

Jek stopped and looked at her.

“District boss Ash was the one who broke my slave collar when he and his friends raided Sero’s meat-packing plant. The tool he used was a spray bottle decorated with sunflowers. Ever since then, sunflowers have represented freedom to me, so I lay them on the grave for those who never got theirs.”

Selena bit her lip. She dreaded asking the next question but wished to know the answer.

“Do you hate me?”

Jek shook his head.

“You are innocent of your father’s crimes. I would say you are a victim, robbed of your parent by his poor choices,” Jek said.

With that the lizardkin walked away, leaving Selena to her thoughts. Until her phone started to go off. She pulled it out and saw a message from Cleo.

The Bitch: Emergency meeting at the Flatiron penthouse about what happened in your district in an hour. Don’t be late!

Selena put her phone back in her pocket and let out a sigh, she then turned and looked at Ella. She was having a conversation with an orc holding a box of donuts, a donut in her hand as she laughed at one of his jokes.

“Sorry, Ella. We have to call our day out short,” Selena said cautiously eying the orc.

Ella pouted before turning to the orc.

“It was nice to meet you, Bo. Thank you for the donut.”

The orc smiled at Ella before standing up from the bench.

“Not a problem. I wish you a speedy recovery, Ella,” he said before walking off with the donuts. Ella smiled as she watched the orc leave, before turning back to Selena.

Selena arched an eyebrow at her.

“What? He was just being nice,” Ella said as she took a bite of her donut and smirked. “He does have a nice ass, though.”

Selena couldn’t help but laugh at her friend’s antics.

***

“Cleo will chase you off, Lilly. The meeting is going to begin in a few minutes,” Ash said to the dryad. He was sitting in his office chair with Lilly on the floor in front of him as he braided her hair.

“She can try,” Lilly said before she started humming to herself. “Faylen hogged you too long, it’s my turn now. The bitchy banshee can wait!”

Ash knew it was pointless to argue, it was Lilly after all. So he continued to braid her hair in the style she liked. Faylen was making snacks in the kitchen for the meeting and Naomi was enthusiastically helping her. He wasn’t sure if she had a genuine interest in cooking or if she saw a video that said food was the fastest way to win a man’s heart.

He smiled at the thought of Naomi. She always put so much effort in for him. He needed to do something nice for her, just the two of them. Perhaps a date. Which would be their third date. He felt his heart race at the thought.

Trying to take his mind off Naomi in the bedroom, Ash looked out of the window in his office. He always enjoyed the sight of the district and seeing the people go about their daily lives. This morning it seemed he had a guest on his window sill. A raven was perched and watched him braid Lilly’s hair with fascination. Maybe he would sneak some of the snacks Faylen and Naomi were preparing to the little guy if he stuck around.

The door to the office opened and Faylen and Naomi appeared carrying platters of finger food, setting them on the desk. Lilly reached for one of the small sandwiches, only to have her hand swatted by Faylen.

“Wait until the others arrive, Lilly,” Faylen scolded her.

Lilly grumbled but left the sandwiches alone. At least for now. Ash didn’t doubt the dryad would try to steal one if she thought she could get away with it.

The girls had just got the platters out and extra chairs in the office by the time Cleo arrived. Ash stood up and gave her his office chair for the meeting, taking a seat on the couch beside Faylen and Naomi. They were both annoyed when Lilly decided she wanted to sit on his lap. Cleo even cast Lilly an annoyed look.

“Lilly, we’re about to start the meeting. Would you like to leave?” Cleo asked.

“No. I’m comfy,” Lilly said as she pulled out her phone and started playing a game while settling in.

Selena arrived next being led by Celeste. The unicorn only gave Ash a passing glance as she settled into a chair on the opposite side of the office from him. Her gaze focused on the window. It looked like the raven had decided to leave.

Celeste led Kate and Raina in together a short while later. Raina gave a friendly wave until she noticed there was a dryad in the room. She nervously took a seat on the far side of the room, casting darting looks at Lilly, who was completely absorbed in her phone.

“Good. We’re all here,” Cleo said from behind his desk. “I’ve called this meeting because Selena was attacked in District 208. This cannot stand, she is my vassal and there will be reprisal for this. The culprit is an isolationist djinn clan.”

A groan escaped Kate.

“Fuck. It’s a blood price, isn’t it? Because of the collar that shitty elf, Fargo, put on me,” Kate exclaimed.

“Yes,” Cleo stated with a nod of her head. “When I returned the remains of the collar to a representative of the djinn clan, the representative stated they would try to dissuade any attempts at a blood price. For weeks, there was no move against Selena, so I believed that they had succeeded.”

“You knew they were after me!” Selena exclaimed as she glared at Cleo.

“I thought it was taken care of,” Cleo said with a heavy sigh. “Something set them off, otherwise they would have moved immediately against you, and I would have been informed.”

“Ella almost died because of you!” Selena screamed, tears started to well in her eyes.

Cleo stared at her for a moment.

“What set them off, Selena?” she asked softly.

Selena glared at Cleo, anger flaring in her eyes.

“I did what my father would have done. I killed the dwarves and displayed their bodies in the district as a warning,” Then the fire died in her eyes, and she lowered her head and stared at the floor. “Ella told me not to, but I didn’t listen and now she’s…”

Selena went quiet, only sniffles escaped her as she held her head low.

“Kate. Raina. The djinns want Selena, not her district. I want you to search District 208 and see if you can find them. If you do, engage them and see if you can acquire their bound item. Don’t kill them, that will only compound this into a damn feud. The bound item might allow us to negotiate an end to the blood price,” Cleo said.

“What about Selena?” Raina asked with a nod toward the unicorn.

“She will stay in District 114 under the protection of Ash,” Cleo answered.

“Would be kinda nice to have your heavy hitter with us,” Kate stated giving a grin at Ash. “Who would want to mess with The Storm.”

“That is why it’s best he stays here and protects her,” Faylen said from beside him. “I’ll go to District 208 in his stead.”
Ash felt his heart jump, and he turned to Faylen. She was looking at him with a defiant gaze.

“No…” Ash said in almost a whisper.

He felt Faylen rub his leg before leaning in and kissing his cheek.

“I was District boss for years, Ash. I can hold my own,” Faylen said in a tone that brokered no argument. “Plus, this will give you and Naomi some time alone together.”

“I don’t like it, Faylen,” Ash growled.

She smiled at him.

“I know, you hate it as much as I hate when you rush off to battle, but we aren’t meant to live a peaceful life, Ash,” Faylen said. “I’ll try to be home every night, and I promise to call if I run into trouble I can’t handle.”

Ash placed his hand on her leg and squeezed. He hated this. He knew the girls were trying to keep him safe until they figured out the elemental situation, but he hated the thought of them being in danger. He hated feeling weak.

“She will be all right, Ash,” Naomi said as she nodded to Faylen.

Ash, didn’t want to drop it, but he knew he was outnumbered. The downside to having multiple girlfriends.

“I want you to update me on every little thing that happens. Even if a plastic bag blows across your path, I want you to tell me about it,” Ash said to Faylen, to which she agreed immediately.

The rest of the meeting was spent between Cleo, Raina, Kate, and Faylen discussing plans to sweep District 208. They dragged a reluctant Selena into the conversation to provide them with information, as well as potential allies in their efforts.

Ash stewed on his thoughts as Naomi cuddled up to him. She was doing her best to lift his mood, and he was grateful for her efforts, but there was just too much on his mind.

Once they had their plan for District 208, Ash escorted the group down to the first floor of the Flatiron. Kate and Raina made for the door, but Faylen hung back to say goodbye.

“I’ll be fine. You’ll see me again tonight,” Faylen said as Ash held her against him.

When they broke their embrace, Naomi rushed to hug Faylen.

“Keep an eye on Selena,” Faylen told Naomi with a low growl. “I don’t trust her.”

“I will,” Naomi answered.


CHAPTER TWENTY

AN EARTH SPIKE shot forward and punched a hole through the blond wolfkin’s head. Blissful silence resumed for a few seconds. Music to Faylen’s ears, though she did hear a few of the 114 Pack chuckle.

“What the hell, Faylen!” Rei snarled once her wraith powers restored her head.

“She did warn you that she would blow your head off if you spoke to her,” Kate said as they waited beside the portal in District 208. “Which you just did, again.”

Rei stared at Kate dumbfounded before another earthen spike shot through her head.

“Tell her she’s burning through my magic!” Rei said to Kate.

“Seriously, Rei. It’s not that hard, just shut up and she’ll stop,” Kate said with a groan.

Rei growled and looked to the 114 Pack that Faylen had brought with her to help hunt the djinn. Her gaze landed on Celeste.

“Can’t you talk some sense into her! For fuck's sake, Celeste, we—” Rei was cut off as a throwing knife embedded itself in her head.

“Don’t say my name ever again. I have an iron-tipped one I can throw next,” Celeste said with a snarl as her mink tail swished angrily behind her.

Kate let out a groan and her wings flapped in agitation.

“Please don’t actually kill my wraith. I know she’s annoying as hell, but it’s such a pain to make one,” Kate said as her hand pulled out a pack of smokes from her jacket.

She tapped the pack in her hand a few times, before letting out a frustrated sign and putting it back in her pocket. Her hand reached into the opposite pocket and pulled out a sucker, ripped the wrapper off it, and put it in her mouth.

The portal shimmered and Raina stepped through with several trolls following her. She cast a look at Rei who was scowling and rubbing the small scar on the center of her forehead where Celeste’s knife had struck.

“Everything all right?” Raina asked.

“Yeah,” Kate said. “Let’s head to the Princess’s house and establish a home base, then we can contact the allies she told us about.”

“Agreed,” Faylen said as she and the 114 Pack glared at Rei.

The wraith wolfkin slunk back to stand among the zombies that Kate had brought with her. They made their way to Selena’s estate quickly, there was no hiding the presence of what amounted to an army.

Faylen noticed people shopping and moving about the district, though they fled quickly at the sight of the small army. She was surprised to see things were fairly in order after the attack on the District boss. More than one district had descended into chaos in the aftermath of similar attacks.

“Something’s coming,” Faylen said as her wolf ears twitched. “I think it’s an engine?”

Sure enough, a go-kart appeared on the road approaching them with a kobold and a gnoll riding it. They slowed down and stopped a few yards from their group.

“This is the District of Lady Selena, a vassal of Councilwoman Cleo Blackthorn! I suggest you leave before you anger The Nightmare Queen!” the kobold declared from the seat of the go-kart.

“I take it your Tuuker and Haven then. Councilwoman Blackthorn sent us here,” Kate replied.

The kobold gave them a cautious look, before turning and discussing something with the gnoll woman in a hushed voice. The gnoll woman gave a stern look at each of them and scented the air. After a moment she gave a nod to the kobold.

“How is our Lady?” the kobold asked.

“We are on our way to the estate. Let’s discuss it there,” Faylen answered. She didn’t like the idea of having this conversation out in the open.

Tuuker and Haven went ahead of them on the go-kart, while Kate led the way to the estate. She had been to it previously with Raina when they took control of the district. Back when Destry had launched his failed invasion of District 114.

The estate was a rather large two-story building enclosed by a brick wall. A few maids greeted them upon arriving, well they greeted Tuuker and Haven while casting cautious glances at everyone else. A few frowned at Kate and Raina, perhaps remembering them from when they stormed the district weeks ago. Faylen, Kate, and Raina held a meeting with Tuuker and Haven in the living room of the estate, hoping for information on the district since Selena fled it.

“We’ve seen three djinns in the district,” Tuuker said as he took a seat on the ottoman. It was the only piece of furniture in the living room that the kobold could sit on where his feet touched the ground.

“They have no interest in the district, or in fighting us. When we engaged them during Lady Selena’s escape, they mostly tried to disregard us to pursue her and vanished when they failed,” Haven snarled showing off canines sharper than Faylen’s. “Had they wanted the district, I doubt we could have done much to stop them.”

Tuuker frowned but gave a nod of agreement.

“Do you think they’re still in the district, then?” Raina asked.

“Shape-shifted as animals, keeping watch and waiting for Lady Selena’s return,” Tuuker answered grimly. “They’ve slipped up a few times. My men report seeing odd things, like a house cat having a meeting with a raven and a rat.”

Kate let out an exasperated sigh.

“So it’s not going to be easy to find them,” Faylen said with a frown. She wanted to end this quickly and get back to Ash. She would not.

Instead, Faylen found herself searching the city as the sun started to set. Following the scattered scent left by the djinn. She had picked it up two hours ago and had been following the broken trail since. Now she had finally found her prey.

“Got you! You little bastard,” Faylen yelled as she raised an earthen wall around the rat. Only for the rodent to use Earth Magic and burst a hole in the side of it. “Shit!”

The rodent raced for the alleyway and Faylen followed, she had already alerted the others that she had found one of the djinn. They should be following her location with the tracking app.

The rodent raced to the end of the alley only to turn around and change into a man with glowing brown eyes who smirked at her.

“You fell into our trap!” a voice said from behind her.

Faylen cast a glance at the other end of the alley and saw a man almost identical to the one standing before her. The only difference was this one’s hair was parted on the left.

“Careful brother, she uses Earth Magic,” the djinn with the right part said.

“Then she’s very unlucky to run into us,” Lefty said with a laugh. “She’s outnumbered and earth is our strength!”

Faylen held out both of her arms one in front of her and one behind her facing both djinn. Streams of fire left her palms toward both of them followed by shouts of surprise.

Both of them fled out of the alleyway, as they did Faylen picked up the scent of a new arrival and frowned. Not who she wanted backing her up.

“Brother!” Righty shouted from the street at his end of the alley.

Faylen turned and darted for Lefty, her magic fusing her Earth and Fire Magic, as her Iron Claws formed on her hands. Lefty was standing in the street patting his shirt as he tried to extinguish the fire that clung to it. He looked up in time to see Faylen’s claws slashing down toward him.

He backed up enough to avoid her claws, but she shifted her footing and threw a hard right into Lefty’s face. The djinn flew backward.

“Brother!” a voice called from the alleyway.

“Peek-a-boo,” a female voice said that made Faylen’s ears twitch in irritation.

Death Magic filled the alleyway and Righty flew down it to join his brother on the street. Rei walked calmly behind where he came from.

“Hey, Fay,” Rei said with a small wave. “Just like old times.”

Faylen snarled and flexed her Iron Claws as she watched Rei’s smile fade.

A series of Earthen Spikes shot toward Faylen, which she tore through with a swipe of her claws. A few struck Rei, but she quickly reformed with just a scowl and a few curse words directed at the djinn and summoned her Shadow Claw spell. Faylen cast her a glance.

“Remember, don’t kill them. We’re after their bound item,” she reminded Rei.

“Couldn’t kill them if I wanted to, damn Necromancer’s orders are binding,” Rei said as she gave her a toothy smile. “Only reason I haven’t pulled your guts out yet, Fay.”

Lefty quickly rushed to his brother, helping him to his feet. They both cast scowls at them, then took an odd fighting stance. Faylen could feel the Earth Magic sinking into the ground around them.

It was a lot of Earth Magic, more than she had, but it felt sloppy and unrefined. Faylen pushed her own Earth Magic into theirs, not enough to override it, but like a chisel to stone. Creating small cracks within their hold on the earth.

She felt the magic as Lefty summoned a stone wall before them, and Righty used his magic to launch spikes from it at them. She wove her magic along the base of the wall, weakening it.

“Rei, strike the wall,” Faylen said as she started running toward the stone wall. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Rei doing the same.

Faylen and Rei slashed the stone spikes to shreds with their claws as they launched from the wall at them. Together they attacked the wall, Faylen slamming her iron-covered fist into it and Rei slashing with her Shadow Claws. The base of the wall broke and fell backward onto the djinn. A cry of surprise came from them as it crashed down.

“Where are they?” Rei shouted as they stood on the rubble of the wall.

Faylen’s head swished as her ears twitched. She heard soft footsteps and turned to see a cat carrying a rat dart into a nearby storm drain. The two djinn had escaped them after all.

“Damn it!” Faylen shouted as she looked up at the sky.

The sun was really low, and she cursed knowing this district was six hours ahead of District 114. Ash had spent the night alone, despite her promise

“Well, that was like the old days, Fay,” Rei said with a laugh. “Back when you first made the 114 pack, and we fought any challengers, earning your title of District boss.”

Faylen snarled and looked at Rei before she sent an earthen spike at the wraith’s head.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

SERO SMILED AND laughed at him as he failed to save the girls.

Ash woke in a cold sweat, his heart racing as his hand grasped next to him. Searching for Faylen, for the simple touch of her to put his fears to rest. He felt nothing except cold, empty sheets.

“Faylen,” Ash called out as he rolled out of the bed.

He walked out of his bedroom into the open kitchen and living room of the penthouse. A sigh of relief escaped him as he saw Lilly in the light of the fridge. One of her arms holding a slice of cake, but he didn’t care. She was safe.

“Oh. Hi, Ash!” Lilly said as she tried to hide the slice of cake behind her back. “Bet you’re wondering why I’m here, at night, by the fridge. Well, I have a really good reason, which I’ll tell you once I’ve thought…of…it.”

Ash wrapped his arms around Lilly and held her against him. His face was buried into the side of her neck. He was so glad she was safe. That the troll hadn’t killed and butchered her.

He heard the cake fall to the ground behind Lilly and felt her arms wrap around him in a hug.

“Ash, you all right?” Lilly asked, her voice soft and warm.

“I’m so glad you’re safe, Lilly,” he said as he held her.

He released her after a moment when his heart stopped racing. Lilly gave him a beautiful smile and took his hand into hers.

“Let’s sit on the couch and you can tell me why you’re worried if I’m safe, Ash,”

She led him to the couch and when they sat down, Lilly pulled his head down into her lap. He felt her fingers lightly going through his hair. Lilly started to hum a tune that almost sounded like a lullaby.

“Tell me, Ash, what happened in your dream?” Lilly asked before she resumed humming her tune.

“Sero came back, and I couldn’t stop him,” Ash answered as Lilly’s fingers kept running across his scalp. It felt so soothing.

“Sero can’t hurt us or anyone anymore. You took care of him, Ash,” Lilly said.

He felt himself come back to his senses, the panic from the dream and Faylen not being there left him. He could recall now that she was in District 208 and had told him she would be there late.

“Sorry, Lilly, just a bad dream,” Ash said as he tried to move off Lilly’s lap.

“You don’t have to leave, just lay there for a while,” Lilly said before she continued humming that tune, and her fingers ran across his scape. It felt so good.

***

Faylen walked into the penthouse cursing herself that it was already past three in the morning. The damn djinn had given her and the rest of the gang the slip. Most of them had decided to stay in District 208 instead of returning home, but Faylen was set on coming home to Ash, even if it was just for a few hours before she had to leave again.

Her eyes landed on Lilly sitting on the couch, Ash fast asleep with his head in her lap as her fingers ran through his hair.

“How long has he been having nightmares,” Lilly asked in a quiet voice.

Faylen felt her heart drop.

“Since he killed the trolls,” Faylen said with a twinge of guilt. “I thought they had stopped.”

Lilly looked down at Ash as she ran her hand through his hair and hummed a tune.

“It probably started back after what happened with the kraken,” Lilly looked up at her with a smile. “He worries about us too much.”

Lilly took a pillow and gently slid it under Ash’s head. She left the couch and started making her way to the door.

“Good night, Faylen. Sorry about the mess by the fridge, didn’t get a chance to clean it up,” Lilly said as her hand went for the doorknob.

Faylen took a breath to scent the air and turned to face her. The scent was something she had always smelled on Lilly when she was around Ash. She knew the dryad’s interest in him was more than just friends.

“Lilly,” Faylen said to the dryad. “Why have you not made an honest move on Ash?”

Lilly hesitated for a moment but didn’t look back at her.

“You know what dryads do to their mates.”

She opened the door and left. Faylen went and woke Ash up before the two of them went to bed. She made sure to cuddle her lover once they got there, he would feel her against him. Know that she was by his side.

***


Ash made his way down to the old cargo ship on the beach. Selena was at Lilly’s shop with Ella and the dryad had told him she would keep an eye on her, giving him a chance to do some magic practice. Naomi had offered to come with him, but he dissuaded her. He wanted to be alone as he tried to figure out the limitations Cleo’s new curse put on his magic.

Faylen had left again this morning for District 208, and he was feeling frustrated about last night. He had apologized to Lilly for how he had acted, she told him not to worry so long as he forgot about her raiding the fridge. Though now he knew where some of his sweets had been disappearing too. He was looking forward to hurling some spells alone, maybe it would clear his head.

Unfortunately, it looked like he wouldn’t get his wish. Someone was already down there hurling spells at the ship. To his surprise it was Haylee. She was using her magic with a bow and arrow. When she notched an arrow, a ball of Water Magic would converge onto the tip. She then let the arrow fly and it actually stuck into the side of the metal ship. Ash let out a low whistle at the sight of a combination of archery and magic. Haylee heard his whistle and turned to face him.

“District boss Ash,” Haylee greeted him with a shy smile.

“That was impressive, Haylee,” Ash said gesturing to the arrow. “Have you been practicing that a lot?”

Haylee gave him a smile.

“The archery, yes. My father trained me to use a bow and arrow when I was young, and I practiced every day with it. Even after we rifted here. Combining the magic and arrow, though, is something new. After the kraken, I want to learn how to use my magic for combat.”

Ash gave a nod of understanding. He had felt a similar drive when he and Bo had been attacked on his second day in De’Vas.

“Well, it’s definitely impressive, Haylee. I won’t keep you from your practice,” Ash said as he made his way to the far end of the ship.

He took his spot and drew on his magic as he readied himself to cast Bolt. He felt a knot in his gut at how much the spell took from his magic reserves. He had expected it, but to feel it was another thing. He wanted to push more of his magic into it but stopped himself. This was a test to understand where he was at now.

He released the Bolt and it silently struck the side of the ship, leaving a small scorch mark from where it hit. It had been a long time since his Bolts were silent.

He drew on his magic again and cast more Bolts, each as silent as the last one.

“Is everything all right, District boss Ash?” Haylee asked from beside him. He hadn’t heard her approach.

He turned and saw a worried look on her face. He gave her a forced smile.

“Yeah, just testing out something,” he answered. Technical, it wasn’t a lie.

Haylee stared at him for a moment and bit her bottom lip.

“Your scar isn’t glowing blue when you cast your spells. Did something happen when you fought the kraken?”

He felt his fake smile flatter and break apart, being replaced with a sad one. He couldn’t lie to her.

“Yeah. My elemental scar will be out of commission for a while. I’m— I’m a little weaker without it,” Ash admitted. “Some District boss I am.”

“And that’s what’s bothering you,” Haylee surmised.

He nodded.

Haylee plopped down in the sand beside him, tucking her knees under her chin, then turned and looked up at him.

“My sisters and I have known Celeste for a while. We all rifted into the same area, and she kept an eye on us as we adjusted to this new world. Then, one day, she vanished, and I had no idea where she went.

“About a month ago she reappeared, with a tale of being saved from an evil troll warlord by a human. A human with lightning dancing off his body. My sisters were fascinated by how powerful you were in Celeste’s story, but I was amazed by something else,” Haylee said.

Ash took a seat in the sand beside her.

“I was amazed that you helped the people that the warlord had captured. When the zombies attacked the district, you amazed me again by focusing on saving the people, even putting my sisters and me in charge of the emergency fire brigade. We put out a burning house that had people hiding in the basement. Had you not made the brigade, they would have died.

“Then my sisters and I got trapped in this ship by a literal monster. I thought I would die that day. Most would have let the kraken kill us instead of making themselves a target. You rushed in without a second thought, fought it and almost died. For three otterkin girls who work at the fish farm.”

Haylee wiped a tear from her eye.

“The scar doesn’t make you do that, to take such risks for people. The scar doesn’t make you the District boss. You’re the District boss because you put the people of the district first.” Haylee leaned forward and kissed him. “And I love that about you.”

Ash was still stunned by the kiss as Haylee stood back up, took her bow, and started to leave.

“Haylee,” he called out to her.

She turned and looked at him as she kept walking.

“You’re the District boss. Don’t ever doubt that or yourself. I will keep training until I’m strong enough to help you!”

Ash sat in the sand, his mind processing Haylee’s words and kiss. What she had said to him had lit a fire in him, one that reminded him of when he first started to learn magic from Ember’s videos.

Reaching into his coat pocket, he pulled out a few magic restores and a healing potion, putting them in the sand beside him. Determination filled him, and he mentally prepared for the pain he was about to experience. It was time to go back to the basics that Silver taught him.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

CLEO SAT AT Mei’s Den with Zara and Roc. The meal was her treat as thanks for their help getting her out of the Council meeting. Zara scanned the drink menu while Roc stuffed his face with rolls. He had already gone through one basket and was working on his second one.

“You aren’t related to any dryads by chance?” Cleo asked the troll who held a roll in each hand.

Roc shook his head as he stuffed his mouth with one of the rolls.

“I would say you’ll spoil your appetite eating that much bread, but I already know you’re a bottomless gullet,” Zara said with a sigh at the troll.

“Did the Council cause a big sink about your fight?” Cleo asked.

Roc stopped eating the rolls and stared into the distance. His face was grim.

“We had to pay a terrible price, Cleo.”

Zara lifted her menu and gently bopped Roc on the head.

“Don’t say it like that you asshole, you’ll make her feel bad,” Zara said to Roc before turning to Cleo. “The Council just banned condiments during meetings. Mr. Dramatic over there can still eat all the food he wants. He just can’t have mustard.”

“They can try to stop me. Give me mustard or give me death!” Roc declared with another bite of a roll.

Zara rolled her eyes.

“Anyway, Cleo, did you get things straightened out with your vassal?” Zara asked.

“Working on it. The damn djinns want to take a blood price on my vassal. I thought it was handled already,” Cleo said with a heavy sigh. “Damn Belath.”

Roc set his rolls down on the table.

“Belath.” He turned and looked at Cleo. “Not the isolationist djinn clan from District 44?”

Cleo thought for a moment.

“Yes, I believe that’s the district,” she said before frowning. “Why?”

Roc gave Cleo a serious look.

“That’s Neftali’s clan. Old and powerful earth djinn. Council offered him a spot, but he refused and insisted there was a way back to Vas. He’s a full-blown isolationist.”

Cleo grimaced at the information.

The sound of plates crashing broke her attention from Roc. Cleo turned to see Jessy lying on the floor and a rather drunk ogre towering over him. Anger flared in her. She had gotten to know the busboy while posing as Silver. She was already standing when Mei rushed from the kitchen in a dead run.

Cleo watched wide-eyed as Mei jumped at the ogre, her leg extending into a kick that struck the ogre in the side of the head. The eight-foot brute’s head whipped to the side before his body crashed on top of a table. Mei dropped to her knees and stared at the ogre, Jessy was back on his feet and was checking on his boss.

“Chef, are you okay? What were you thinking?” Jessy asked as he wiped blood away from his busted lip.

“I saw what happened from the kitchen window. My— my first thought was what would Silver do, so I did it,” Mei said as she stared at the unconscious ogre.

Cleo stood up and walked toward where Mei knelt, Zara and Roc following her.

“Well done,” Cleo said.

Mei and Jessy both turned and faced her, before going pale.

“Th-thank y-you,” Mei stuttered.

Jessy just stared with his ears flat and tail tucked. Cleo just smiled at them before turning to Zara.

“Councilwoman Zara, would you be a dear and drag that trash outside of this wonderful restaurant?” Cleo asked while pointing to the ogre.

Zara shrugged, grabbed the ogre’s foot, and proceeded to drag him out of the restaurant.

“Nice kick,” Roc said to Mei.

“We’re ready to order whenever you have the chance,” Cleo stated.

Cleo and Roc turned to walk back to their table.

As they sat down and Zara returned from disposing of the ogre, Cleo’s phone vibrated. Sara arrived to take their order so she ignored it for now. After Sara left, Cleo checked her phone and found a barrage of messages from Mei to Silver. Telling her about the ogre and being complemented by Council members on her kick. Cleo felt a huge smile on her face.

***


Selena sat in the dryad’s shop, fidgeting with her phone. She was the only one awake. Ella’s medicine knocked her out and Lilly had stuffed her face with food and was now snoozing at her counter. She opened the messaging app again and read through the group conversation.

The Bitch: Any updates on the djinn?

Bird Bitch: No. The district is under control but they’re still hiding.

Troll Bitch: We have parties searching the district with members of the 114 Pack trying to find them by scent. Little luck so far.

Bitch Bitch: It’s frustrating as every animal could be one, also this is a fairly large district. Only so much ground the pack can cover.

She sighed and turned off her phone, slipping it into her pocket. Once again she stood up and paced around the small shop, feeling restless. Those she thought were her enemies were trying to hunt down the people seeking to kill her while she sat on her hands and waited. It was frustrating. Her previous thoughts of revenge seemed childish to her now.

What Jek had said to her had struck a cord. Perhaps she was also a victim of her father. She needed to get out of the shop for a while, just for some fresh air. She doubted Lilly or Ella would wake before she returned.

A short walk later she was sitting on a swing at a playground she had found. The day was starting to wind down and the children were gone, leaving her alone with her thoughts.

She recalled her father had made a similar contraption to what she sat on from bits of wood and rope for her. She had always asked him to push her higher. She rocked the swing back and forth as she recalled the memory.

When she looked up she saw a raven perched on the slide and her heart skipped a beat. Selena jumped for the swing and started to run as the raven sifted into the woman, Iva.

“Help!” Selena yelled as she started to flee.

A ball of darkness slammed into the swing set, destroying the seat she was just sitting on. She tried to run from the park, but another ball of darkness cut off her path, forcing her to dodge out of the way as it crashed to the ground before her. Desperate, she pulled her gun and activated the Water Rune, forming a shield of water before her. She wished she still had ammo.

Another ball of magic slammed into the shield and Selena felt her magic drain as the Water Shield held against it. She held off two more of Iva’s attacks before her magic ran dry and the shield collapsed. She watched as Iva smiled and formed another ball of Death Magic to throw at her only for a burst of lightning to strike Iva.

“Selena! Run!” District boss Ash yelled to her. His bandaged hands held a potion to his lips.

Black mist wafted off Iva as she stood and glared at him, before looking back at Selena with a snarl. Ash prepared to launch another bolt of lightning toward Iva, but she sprouted wings and took to the air before it struck. A ball of darkness formed in her hand, and she hurled it at Ash, who held his hands before himself and summoned a ball of lightning that deflected the attack. The ball of lightning hovered around him.

Selena rushed from her spot, racing past Ash. She ran with all her might, not daring to look back behind her. She didn’t stop until she was at the Flatiron, panting for her breath.

“What’s wrong Lady Selena?” a lizardkin asked, it took her a second to realize it was Jek.

“D-District boss, Ash, is fighting a djinn,” Selena said through her gasps, she felt something wet running down her face. “He’s at the playground.”

Jek pulled his phone out and started rushing in that direction, a few lizardkin gang members following him. Selena lifted her hand to her face and wiped away the wetness, that was when she realized she had been crying.

***

Just my lucky… Ash thought to himself.

He had heard Selena’s shout for help while he was returning from magic practice. His hands were still bandaged from all the burst training he had done, the healing potions still working to mend his fingers from the brutal training.

“I just want the girl. I’ve no quarrel with you,” the djinn said after his Lightning Shield blocked her spell. “Move aside.”

He frowned at the floating ball of lightning, it was draining a fair amount of his magic with every second. Focusing on it, he made the ball smaller, but he would still need to end this fight quickly or drop it.

“I’m not letting you hurt her,” Ash answered.

The djinn held her hand out and a ball of death magic formed in it. Ash flooded his muscles with magic and activated a Lightning Claw. She once again hurled the spell at him, and he used the ball of lightning to block it. Both spells canceled each other out and Ash closed the distance to the djinn. The Lightning Claw struck her shoulder, and she let out a cry of pain as the lightning left burns on her skin.

He gritted his teeth as he felt a few of his fingers re-fracture from the impact. Black mist formed on her hand, and she slashed at him as she tried to back away. He felt the claws of Death Magic leave deep scratches on his chest, but he pushed forward trying to grapple with her. He didn’t want her becoming airborne and raining Death Magic down from above.

He grabbed a hold of her arm and sent lightning through it. She screamed and pointed an open palm at him. He released her and dodged just in time to avoid one of the balls of Death Magic.

She turned to flee, wings sprouting on her back. Ash wasn’t going to let her get away. He saw a chain by his feet from the destroyed swing set. He grabbed the chain and swung it at the djinn, it wrapped around her leg just as she left the ground. Ash sent bolt after bolt through the chain as he tugged on it. Pulling back to the ground.

“Damn you!” she snarled at him as she struggled to free the chain from her leg.

She raised her hand and another ball of Death Magic formed in her palm. Ash was getting ready to dodge when a cold jet of wind blew passed him. Ice shards slammed into the djinn cutting off her spell as screams of pain escaped her. Immediately members of the Frozen Scales surrounded her. Their swords pointed at her with the intent to kill if she dared to move.

“Ash! Are you all right?” Naomi asked as she rushed over to him, the large sword named Torrent in her hands.

Her eyes landed on his chest, and he saw a feral snarl appear on her face and the runes glowed on her sword.

“I will kill her,” she turned and got a few steps away before Ash stopped her.

“No. Cleo wants her alive,” Ash said. “Besides, it’s already healing. I’ve got a lot of healing potions in my system from the burst training.”

Naomi paused after casting one more glare at the djinn. She then approached Ash meekly. He noticed Jek was with the group of Frozen Scales.

“We need to restrain her and bring her to Lilly Street,” Ash said to Jek. “Since you’re here, I take it Selena made it to the Flatiron?”

“She’s safe boss,” Jek answered as he pulled the string of a necklace out from under her shirt with the tip of his sword.

“No!!!” the djinn screamed as he did.

“Here, Boss,” Jek said as he held the necklace out before him.

Ash took it in his hands. It looked very plain, lacking any kind of jewels, but it was far from ordinary. Even Ash could feel the magic pulsing inside of it. This was the djinn’s bound item. He smiled at it. Maybe they could end this.

The fight left the djinn once they had her bound item, and they had little difficulty escorting her back to Lilly Street. Selena was waiting outside the Flatiron where a very irritated Lilly was chewing her out. The unicorn was surprisingly enduring the dryad’s tirade.

“Seriously! Just stay in the shop! That’s all I asked. I take one little food coma and you sneak out!” Lilly glared while making exaggerated expressions.

“Lilly, we got the djinn. It’s fine,” Ash said over the dryad.

Lilly and Selena looked toward him.

“You’re injured,” Selena said without her usual venom.

“Ash, I did what you asked one hundred and seventy-two percent to the letter! I have no idea how she slipped out of my shop,” Lilly stated with an accusatory point at Selena.

“I left while you were asleep,” Selena deadpanned at Lilly.
Lilly let out a gasp.

“I would never sleep on the job!”

Ash laughed at that.

“Lil, I worked for you, remember? You slept on the job more than you worked,” Ash stated as he pointed a thumb at the djinn. “Do you care to get our guest set up in one of your cells? I don’t want her slipping out.”

Lilly nodded and went over to the Frozen Scale members restraining the djinn. Ash could already hear vines moving from the many flowerbeds on the street. Selena looked around with a shocked and worried expression. No doubt at the flowerbeds with vines coming from them.

“What are you planning to do now?” Naomi asked him. He smiled at her.

“I think a shower and then a nap. It’s been a day,” Ash answered.

Ash and Naomi made their way up to the penthouse. Once he found a secure place for the djinn’s necklace, he made his way to the shower. He was enjoying the heat from the water when he heard the door open.

“Naomi? Is that you?” he asked. Sliding the glass door of the shower open, he felt his breath catch.

“May I join you?” Naomi asked shyly.

She was entirely naked.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

“NAOMI...” ASH STARTED, his eyes taking in her body.

Nothing was hidden on her pale figure, and he could see patches of light blue scales on her body. They almost reminded Ash of the tribal tattoos that some people got. Her well-endowed chest was on full display with large, peach-colored areolas and perky nipples. She didn’t have any public hair, instead, a patch of blue scales formed a small triangle above her pussy. His eyes worked their way up to her face, and he saw her blush deeply.

“I can leave if you like,” Naomi said.

“No,” Ash said. “I mean are you sure you’re ready, Naomi?”

Naomi bit her lip and nodded before stepping into the shower.

Her eyes searched his body, and he felt his blood going south with her body so close to him. Naomi’s hand went to the soap on the shelf of the shower.

“I wish to wash you,” she said with a heated gaze.

She took the soap and lathered it up with the water. She then wrapped her arms around him and rubbed his back, his cock rubbed against her thighs as she did.

When she moved to lather his chest, his cock slipped between her legs, and he felt his head graze against the lips of her pussy. Naomi felt it as well and let out a little moan as she moved her hips back and forth, dragging his cock across her sex. He could feel a slick wetness form on her lips that wasn’t from the water of the shower.

Naomi pulled him out of the jet of water and knelt before him, her eyes focused on his erect cock before her face. He could feel her breath on it. She looked up at him with heated eyes.

“Faylen said you like this. I hope I do it right,” Naomi said before she took him in her mouth.

Ash let out a moan as she sucked him, her hands working to lather his legs as she cleaned his cock with her tongue.

She released his cock and drew her long tongue from the base to the tip. She froze and looked out the shower door, a smirk appearing on her face.

“Something wrong, Naomi?” Ash asked.

“No,” Naomi said with a smile as she licked his head before taking him back into her mouth. She kept working his shaft with her mouth. Her movements were clumsy and inexperienced, but she went at it with enthusiasm, watching him and learning what she did that he liked.

“Naomi, I’m about to finish,” Ash warned, only for Naomi to pick up speed and her tongue becoming more aggressive in teasing his head.

Ash let out a moan and grasped the side of the shower to stabilize himself as he came. Naomi greedily sucked down his seed as he did, though it was a little too much for her, and he heard her cough.

“You all right, Naomi?” he asked.

She looked up at him with bright eyes as a little of his seed dripped from the side of her mouth.

“Sorry. I couldn’t swallow it all,” Naomi said as she look back at his cock and kissed the tip. “Will you still mate with me? Faylen gave me a potion to take.”

“Yes,” Ash said catching his breath as he looked at the beautiful salamander girl. “But not in the shower. Let’s go to the bedroom.”

***

Selena closed the door to her room, her heart was racing. She had tried to go and thank District boss Ash for saving her. She had been nothing but hostile to him since she came through the portal, but he still saved her from the djinn.

When she went to knock on the door it had not been properly closed and swung open. She heard voices from one of the rooms and approached. The door was cracked, and she peered through it. She realized it was the bathroom and was about to flee when she saw what was happening.

The glass door of the shower was distorted, but she could still make out what was happening. The ice salamander was on her knees before District boss Ash, pleasuring him with her mouth. Selena watched as Naomi repeatedly took his member down her throat, causing Ash to moan in pleasure. She could make out the shape of his body and cock, her imagination filling in the rest. Her heart had raced, and she felt a wetness in her womanhood, that was when the salamander paused in her ministration and glanced toward her. That was when Selena fled back to her room.

Her mind was running wild from the excitement and the image of what she had seen flashed into her mind, only instead of the salamander pleasuring Ash, it was herself. Her tongue ran up and down his cock, her lips around it and her getting those moans from him. Selena bit her lip.

“Fuck,” she said as she locked the door to her room.

Her fingers worked the buttons on her jeans, and she pulled them off along with her panties. She tossed them in a chair as she crawled into the bed and spread her legs, her fingers going to her womanhood.

Looking ahead, she saw the mirror on the wall. The reflection showed her sex. Tufts of blond hair rested around the pink lips as her hand spread herself apart. She watched as her middle finger started to caress her clitoris, she felt the sensation of pleasure from the touch fill her body. A moan escaped her as she closed her eyes. She imagined it was Ash’s hand down there, not hers. She bucked against her hand as she rubbed her clit, feeling the wetness growing on her sex.

Her other hand came up and grasped her breast, freeing it from under her shirt. She was not as busty as the salamander, but she was larger than his wolfkin lover.

He would like my breasts she thought to herself.

Her hand acted out how she imagined he would squeeze them and tease her nipple, pulling and tugging on it. She imagined him sucking her nipple while he took her. At the thought of his cock filling her, Selena’s sex spasmed, and she bucked her hips.

A cry of pleasure escaped her in the form of a name. His name.

“Ash!” Selena screamed as she came.

When her mind cleared, she sat on the edge of the bed beside the wet spot she had made, still nude from her waist down. She scowled at her hand slick with the juices of her sex. Shame filled her at the reminder she had just violated herself to her father’s killer. She stood and made her way to the shower to wash off her shame.

***

Ash gazed at Naomi as she lay in the bed waiting for him. They had rested after her shower blowjob and talked over what was about to happen. He now knew this would be Naomi’s first time, and they were both nervous.

He crawled into the bed and made his way up to her, kissing her once he got there. After a few minutes of making out, he leaned back and Naomi tried to follow. Eager to keep kissing him.

“If you need me to stop let me know. Are you ready?” Ash asked her. Naomi gave him a nod.

He resumed kissing her, their tongues chasing each other. His hand made its way to her body, pulling back the blanket as he went. He stopped at her breast, giving it a gentle squeeze. Naomi thrust her chest into his hand so he massaged it with more pressure, and he heard a moan escape her. He moved to her nipple, teasing and playing with it.

Naomi quickly pushed the blanket the rest of the way off her body and wrapped her legs around him. She was panting heavily and her face was red as she looked up at him. He slid his hand down below her toned stomach and to her sex. Naomi shuddered, and he felt the heat and wetness of her. She looked at him with a heated gaze. He felt her tail wrap around his waist and Naomi flipped him. She straddled his legs and stared down at his cock. She wrapped her hand around it and gently moved her fingers up and down his length.

“Faylen said this is something only I would be able to do since my breasts are big,” Naomi said as she grabbed the lube off the nightstand and opened it.

She poured a little of the lube between her breasts before setting the bottle back on the nightstand. She lowered herself on all fours before Ash, her tongue teased his head as she wrapped his shaft between her breasts. Slowly she started to move them up and down, her eye watching him.

Ash felt his cock twitch as she worked him, and he let out groans of pleasure. Once he was well lubed by her breasts Naomi stood up and squatted over his cock. She bit her lip and looked at him.

“You sure you want me on top?” she shyly asked.

“For your first time, yes. It will give you better control and allow you to take things as fast or slow as you want,” Ash answered as his cock twitched against the lips of her sex.

Naomi smiled at him and took his cock, lining it up with her lips. Slowly she lowered herself. She bit her lip as his head entered her, and he felt some resistance as she lowered herself onto him.

“Don’t push yourself, Naomi. There’s no rush,” Ash said as he rubbed her thighs.

Naomi panted as she looked at him.

“You’re my mate now, I’ve waited so long for this. A little pain is nothing,” she said as she started rocking back and forth with his cock halfway inside her.

Slowly her tightness let up and little by little, more of his member slipped inside of her. Soon, moans of pleasure started to escape her.

Ash leaned up and wrapped his arms around her. His lips latching on to hers. They kissed as she rocked back and forth on his lap. He felt her tail coil around him as if to hold him in place as she fucked him. Naomi’s pace quickened as she leaned back. She kept a close watch on where they were joined, eyes wide. Her pace quickly faltered, and he could feel her muscles begin to spasm around his cock.

“Ash,” Naomi yelled as she ground herself against him.

This time she held herself down on his cock and threw her head back in ecstasy. Her pussy milking his cock as she orgasmed. Her squeezing pushed him over the limit, and he came as he held her to him and filled her with his seed.

Naomi lowered her head to his once her orgasm let up and kissed him between gasps of breath. Ash didn’t think she realized she had started to grind against him again. He laid back and pulled Naomi with him, hugging her.

“Are you okay, Naomi? What did you think?” Ash asked her.

The two of them cuddled there on the bed for a while, talking about how Naomi’s first time went.

“We probably need another shower,” Ash said once they were done talking about it.

“Later. I don’t want to leave your side,” Naomi said as she rested her head on his chest and her tail coiled around his leg.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

ASH LET OUT a groan as he woke up and checked his phone. He and Naomi both had fallen asleep while cuddling. He had more than a dozen missed calls from Cleo and several text messages. He read the latest one and knew he was going to get chewed out by the banshee. It was sent more than thirty minutes ago.

Cleo: Get dressed and cleaned up, then come to the second floor of the Flatiron. That’s where Lilly is keeping the djinn.

Ash woke up Naomi, and they took another shower together but kept it innocent. Mostly. There was still a little teasing, but he knew Naomi wouldn’t be ready for sex again so quickly, and they didn’t have the time. They finished their shower, got dressed, and made their way to the second floor of the Flatiron. They spotted Lilly waiting in the hallway outside the door of a room.

“There are the love birds,” Lilly said with a smile as she counted a few bills in her hand.

Ash frowned at the money.

“Lilly, you didn’t,” he said with a sigh.

The dryad just smiled at him as she counted her money.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about, Ash,”

Ash let out a sigh as he turned and entered the room. It had once been a conference room and part of it still was. The rest of it had been filled with potted plants, the djinn tied to a chair amongst them. She glared at him as he entered the room.

Looking around he saw Cleo who gave him a scowl, Selena who blushed deeply and Faylen who smiled at him as her tail wagged.

“Faylen, you’re back,” Ash said as he smiled at his lover.

She rushed to him and the two of them embraced in a hug.

“Yes, just for the night. We are still hunting the djinn in District 208,” Faylen said as she buried her face in his chest. He heard her start to sniff him.

She looked at him and smiled before turning to Naomi.

“Congratulations you two,” Faylen said, though she kept sniffing him. “I’m very happy for you both.”

“Do I smell weird, Fay?” Ash asked.

Faylen blushed slightly and bit her lip.

“Yes. Well, no. You just smell like another woman. I know it’s Naomi, but there are some instinctual urges of mine at play. I’ll get used to her scent on you with time. Until then, I will just need to reapply my scent to you,” Faylen said as she sniffed him again.

“Which means she’s going to shag your brains out once you two leave this meeting. Do you need some vitality or stamina potions, Ash? I’ll give you a good discount since I’m feeling generous,” Lilly said as she waved her stack of cash.

Faylen smiled at Lilly and her tail started to wag.

“How about we focus on the djinn issue? We’ve already wasted over two hours waiting for you to get out of your post-coitus bliss,” Cleo said with a huff.

Ash sheepishly scratched the back of his head.

“Sorry, Cleo,” he said.

Cleo sighed.

“We’ve already done the interrogation on the djinn. Her name is Iva and she’s the youngest daughter of Neftali, an isolationist djinn in District 44. She and her twin brothers were the ones that attacked Selena, while their oldest sister distracted my contact, Belath, within the clan. Which is why I wasn’t warned ahead about the attack,” Cleo said with a glare that Iva.

“Okay, so you plan to get in contact with Belath and negotiate the end of their attack on Selena?” Ash asked.

“I hope so, but it might be more complicated than that. We plan to move Iva to District 208 in the morning to limit the danger to other districts if this goes south. Raina is working on a cell within Selena’s estate to hold the djinn,” Cleo said.

Ash raised an eyebrow.

“Are you expecting trouble?” he asked.

“I’ve heard that Neftali is very stubborn,” Cleo stated with a frown. “I would like to be cautious. Faylen and the 114 Pack will escort the djinn to District 208 tomorrow.”

“I’m going as well,” Ash stated.

Cleo glared at him and Faylen clung tightly to his arm. He could see the girls were about to argue, but he gave them a look that told them he wasn’t budging on this.

“I am, too,” Selena said as she stood up. “I’m tired of letting others fight for me while I sit around and do nothing.”

Cleo let out a heavy sigh and looked between Ash and Selena.

“All right, be ready to move tomorrow,” Cleo said before she dismissed everyone.

Faylen took his hand and dragged him away from the room. He knew she was taking him back to the penthouse and their bed.

Ash stared at the ceiling of his bedroom. Yesterday had been eventful. Between fighting the djinn, finally crossing the bridge with Naomi, and Faylen jumping him after the meeting, he was exhausted. Yet, he was lying awake in bed and realizing the downside to having a harem.

Turning his head he saw Faylen snuggled up to his right side, her head on his arm. Turning left he saw the same thing mirrored with Naomi. He knew a lot of guys would trade their right arm to be in the situation he was in, the fools.

He tried to move his right arm, only for Faylen to growl as she cuddled in closer to him. When he moved to free his left arm, Naomi whined, and she clutched him tighter as her tail did the same to his leg. With a sigh, he looked back at the ceiling.

“Looks like I’m not going to get to pee until the alarm goes off,” he said as he resigned himself to his fate of being cuddled with a full bladder.

Thankfully, an hour later the alarm did go off.

Faylen yawned and smiled at him.

“Good morning—” Faylen started as Ash shot out of bed and raced for the bathroom, “—Ash.”

Naomi let out a small yelp of surprise as the pillow of Ash’s arm disappeared from under her head in his flight.

Later they all stood in the kitchen as Ash worked on making breakfast, his apology for bailing on the girls.
“Sorry, Faylen, I really had to go,” Ash said to the pouting Faylen as he put bacon on her plate. “Trust me, I would have preferred to stay in bed and cuddle my beautiful girls, but my bladder was going to explode.”

He smiled at her. Faylen was still pouting at him, but he could tell it was for show as her tail started to sway behind her once he called her beautiful.

Naomi wasn’t even putting on a show. Once Ash called her beautiful, the salamander ignored her jelly toast to rush over and kiss him. It was a very heated kiss, and he felt her start to pull him back to the bedroom. Faylen’s nose twitched.

“Naomi, we don’t have time for that. Trust me, I wish we did,” Faylen said with a heavy sigh.

After breakfast, they made their way to the second floor of the Flatiron, where the 114 Pack and Selena were waiting for them. Once they had the djinn secured they made their way to the portal. Celeste punched in two hundred and eight on the keypad, activating the portal.

Ash stepped through with the girls into Selena’s district. He could tell immediately that this district was a lot larger than District 114. He had heard several people call District 114 one of the smaller districts, and Faylen had told him the population was around five or six thousand people. District 208 had bustling streets and it looked like a small city. Ash wondered how many people called it home.

They made their way down the street to the estate. All the 114 Pack were on high alert since they had both the djinn and Selena. Thankfully, they made it to the estate without issue where Rania greeted them.

“I have the room set up on the second floor,” she said.

The room was filled with brightly colored runes painted on the walls, floor, and ceiling. An iron cage was in the center of the room. Ash looked at the runes and Rania caught his gaze.

“They’re designed to stop spellwork, so if she tries to cast spells or shapeshift, it will just drain her magic instead. The paint is made from plants grown in magic-enriched soil and will only last a few days, but that should be enough time.”

“Interesting,” Ash said as he looked back at the runes. He wondered if they would be as effective at restraining the djinn as Lilly’s vines.

“My family will come for me! We will kill the girl,” Iva declared as they locked her in the cell.

A few of the 114 Pack and some of Raina’s trolls stayed as guards while everyone else got settled. Since Ash came to the District this time, Kate left to return home. She would return tomorrow and switch with Raina.

“You can stay in this room,” Selena said to them as she opened the door to a rather large bedroom. “Please don’t stain the sheets.”

Faylen gave Selena a snarl as she passed by them, but Naomi just smirked at the unicorn.

“I’ll be glad when this is done and Selena is out of our lives,” Faylen said with a huff.

“Oh, I don’t think it’ll be that easy,” Naomi said with a laugh.

Both Faylen and Ash stared at the salamander girl, but she just smiled at them. She had a secret, but she had no desire to tell them it.

Ash checked his phone to make sure there were no texts from Jek, Lilly, or Bo. He was entrusting the district to them while he and the girls were here in 208.

“Ash,” Faylen gave him a concerned look, “I know you fought the djinn, but are you sure you want to be here with your scar sealed?”

Ash smiled at her.

“A friend gave me a pep talk. I’m sure, Faylen,” Ash answered.

“Oh, and what friend was this?” Faylen asked.

Naomi let out a small gasp.

“Was that why I smelled an otterkin on you?” Naomi asked with a giggle.

Ash blushed and scratched the back of his head.

“Yeah. She kinda gave me the pep talk and stole a kiss,” he admitted.

Faylen smiled.

“Well, Haylee is more daring than I thought,” Faylen said with a laugh. “I thought she would just crush on you and never make a move.”

Ash raised an eyebrow at her.

“Wait, you knew she liked me?” he asked.

Faylen nodded.

“I smelled it on her back when you invited her to the meeting to deal with the zombies. I’m surprised she was brave enough to kiss you, though. Does she have ambitions of joining our harem?” Faylen said as her tail swayed.

Ash felt his face redden. It felt awkward to be talking about another woman’s interest in him with his girlfriend.

“I don’t think so. She said something about becoming stronger so she could support me,” Ash answered trying to recall what Haylee had said.

Faylen gave a nod.

“Smart girl. She is considering how she can be a benefit to the family. Not a burden,” Faylen stated.

Ash shook his head and laughed.

“I think it was just an innocent kiss,” he said. Faylen and Naomi shared a smirk at his words.

They rested in the room until a maid got them for dinner. Selena chose to eat in her office instead of with them, but Ash and Raina made conversation about her agriculture projects in her district. She also told him that the trade deal between their district was being looked upon favorably by her district’s residents, though it was still early. Ash told her he knew a few of the local restaurants and markets appreciated the fresh produce provided by District 71.

Faylen and Naomi conversed with each other in low whispers that occasionally led to giggles. He knew the topic was about him as he caught their darting glances. He figured there would be no secrets about the bedroom between his lovers.

He thought about that as he took a bite of the steak the cook had prepared. Lovers, plural. He and Naomi had dated and been boyfriend and girlfriend for some time. But now that they crossed that line it was more real. She was his lover. The same as Faylen.

He looked at both of his girls and smiled at them. They returned his smile with ones saucier than his own. He wondered if they could do what Selena asked and not stain the sheets.

That was when the power went off in the house.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

THE KITCHEN BECAME illuminated as Faylen summoned a fireball in her hand. She had a scowl on her face as she turned and faced Naomi.

“Naomi, can you look out the window and see if the whole district is in a blackout?”

Naomi tilted her head.

“What’s a blackout?”

Ash stood and made his way to the window as Naomi tried to figure the word out. He could see lights further in the district, but the buildings near them were all dark.

“Looks like it’s localized to a few blocks,” Ash answered.

“You think they’re making a move?” Raina asked Faylen.

Faylen eyed the window.

“Possibly. Or it could be a transformer acting up. Best to be on our guard.”

Ash saw Raina nod in the low light before she stood up and opened the fridge, feeling around. Seconds later she returned to her seat with a handful of carrots and started carving a rune into each of them. When she was done she passed one out to everyone. Ash took the carrot she gave him and pushed some of his magic into it.

He watched as the carrot started to glow brightly and illuminated the kitchen better than Faylen’s fireball.

“Okay,” Ash said as he looked at the carrot-turned flashlight. “That’s cool.”

Raina activated her own.

“The carrots are from District 71, I grow them in soil infused with magic,” Raina said proudly.

“I’ll go check on Selena,” Ash said as he stood. “Make sure she hasn’t wandered off again.”

“Don’t go alone,” Faylen said with a small growl. “I don’t like the way she looks at you,”

Naomi let out a small laugh which caused Faylen to look at her in confusion.

“I’ll go with him, Faylen.”

Naomi stood and walked over to stand by his side.

“I guess we’ll go check on the prisoner,” Raina said to Faylen as she stood.

Faylen reluctantly stood and followed. Ash and Naomi made their way to Selena’s office.

The old manor had an eerie feel to it as the two of them walked through its dark hallway, their glowing carrots leading the way.

“All we’re missing is a dog named Scooby,” Ash said.

“Who?” Naomi asked with a confused look.

Ash stopped and looked at his lover with a sad smile.

“I’m sorry, Naomi. I’ve failed you,” he said as he gave her a hug. “We’ll binge a few episodes once this is all done. Give you a proper education on the classics.”

Naomi still looked confused, but she smiled at him. So long as he showed her affection, Naomi was happy.

They knocked on the office door.

“Come in,” Selena said.

Ash opened the door and walked into the office, which to his surprise was well-lit. Selena sat at her desk, staring at the door as a ball of light floated above her. She relaxed when she saw who was there and moved her hand that was hidden behind a stack of books, revealing what she held.

“That’s a gun,” Ash said, thankful she hadn’t been pointing it at them. He knew his body could become a lot sturdier when he flooded it with magic, having withstood magical attacks, but he didn’t want to put being shot to the test.

“A Colt 1911,” Selena stated as her hand left her gun for a crystal glass on the table. She lifted the glass to sip the amber liquid that filled it.

Ash noticed her dinner was untouched, while the bottle of whiskey next to it was nearly empty.

“Powers out, but just for the blocks around us. It might be the djinn making a move,” Ash said as he took in the room.

Taxidermy animal heads covered the wall and his eyes landed on a painting of a castle. It was massive and took up a large portion of the wall it hung on.

“My family home back on Vas,” Selena said as she stood. Her hand picked up the gun and holstered it. “Nothing more than a distant memory.”

“Wait, where are you going?” Ash asked.

“I’m done running and hiding,” Selena said as she made her way to the door.

“Like hell you’re going out there,” Ash said as he blocked her path.

Selena glared at him, then gave a fake smile.

“Why should I worry? I have the man who killed my father to protect me,” she said with a mocking tone.

Ash could smell the whiskey on her breath and knew that while she wasn’t drunk, she had at least a decent buzz. Selena stepped around him and left the room. Naomi cast glances between Selena, as she left, and Ash.

“Shit…” Ash groaned as he followed behind her, Naomi on his heels.

Selena walked down the hallway with purpose ignoring the the doors they passed.

“Where are we going?” Ash asked.

“The garden. That’s where the raven bitch liked to hang out. I’m willing to bet her siblings are trying to get in that way,” Selena answered.

Ash gritted his teeth and thought about the raven outside his window when they had held the meeting.

“Yeah. That would have been some nice information to have. Really wished you had shared it with us,” he deadpanned.

Selena glared back at him but said nothing.

She led them through the back door and outside of the house. The ball of light that had been following her flew into the sky, growing brighter as it rose until it was like a mini-sun in the sky. Ash took in the garden. There was a fountain in the middle and was surrounded by trees and shrubs that were shaped into topiary. He caught movement behind one of the trees.

“There,” he said quietly to Selena and Naomi as he pointed.

Selena threw her light toward where he was pointing and a woman was brought into the light. She had been using the shadows of the topiary to hide. Now with Selena’s spell hovering over her, Ash noticed her eyes glowed blue. The woman raised her arm to shield her eyes from the light. Selena drew her gun and started firing.

***

Faylen followed Raina up the stairs to where they held the djinn prisoner. She was being held in the second room on the left. Raina had said it was next to the library, but Faylen hadn’t yet explored that room. Its door was at the end of the hallway facing the stairs. She could already tell from the atmosphere caused by the blackout in the large house that Ash would want to either watch a horror movie later or something with a spooky house. The things she put up with for her lover.

As they reached the halfway point of the staircase, Faylen picked up a scent. She held out her hand to stop Raina’s ascent as she cut the pull of magic to the glowing carrot. Raina did the same.

“We have company,” Faylen told Raina quietly. “The twins are in the hallway.”

Faylen’s beastkin eyes were more adept than Raina’s at seeing in the dark, so she took the lead as they climbed the rest of the stairs, making sure they kept low and quiet. As they neared the top Faylen could see their intruders glowing eyes as they stood in front of the door leading to their sister.

“Some runes are drawn on the floor, I feel my magic being drained by them,” one of the brothers said.

“Her necklace can’t be in there with her then. It would drain the magic and Iva would have perished,” answered the other brother. “We should find the necklace first, then we can destroy the foundation of this house. We can free Iva from the wreckage and with luck, it will kill the unicorn.”

Faylen heard the distinctive smack of flesh followed by a yelp of pain.

“We could also kill our sister by doing that. She will be weakened without her necklace!”

“Get ready,” Faylen whispered to Raina.

Then she pulled on her magic and flooded it through her body with her strength-enhancing technique. She felt her muscles tense, and she charged one of the sets of brown glowing eyes.

“Ugh,” the djinn grunted as Faylen’s collided with his chest, knocking the wind out of him.

She used her momentum to keep charging down the hallway and, using the djinn as a battering ram, busted through the door at the end of the hall.

“Brother!” a voice called from behind her. It was followed by a small explosion that echoed throughout the house.

Raina had a unique way of using her runes for combat and Faylen wondered what kind of vegetable she had used to attack the djinn. She didn’t ponder this long as the flash of the explosion illuminated the room she was now in. She and the djinn were in the library now, and she got her first good look at her opponent. It was Righty.

“Shit, not you,” Righty said as he tried to catch his breath.

Another explosion went off, followed by a male voice crying in pain. Faylen saw Righty’s eyes widen during the flash. He turned and ran for a door at the back of the library. Faylen knew he was about to run for it and tried to throw a fireball toward him. She missed by a hair and extinguished the fire with her magic before it caught any books on fire and spread in the room. She heard the door open and closed followed by rapid footsteps. Faylen followed. She knew she held the advantage against the earth djinn as long as they were on the second floor. He couldn’t use his earth magic unless they were on the ground floor, at least not with great expense of his magic and delay in the spell.

She pulled out the carrot, activated the rune on it, and opened the door. It led through a small man-made passageway that went down. Frowning she followed it. By the time she reached the end of the passage, Faylen figured that she was now below ground level. She reached out with her Earth magic and realized she was right. She pushed her magic into the ground around her, knowing that the djinn she was following would be stronger here. The passage opened up to a room that reminded her of a tavern. It had a bar, tables, seating, and an open area where she could picture people dancing.

Before she could finish taking in the room, an earth spike launched at her. She raised an earthen wall to deflect it, following up with a fireball in the direction of the attack. The Fireball consumed one of the tables as a rat raced from it, its fur on fire. The djinn was panicking and Faylen could feel his magical grip on the earth below them weakening. Taking advantage, Faylen shot a pillar of earth up from under the rat, launching it into the air where it smacked the ceiling. The force of the impact caused the djinn to shift back to his human form and Righty fell to the ground unconscious. Faylen would need a new name for him since her fireball seemed to have burned off all his hair.

She walked over to him and noticed a bracelet on his right arm. She touched the bracelet and smiled as she felt the magic within it. This was his bound item. She quickly removed the bracelet from his wrist and searched the hidden tavern for something to bind the djinn with. The smile fell from her face as she noticed sheets of cardboard with crude drawings on them that lay on top of the bar.

Her ears went flat, and she felt the fur on her tail begin to frizz, she let out a growl of pure fury. There were several pieces of cardboard riddled with bullet holes. That wasn’t what startled her though. The drawing on the top of the stack was a stick figure with sharp teeth and what looked like a scar on its face. Above the image was a name. District Boss Ash. Her mate, her lover.

“Faylen, are you all right?” Raina asked as she made her way down the passageway. The troll woman was holding a potato in her hand and Faylen saw the runes fade from it as she cut off her magic.

A groan escaped the djinn as he started to regain consciousness. The runes on the potato flared to life once more in Raina’s hand. Faylen took the stack of cardboard targets and walked toward Raina, delivering a swift kick to the djinn’s head as she passed by him, knocking him unconscious once more.

“Where is Selena,” Faylen said with a furious growl.

Raina took the targets from her and scowled as she flipped through them.

“These are of all of us.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

ASH AND NAOMI stood beside Selena in the garden as they faced the djinn woman. The shots from Selena’s gun rang out as lightning traced along the djinn’s body. The djinn moved to the side with almost unnatural speed as she dove for cover by a thicket of grapevines. He looked closer at the gun she held and could see runes that glowed purple etched on the side of the slide. Death Magic he thought to himself.

Selena took aim at the thicket, only for a large eagle to fly away from it into the air. The bird disappeared into the darkness above.

Selena cursed and held her gun ready and Ash scanned the night sky. In the darkness above them, Ash saw the faint crackle of blue lightning. Before he or Selena could react, the eagle dove down. Lightning dancing on its talons.

Ash grabbed Selena and pulled her out of the way as the djinn swooped down. A scream came from behind him and his heart sank. He turned in time to see the eagle latch onto Naomi. Its talons sank into her arm as Lightning Magic flowed into her body. The eagle released its hold and shot up into the air and Naomi fell to the ground.

“Naomi!” Ash yelled as he raced toward her.

His arms wrapped around her, and he held her against him. When she didn’t respond to him his finger searched for a pulse. He felt her heart beating and a sigh escaped him, thankful that lightning magic had only knocked her out. He kissed the top of her head as he stood. He could already see the blue lightning in the sky as the eagle swooped back down toward him. Anger filled him, and he pushed his magic into his body.

The eagle screeched as its talons opened up and latched onto his arm, Lightning Magic rushing through his body the same as it had with Naomi. Strangely, he only felt a slight tingle from it. His fist slammed into the bird, flinging it backward as its talons left deep cuts on his arm. It tumbled a few yards before shifting back into the woman with blue eyes. She glared at him before turning and running to the foliage of the garden. Selena fired shots at her as she ran.

“Help me get Naomi inside and watch over her,” Ash said with a growl.

Selena turned toward him, and he thought she was going to argue, but her eyes widened instead.

“Your scar is glowing blue,” Selena said.

He didn’t have time for her or his scar right now. The person who hurt Naomi was getting away!

“We’re getting her inside, Now!” Ash demanded with a glare.

Selena took a step back but turned and ran toward Naomi. Ash helped her get Naomi inside before he raced after the djinn woman.

He made it to the edge of the garden when he saw djinn running toward an unfinished building barely illuminated by Selena’s light spell. The place looked like it was meant to be an office building, but for whatever reason was never finished. Ash stepped into the building, he didn’t need to use the carrot Raina had given him or his phone’s flashlight to see. Selena had been right. His scar was glowing despite Cleo’s curse and helped his visibility in the darkness of the building. His gaze locked with the glowing blue eyes that stared at him from the shadows.

“That’s an elemental scar. I guess that makes you him. The Storm,” the djinn said. “We don’t have to fight, I just want th—”

Ash sent a Bolt at the djinn, flinging her back. He wasn’t here to talk. She had hurt Naomi, and he was going to defeat her and take her damn bound item.

The djinn’s eyes glowed an even brighter blue as she stood back up. Ash sent three more Bolts at her. His scar might be glowing blue again, but his Bolts were still silent and only a quarter as powerful.

“You dare think you can beat me with my element!” the djinn declared as she again stood back up.

Her hand shot forward and bolts of lightning poured from her fingers in a continuous stream. Ash felt it connect with his body and once again it felt little more than a tingle, he rushed toward the djinn. She looked at him with a shocked expression for a moment before she dodged out of the way of his punch. The djinn once again sent more of her streams of lightning at him.

“Why is this not hurting you!?” she shouted in frustration.

He grabbed a cinderblock from the ground and threw it at her. She shifted her attack to the block and her lightning shattered it to pieces. Ash darted forward and tackled her, slamming her through a drywall with him. She let out a feral scream. Her hands went to his head, and he felt the tingling sensation of her Lightning Magic rushing through it.

As they fell to the ground, Ash noticed his scar was glowing so much it was now illuminating the entire room. The djinn’s eyes went wide in fear as a stream of lightning left the scar and converged in the corner of the room. The Lightning Magic twisted in the air for a moment as dread filled Ash. They had stopped their fighting as they watched the Lightning Magic shift and take the rough form of a humanoid body. The elemental opened its mouth as if to scream, but the noise that left it sounded more like static.

Ash grabbed the djinn and pulled her up with him, he looked at her. They might be enemies, but right now they were both screwed.

“Run!” he shouted as he pulled her along with him.

He heard the elemental’s screams and the sound of things crashing behind them, his hand was no longer holding the djinn’s, instead, they were running side by side trying to stay alive.

“That’s an elemental!” the djinn stated with gasping breaths.

“No shit! More running, less talking!” Ash replied.

They raced through the unfinished building, looking for an exit. Even if they found one they would still need a plan to deal with the elemental, they couldn’t let it run wild in the district. Still, staying alive was priority number one right now.

A rusted cement mixer slammed into the wall ahead of them blocking the passage to the next room. Both he and the djinn skidded to a stop and turned to face the elemental. The mass of Lightning Magic was crawling on all fours as it chased after them, its limbs fluctuating in size as it moved.

“It’s unstable,” the djinn stated. “We might be able to take it.”

Her tone didn’t match her words though and Ash saw her tremble slightly as she drew on her magic, summoning lightning in her hands. The elemental turned and lunged at her, pinning the djinn to the ground. The head of the elemental split in half and latched onto the djinn’s right hand, which Ash noticed had a ring on it. The djinn screamed and started to sling spells at the elemental to no avail. The elemental ignored the attack, focusing entirely on pinning her as it held her hand in its mouth, its body pulsing blue.

“It’s draining my magic,” the djinn sobbed, tears running down her face as she looked toward him, her eyes starting to dim. “Help me, please, it’s killing me.”

Ash gritted his teeth recalling what Cleo had said, killing any of the djinn could spur this into something much worse. Looking around he tried to find something that might work, he already knew his magic was a no-go since it ignored the djinn’s spells. A plan formed in his head. A shit plan, but still a plan.

The djinn sobbed as the elemental pulsed, at least until the tire slammed into its side knocking it off the djinn and freeing her hand from its mouth. The tire looked like it had been a spare for a forklift or something. Ash pulled back on the rubber hose he had looped through the rim and swung it over his head before slamming it back into the elemental.

The elemental jumped back on all fours and let out a static hiss. That gave the djinn just enough time to get back on her feet and scramble behind Ash. The elemental shot Lightning Magic at the tire, but the rubber held up and Ash was able to get two more hits in on the damn monster.

“We need a plan because this isn’t going to keep working,” Ash said to the djinn.

“It’s unstable, we just need to injure it enough that it falls apart,” the djinn answered.

Ash swung the tire overhead again, but this time the elemental shot a bolt of Lightning Magic at him, and he was flung backward. He rolled across the ground, coming to rest against a wall. He quickly stood, but just as he righted himself, the elemental crashed into him, slamming him back against the wall.

His breath caught and Ash looked down to see a piece of rebar poking through his chest, holding him up against the wall. The taste of iron filled his mouth, and he saw blood spreading from around where the metal pierced his chest. The elemental sent a jolt of Lightning Magic through him, and he felt his body twitch, the rebar tearing more into his flesh.

He saw the djinn cast him a pitiful glance and mouth the words I’m sorry as she crawled over the cement mixer and fled the building. Ash was feeling weak and his eyes were starting to get heavy. A loud sound jolted him out of unconsciousness, it sounded like a gunshot. The element released him as a ball of Death Magic exploded on its side. Three more shots followed and the elemental fell apart. A small jolt of Lightning Magic left it and returned to his scar. He knew instinctively it was the weakened elemental returning to its nest. Beaten and battered from its first excursion into the world, Ash wondered if it would die with him. His eyes grew heavier, and he saw Selena walking toward him with her gun drawn, her horn seemed to be glowing, but it was probably the blood loss messing with his mind.

***

“Naomi!” Faylen cried out once she made it downstairs after securing the djinn and saw the salamander lying on a couch in the living room, her sword leaning against it.

Faylen’s heart raced as she darted to the couch to check on her. Naomi’s arm was bandaged. Faylen lifted it to see several cuts that needed to be cleaned.

“Hey, Faylen,” Naomi said weakly. “Ash went after the djinn, and Selena followed.”

Faylen felt a knot in her gut at her words.

“Are you all right?” Faylen said as she checked her pulse.

Naomi nodded weakly.

“Strong Lightning Magic attack. I’m having trouble moving, but the healing potion is repairing it.”

Faylen let out a sigh and patted Naomi’s arm. Temporary paralysis, she had suffered similar before after fights with Lightning Magic users.

“I’m going to find Ash. I’ll be right back,” Faylen said. She turned and saw Raina coming down the stairs. “Do you care to stay with Naomi?”

“Of course,” Raina said, moving toward the couch.

She held her cellphone in her hand. Raina told her she had been sending messages to check on the guards after they took down the djinn.

“Temporary paralysis?” the troll asked.

“Yes,” Faylen answered as she made her way to the door.

“A few of the guards were hit with some spell that caused that. The other guards are taking them someplace safe. Thankfully no deaths, yet.” Raina answered. “Be careful out there, Faylen.”

Faylen made her way quickly through the garden and over the wall. She was filled with dread when the wind carried a faint scent of blood. Ash’s blood and a lot of it.

She raced toward where it was coming from as she pulled on her magic. Iron formed on her hand and forearm as she came to the old construction site of the unfinished building. Her Iron Claws tore the door from its hinges, and she flung it to the side revealing a hallway illuminated by a bright glow. The light faded, and she rushed toward it, knowing she would find Ash there.

Faylen entered the room and froze. Selena stood there, nude except for her jacket over her, and Ash’s blood splattered across her stomach.

“What did you do to him!” Faylen growled as her claws flexed, her eyes desperately searching for Ash. The fury left her as she laid eyes upon him. He was lying on the ground, a folded-up shirt under his head. Whatever wounds he had were gone, and he rested peacefully on the ground. Faylen looked up from where he was and saw blood staining the wall where a piece of rebar was bent.

“He’ll live, just don’t get blood on my shirt,” Selena said as she buttoned up her jacket and pulled on her jeans.

Faylen’s Iron Claws crumbled from her arms and fell to the ground as she looked back at Selena.

“You used your avatar to heal him,” Faylen stated. “Thank you.”

Selena scowled and said nothing as she stormed out of the building. Faylen went to Ash’s side wrapped her arms around him and kissed him, thankful he was still alive.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

HE RESTED AGAINST the horse made of light, its golden horn shining brightly. The light felt so warm and soothing. Not a horse, a unicorn, he thought as his hand stroked along its mane. It had been so hard to breathe just a little bit ago, but now he breathed just fine. The pain in his chest was gone. His hand moved again to stroke the mane.

“I think he’s awake, Faylen,” Naomi said.

Ash opened his eyes and saw he was lying on the bed in an unfamiliar room. He realized he must be back at Selena’s estate. Naomi was next to him, and his hand was on her chest. She beamed a smile at him and Ash released his hold on her chest.

“Sorry, Naomi, I—” he started to say before he was cut off as Faylen wrapped herself around him in a hug.

“We were worried sick about you,” Faylen said as she buried her face into his neck.

Ash shifted until he could wrap an arm around Faylen and then one around Naomi pulling both of his lovers close to him.

“What happened? I remember fighting the elemental and, well, dying,” Ash asked as he recalled the fragments of the fight.

“Selena healed you with her avatar form,” Faylen answered.

Ash stared at Faylen for a moment before he pulled back the sheets and looked at his chest. A small scar was where the rebar had pierced through him.

“Shit,” Ash said, thinking about how close he came to dying. “Is she up, what time is it?”

Faylen frowned.

“It’s not real late, but she has been in her office since we returned to her estate. I found something in a hidden room that was…concerning. There’s going to be a meeting in the morning with Cleo.”

Ash matched Faylen’s frown.

“Concerning? Did something happen with the djinns? I know the one I went after escaped.”

“We captured two more djinn. Cleo feels the head of the clan will give in to her demands and drop the hit on Selena.” Faylen said before biting her lip. “The concerning thing I found were targets of Cleo and the other District bosses, including you, riddled with bullet holes.”

“It’s fine, nothing to be concerned about,” Naomi said as she snuggled up to his side. “Selena wouldn’t actually hurt Ash.”

Faylen gave a skeptical look at Naomi but said nothing.

“I’m alive right now because of her. I should at least say thanks,” Ash said as he gave the girls one final squeeze before crawling out of bed.

“Is the elemental dead?” Faylen asked as he got dressed.

“No. I felt it slip back into my scar,” Ash answered. “The djinn said it was unstable.”

Faylen let out a heavy sigh.

“I had hoped Cleo and Lilly’s plan would work,”

Ash gave her a sad smile.

“I think it might have, but the djinn used Lightning Magic, and I think the elemental was feeding off her attacks. They weren’t affecting me.”

He didn’t want to think about the monster that was living in him right now.

“I’ll be back,” Ash said as she gave both Faylen and Naomi a kiss before leaving.

He made his way down the hallway from his and the girls’ bedroom. He came to Selena’s office and knocked on the door.

“Go away,” Selena said from within.

“It’s Ash. I want to talk,” he replied.

There was a long pause before she finally answered.

“Come in.”

Ash opened the door and walked into the office. Selena sat with her down on the desk, an almost empty bottle of whiskey sitting in front of her.

“Did you bring back my shirt?” she asked with her head still on the desk.

“Shirt? Um, no. I came to thank you, Selena. You saved my life,” Ash said to her.

Selena lifted her head and scowled at him. She was just wearing a jacket and bra. He saw dried blood smeared across her stomach and chest as she stood up and walked around her desk toward him, the scowl still on her face.

“Bastard,” Selena said as she came to a stop in front of him.

Ash could smell the whiskey on her. “I think I should go. We can talk in the morning.”

He turned to leave but Selena grabbed his shirt and pulled him to face her.

“No. You’re not leaving until I say what I want to say, you bastard. You killed my father! I wanted to kill you, I even made a weapon with my father’s own bones to do it. Then you saved Ella. And then me,” Selena let out a laugh and smiled at him. “Instead, I ended up defiling myself to thoughts of you. I even changed into my avatar for the first time just to save your life.”

Selena pulled on his shirt once more to bring him closer to her, her lips came up to meet his. She kissed him deeply before breaking it off and letting go of his shirt. She then scowled at him again and her hand came up and slapped him across the face.

“Now you can get the hell out of my office,” Selena said as she turned and made her way back to her desk.

Ash stood outside the office door his hand rubbing the side of his face as he tried to piece together what the hell had just happened. He made his way back to the bedroom after a moment, still lost about his encounter with Selena.

“What did her lips taste like?” Naomi asked as they made their way to the kitchen for breakfast the next morning.

“Like whiskey. She was drunk, Naomi. Probably best we forget about it and not bring it up around her,” Ash answered.

“Damn bitch, putting her lips on our man,” Faylen growled as her ears went flat. “If she hadn’t saved his life I would give her a busted lip.”

Coming back to the room last night with Selena’s scent on his lips didn’t go over well with Faylen. Which surprised him since she was okay with the kiss Haylee had given him. Apparently, it was a hierarchy thing, and those interested in pursuing a relationship with him had to make their intentions known to the Alpha of the harem, who was Faylen.

That opened up a whole new set of questions about whether Haylee had discussed such things with her. Faylen just smiled and refused to answer that question.

Ash let out a sigh.

“She probably doesn’t even remember it. Half the stuff she was saying to me didn’t even make sense,” Ash said, hoping to prevent a fight between Faylen and Selena at breakfast.

Any doubt she hadn’t remembered was cleared up when he entered the kitchen and saw the sink filled with empty alcohol bottles. Raina was sitting at the kitchen table, as was Kate, who must have arrived this morning. They were already eating breakfast as the maids started to set up places for Ash and the girls.

Kate noticed him looking at the sink.

“Such a shame, right? So much good booze.”

“Have either of you seen Selena?” Ash asked.

“No. The unicorn bitch filled the sink sometime late last night. She’s still in her office, but will have to come out when Councilwoman Blackthorn gets here,” Raina said hotly.

Kate huffed.

“We’re out here trying to save her ass and she’s using drawings of us as target practice. Shit, if I had known sooner I might have just let the djinn have her,” Kate said as she bit into a piece of bacon.

“I wouldn’t go that far. Just a punch to remind her to watch where her lips go,” Faylen said as she buttered her toast, ignoring the glare Ash was giving her.

He broke his glare and saw Kate and Raina looking at him.

“It’s nothing,” Ash said as he cut into the plate of eggs the maids set before him. “I’m not worried about Selena having it out for us, she saved my life last night, after all.”

“I agree,” Naomi said as Faylen stopped her from eating her hardboiled egg without peeling it.

Ash cleared his throat.

“How are the djinn doing?” he asked hoping to shift the subject away from Selena.

“I don’t think the twins are very smart, but other than that they’re doing okay,” Raina answered. “Councilwoman Blackthorn is talking with the representative of the clan but I’m not sure how she’ll play her hand. We have three of them now, it would be pretty stupid for the djinn clan to try and attack again.”

Ash nodded as he took another bite of his breakfast. He was sure Cleo would play her hand ruthlessly. The clan had already pissed her off once, and she now held the cards. She would make them pay should they try anything.

“Ash,” Raina said looking at him. “I heard from Naomi that you have a kraken’s beak. I could craft something from it for you if you’d like. I’m decent at Rune Magic.”

“Sure,” Ash said with a smile. “Thank you, Raina.”

The troll woman gave him a smile.

“Just think about what you want and bring it to me.”

The rest of their meal was spent making small talk while Ash pondered what would be best to have Raina craft from the beak. Thankfully, Selena wasn’t brought up again and Faylen’s ears finally perked back up, showing her mood had improved.

That didn’t last long though. Faylen’s ears dropped again not long after breakfast when Cleo arrived and Selena left her office to join them in the living room for the meeting. Selena looked like she hadn’t slept and kept her eyes on the ground, her face bright red. Ash thought it had less to do with the kiss from last night and more to do with the fact Raina and Kate were both glaring at her. Cleo sat in a recliner and was looking through the cardboard targets of everyone.

“Has she shot or directly threatened anyone?” Cleo asked.

“No,” Raina answered.

Cleo nodded and tossed the targets back on the table.

“Selena, don’t do this again. Okay?” Cleo said.

Selena nodded her head like a scolded child.

“Wait, that’s it!” Kate exclaimed.

Cleo looked at her and shrugged.

“She lost her father, honestly I think this is just her grieving and processing everything. Abnormal, but I’m not one to talk. I burned down three kingdoms when my mother died,” Cleo said. “Okay, with that done let us move on to the djinn.”

Kate and Raina shared a look of disbelief at how quickly Cleo disregarded the targets. Ash grabbed the target that was supposed to be him and looked at it. District Boss Ash was written across the top and depicted a comical stick figure with jagged teeth and a lightning-shaped scar on its cheek. He wasn’t sure if he should laugh, be angry, or be concerned. He lifted his head to look at Selena, but she was staring at the ground, avoiding all of their gazes.

“Ash,” Cleo said bringing his gaze to her. “Since we have multiple djinn I would like District 114 to hold a few. I’m sure Lilly is more than capable of containing them.”

Ash frowned.

“I thought you wanted to contain this to just District 208, not drag any others into it.”

Cleo gave a reluctant sigh.

“I did, but I don’t want all our assets in one location. Neftali needs to understand that if he makes a move against us, there will be consequences,” Cleo said darkly.

So if they attacked District 208 then the djinns in District 114 would pay the price Ash surmised.

The conversation shifted to discussions of transferring the twins to District 114 and that Cleo wanted Raina and Kate to keep their districts on alert. When that was done Cleo dismissed the meeting.

“Ash, wait behind for a moment,” Cleo said to him.

He and the girls waited in their seats as Raina, Kate, and Selena left. Selena gave him a darting glance as she passed by, her face crimson red.

“Faylen told me a lightning djinn sped up the elemental’s growth,” Cleo said once they were alone.

Cleo stood up and approached him, he watched as she reached out and laid her hand on his face, her fingers tracing his scar. She had a tense look on her face for a moment then frowned.

“It broke the curse,” she said with a venomous tone. “It’s probably too strong now for me to reapply it.”

“What do we do?” Faylen asked.

Cleo bit her lip in thought.

“We need a way to restrain it, like a leash. At least until you’re strong enough that you might survive a fight with its fully developed form,” Cleo answered, still in thought.

“Would a magical item work?” Ash asked recalling Raina’s offer at breakfast.

Cleo looked at him with a raised eyebrow and smiled.

“You’re thinking of the kraken’s beak. The elemental would chip away at its Water Magic eventually, but it could provide you with some time. Given the runes are strong enough, which Raina is skilled at.” Cleo paused in thought for a moment. “I’ll borrow the journal from Lilly and bring it with the kraken’s beak to Rainia. See what we can come up with that might work.”

“Thanks, Cleo,” Faylen said as she wrapped her arm around Ash.

He felt Naomi lean her head against him and her tail coil around his leg.

“You two just keep him out of trouble until we get the item made,” Cleo said with a sigh.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

“FATHER, WE FAILED,” Deliah said as she entered the courtyard and saw her father waiting by the door of the house.

Her father stood with horror on his face.

“Your brothers and sister? Are they dead?” his voice trembled as he asked.

Deliah bit her lip and shook her head.

“I don’t know father, I was fighting against a human and…and an elemental appeared…I fled and came here,” Deliah said as her voice cracked.

The yard shook and the walls of the courtyard cracked.

“You left them to die!” her father yelled as fury twisted his face.

Deliah took a few steps back toward the entrance of the courtyard. Her father approached her and Deliah cowered, fearful of her father’s fury. Ever since they came to this world he had become short-tempered.

He ignored her as he passed by. Deliah’s heart raced as she turned and saw him step outside of the courtyard.

“Father!” Deliah called after him with fear in her voice. “You can’t leave the District! The Council!”

When her father had turned down the offer for a place on the Council they had classified him as a potential threat to the security of De’Vas and restricted his movements. Should he leave District 44 to move against another District, they would react with necessary force.

Her father paused just outside the courtyard, his fist clenched. After a moment he turned and made his way back to the house with a dark expression on his face.

***

Ash stood in the kitchen of the penthouse as he filled his cup with fresh coffee from the pot before making his way to his office. Both Naomi and Faylen were still fast asleep in their bed. Neither one of them was an early riser, well except Faylen when she was in the mood for some ‘morning exercise’. He enjoyed the quiet of the early mornings to get some work done and dove into some economic reports on the district as he worked through his first mug of the warm, black liquid.

The djinn issue might have held his attention for the past few days, but the state of the district was always in the back of his mind. Two days had passed since he and the girls had left Selena’s district to come back home and hopefully stay there if Cleo could negotiate peace. He was ready to settle into his daily routine again. Such as the meeting between business leaders that was scheduled for later today.

The thought of Haylee kissing him by the cargo ship popped into his head as he took a sip of his coffee. She was the representative for the fish farms during those meetings, he was hoping things wouldn’t be awkward.

He finished his coffee and the reports, wrapping everything up by responding to an email his mother sent him requesting a video call when he was free. He gave her a time after the business meeting would be finished and slotted her in on the schedule app he used on his phone. After that, he decided to check on the two djinn prisoners that Lilly held on the second floor. He arrived and opened the door to the room, stepping inside. It was a rather large room that had once been used as a conference room when the Flatiron was a hotel. Now plants filled it except for the center that was open for the prisoners to walk around in. The two brothers were facing each other and hadn’t noticed his entrance.

“Brother, be still, it’s back again,” the twin that Ash learned was named Gavin said to his brother. His hands were held up with open palms as he stared at his brother, Gael.

“I’m ready brother, don’t let it escape this time,” Gael said. Ash noticed a small red dot on his forehead.

Gavin slapped Gael twice in the face.

“Did I get it?” Gavin asked as he looked at the palms of his hands.

Gael shook his head and rubbed his face, before pausing and looking at his brother.

“No, it jumped onto you. Be still. I will get it,” Gael said before delivering a devastating slap to his brother’s face.

Ash turned his head from the bizarre display of stupidity to a potted plant whose vine was moving. He made his way over to the plant and noticed the vine holding a laser pointer. He reached for the pointer, only for the vine to lightly slap his hand away, it did this two more times before Ash lost his patience and quickly yanked the laser pointer from the vine.

“Brother I think it’s gone now. I don’t see it on your face,” Gael said to Gavin.

“I don’t see it on you either, brother,” Gavin smiled with a busted lip. “The pesky bug never stood a chance against us!”

The brothers shared a laugh together as Ash left the makeshift prison, completely unnoticed. Now he was going to find a dryad to have a conversation with.

He found Lilly a few minutes later, trying to sneak out of the Flatiron.

“Lilly,” Ash said as he approached her with the laser pointer in hand.

Lilly froze in her escape and turned around with a big smile on her face.

“What’s up, Ash,” Lilly said innocently.

“Lil, don’t terrorize the prisoners with a laser pointer. Why do you even have a laser pointer?” Ash asked as he held the object of their discussion up.

Lilly jumped to try and get it from him, but Ash lifted it out of her reach and earned a scowl from the dryad.

“I need it to lure catkins to my shop! It works better than planting catnip.”

Ash stared at her for a moment as he processed what she just said.

“Lil, I can’t tell if you are joking or being serious.”

“It’s a legitimate business strategy!” Lilly said with a pout as she crossed her arms in front of her. “So, give me back my laser pointer!”

“No,” Ash said as he slipped it in his pocket. “I think I should hold on to this, at least until after the djinn are no longer our prisoners.”

Lilly grumbled at him with a scowl but made no other form of protest. Ash left her in the hallway as he went about his other business in the Flatiron, such as checking in with Celeste and Jek about how the gangs were doing just in case there was something that the girls didn’t tell him about. He only had to swat at vines trying to pickpocket him a few times before he made his way back to the penthouse to make some breakfast for him and the girls. Lilly showed up shortly after he started cooking, but her focus was on food instead of the laser pointer at that point.

The smell of cooking food woke the girls, and they ambled out of the bedroom into the living room. Faylen came up and gave him a kiss first, followed by Naomi, then the girls started helping him out by setting out plates on the table. Lilly just played on her phone as she waited for the food to arrive.

A knock came from the door and Naomi made her way to answer it after setting down the glassware at the table.

“Good morning, Cleo. Raina,” the salamander said as she opened the door.

“Oh, hey!” Ash called out as he saw the banshee and troll enter the penthouse. “You two want some breakfast?”

“I wouldn’t want to intrude,” Raina said.

“He’s a decent cook. Set up two more spots if you will, Faylen,” Cleo said as she made her way into the living room, Raina followed behind her carrying a leather-bound book that Ash recognized as Lilly’s and a small wooden box. She sat both items on the coffee table before making her way into the kitchen.

“How are the negotiations?” Ash asked Cleo as he flipped the slices of ham in the skillet.

Cleo let out a sigh.

“Stalled. Neftali doesn’t want to relent, but Belath is working on him to accept the reality of it,” Cleo said as he relaxed on the couch. “Are you making hashbrowns?”

“Yes,” Ash answered. “Switching topics. I take it you don’t want to talk about it?”

“No,” Cleo said with an exasperated sigh. “I’d like a break from the djinn and the Council’s mandatory meetings. I miss just hanging with you and Sil—sleeping over.”

Cleo blurted out as she tried not to spill her secret identity to Raina. Ash turned and saw the troll was now staring at Cleo with a bright red face. Cleo twirled a bit of her hair nervously and Lilly sat at the table with a mischievous grin.

“Oh, is that why you sleep with—” Lilly started to say before Faylen stuffed a muffin into the dryad’s mouth shifting Lilly’s focus from being a smartass to food.

Ash wrapped up cooking not long after Lilly was done with her muffin and breakfast kept the dryad too focused for any of her shenanigans. They were able to enjoy a rather peaceful meal.

“Thank you for the meal, Ash,” Raina said as she folded up her napkin and placed it on the dining table. “We stopped by to bring Lilly back her book as well as the magical item, well I should say items.”

“Plural,” Ash stated with a questioning glance at Cleo.

“My suggestion. You need something to help protect yourself,” Cleo answered.

Ash raised an eyebrow.

“Bo’s told you the stories of when he tried to teach me the martial use of weapons, right?”

A laugh went up from Faylen and Lilly. The story was one of the orc’s favorite to tell, especially with how embarrassing it was for Ash.

“Yes, but I’m hoping you will apply yourself to it the same as you did with your magic since there’s more on the line now,” Cleo stated with a stern gaze.

Ash’s hand scratched along the elemental scar on his cheek at her gaze reminding himself of the monster that slumbered within it. He would need all the advantages he could get since the creature absorbed Lightning Magic.

“All right, let’s see what you two brought me.”

The group made their way to the living room where Raina opened the wooden box she had brought. Inside it were a ring and a small dagger, both carved from the chitin of the kraken’s beak. Ash picked up the ring and rolled it around in his hand.

“That functions similarly to the rune I used to contain the djinn,” Raina answered. “It will drain some magic from the elemental and give it to you. The hope is that stunting its recovery and growth will keep it sealed, or at least that’s what we’ve determined after studying Roth Willowson’s journal.”

Ash slipped the ring on his finger and saw the runes on it glow blue for a moment and felt a flush of magic fill him.

“That made your scar glow,” Faylen stated as she stared at his face.

Ash’s hand went to his cheek.

“Side effect from the ring pulling on the elemental’s magic. Just like when Ash would pull on it before, only now the ring is acting as a gatekeeper on the flow of power. Ash can get it, the elemental can’t” Lilly stated as she took the journal off the table.

“How long do you think the ring will hold the elemental back?” he asked.

Cleo and Raina both frowned.

“We figure perhaps a few months at best,” Cleo answered. “Which is why you need to train.”

Ash let out a sigh as he looked at the dagger in the box.

“And you expect me to learn to fight it with a pocket knife,” he said as he picked up the blade and pushed some magic into it.

A rune glowed blue on the guard of the chitin dagger and a translucent blade formed over the chitin blade, extending out about four feet. Ash stared at it in bewilderment, lifting his hand that wasn’t holding the dagger, now turned sword.

“Is this water?” he asked as his hand moved to gently touch the blade.

“Yes, and I wouldn’t touch it,” Raina quickly stated. “It’s not like a normal blade and could easily take off your finger by barely touching it.”
Ash froze and returned his hand to his side. He quickly cut off his magic, returning the sword to just a chitin dagger.

“Maybe I should get some pointers on swordsmanship before I start to mess with any magical blade,” Ash stated as he looked at the dagger cautiously.

“You need to name it,” Naomi said excitedly. “All magic swords have a name.”

“Um, how about Riptide?” Ash said after thinking for a moment. “Does that sound all right? Not like a name that Bo would give it, right?”

“Bo would give it a name with a lot more adjectives,” Lilly said with a laugh. “I think it fits all right, Ash.”

Ash nodded.

“Then Riptide it is.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

SELENA POURED THE bottle of vodka down the kitchen sink. Even after pouring all of the alcohol in the liquor cabinet down the drain three days ago, she was still finding her father’s hidden stashes. This was just one more thing she didn’t know about him. Every day he became more and more of a stranger to her than the man she thought she knew.

“Lady Selena, are you sure you wish us to place this with the animal heads?” a maid asked her.

Selena turned to see two maids standing outside the kitchen. Beside them was a large rectangle wrapped in wax paper and tied with twine leaning against the wall.

“Yes, the painting of the castle will go into the speakeasy along with all the animal heads and the liquor cabinet,” Selena told the maids as she tossed the empty bottle in the trash.

The maids exchanged a look before bowing to her and carrying the painting away from the kitchen. Selena left the kitchen and made her way to her father’s study. The room was barren now. Everything, even the desk and bookshelves, had been removed and moved to the speakeasy, which would be sealed permanently. She planned to use this room for storage now, if at all.

She had set up her new office on the second floor. A room that had a view of the district from the window beside her desk.

She turned off the light and closed the door to her father’s study for perhaps the last time. After a small hesitation, she made her way out to the garden. The damage from her and Ash’s fight against the djinn was still visible. Gouged earth and dying plant life. It would take the gardeners some time to repair it.

The mound of earth that was her father’s grave came into view and Selena stopped before it. For the first time since his death, she could look at the grave without feeling a knot of emotions in her gut.

“Destry, you were a good father,” Selena said to the mound.

She exhaled and felt a weight come off her that she had been carrying since his death.

“But you were a horrible person that did horrible things. I almost died at the hands of thugs working for you when I found the butcher shop. Once you were dead, those you wronged came after me for vengeance, and I was protected by those that killed you.”

Selena paused as she heard someone approach, but they didn’t say anything after a moment.

“I love you, Father, but as the humans say, you made your bed. I will no longer hold a grudge against those responsible for your death, and I will make no excuses for the monster that you were.”

Selena turned and saw Ella standing not far behind her with a black eye and busted lip. She was wearing armor and a sword on her hip. Ella had returned the day after Ash went back to his district with his women.

“Sorry, Lady Selena, I didn’t mean to disturb you,” Ella said.

“You were training with Haven I take it?” Selena asked, but she already knew the answer.

The moment Ella had returned she sought out the gnoll woman and now Selena rarely saw her without some minor injuries. This allowed Selena a chance to practice as well.

Her horn glowed as she raised her hand and touched Ella’s eye and lip. She felt her magic being pulled from her, and the injuries started to heal. Not as fast as they had for Ash in her avatar form though.

“You’re getting good at that, Lady Selena,” Ella said as she rubbed where her busted lip had been.

“It’s only a fraction of what I should be able to do,” Selena said with a small frown. “I still haven’t been able to take my avatar form again.”

Ella gave her a sly smile.

“Maybe you need another kiss,” she teased.

Selena let out a groan as she rubbed her brow as she recalled that embarrassing moment.

“I should have never told you about that.”

“Oh, but you did,” Ella chuckled.

Selena looked at Ella and gave her a smirk.

“Have you heard back from the orc with the donuts? Bo was it?”

Ella’s mouth clamped shut. Selena laughed at the shade of red that bloomed on her friend’s cheeks.

“I take it my guests are here,” Selena said when her laughter died down.

“Yes,” Ella answered.

Selena made her way back into the house. She climbed the stairs and paused outside the room that served as a cell for the djinn. The guards outside the open door saluted her. Beyond them, in an iron cage with magic runes painted on the floor, sat a scowling Iva. It was all she could do without her necklace that housed her magic.

“I am sorry about what happened to your brother, but I will not pay the price for my father’s sins,” Selena said.

Iva spit at her but Selena was already moving toward her office. She walked in to find Haven and Tuuker already there waiting for her, she greeted them as she approached her desk and took a seat. Ella stood beside Haven and Tuuker, the three of them represented the forces of the district.

“Well,” Selena said as she leaned forward at her desk. “Let’s begin discussing the future of my district.”

***

The ground shook and Deliah quickly rushed to stop a vase from falling to the ground. Her father scowled from his seat at the table, the sliced pear before him remained untouched.

“Shake the house all you want, Father. It does nothing to help Iva, Gael, or Gavin,” Belath stated back as he paced around the house.

“You would have me bow and grovel before her to get my children back?” her father asked with a venomous tone.

Belath stopped in his pacing and stared at their father before shaking his head.

“And there it is. This is no longer about avenging Luthor’s death if it ever was. This is about your damn pride,” Belath replied, his words betraying his anger.

Her father stood up and the house shook once more, his eyes glowing dark brown.

“Do not speak to me with that tone, child! Why are you even here? You abandoned us for your fictional whore!”

Deliah felt the temperature rise in the house. Belath’s eyes burned a brighter red as he glared at their father.

“You will not refer to Sofia that way!” Belath shouted.

The house continued to shake and the temperature rose higher. Deliah started to back away from her father and brother toward the door of the house, fearful the building might soon collapse or burst into flames.

“Get out of my home,” her father said as he sat back down and started to eat his pear.

Belath scoffed and angrily made his way to the door. Deliah followed quickly behind him.

“Belath,” she said to him after they walked halfway through the courtyard.

Belath stopped and turned to face her, anger still on his face. He raised a hand and pointed a finger at her.

“You’re just as responsible as he is for this mess, Deliah. I thought you came to my home to mend the bridge between us and get to know the woman I love,” Belath said as he glared at her. “Instead you came to us on a lie to distract me while our siblings almost started a war with the Nightmare Queen!”

Deliah opened her mouth to respond, but nothing came to her. Belath shook his head and continued his way out of the courtyard.

“Belath, is everything all right? There was a lot of shaking in the district, and I heard shouting,” Sofia said from just outside the entrance of the courtyard. A worried look on her face.

“Everything will be fine, love. Just my father being stubborn as always,” Belath said as he wrapped the woman in a hug.

Deliah stared at the woman who her brother had forsaken his family for. The woman who encouraged him to accept this new world and forget Vas. The human woman he had fallen in love with.

Sofia met her gaze for a moment before she left with Belath.


CHAPTER THIRTY

ASH FELL ON his ass, the wooden sword he was holding flung from his grip and was now sticking out of the sand beside him.

“Well, you’re better than you were when I tried to teach you this five years ago,” Bo said as he lazily held his own wooden sword.

“Thanks,” Ash said as he stood up and dusted the sand off himself. “Naomi gave me some pointers.”

He looked around the beach and was thankful it was only Bo, Jacklyn, the girls, and himself. Though Jackyln and the girls were occupying themselves with some games they had brought. Currently, they were playing Frisbee.

Bo reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone. He smiled at it and typed out a message before sticking it back into his pocket. He turned and looked toward Jacklyn, who just threw the Frisbee to Naomi.

“Ella says ‘Hi’, Jacklyn,” Bo said before turning back to Ash.

“Hi, Ella,” Jacklyn responded when she jumped to grab the flying disk.

Ash gave the orc a big smile. Ella, the elf bodyguard of Selena, had returned home yesterday and it had been Bo who volunteered to walk her to the portal. Jek had also mentioned to Ash that he had seen the two of them together while the elf had been recovering in District 114.

“Well, I guess you didn’t need my pick-up line book after all, Bo,” Ash said with a laugh.

Bo frowned.

“We’re just friends,” he said, though Ash heard a laugh escape Jacklyn.

“Friends,” Ash said with a taunting tone. “Oh, I can’t wait to tell Lilly.”

Bo let out a growl.

“Hurry up and grab your sword so I can knock you on your ass again,” Bo said as he took a guard pose.

Ash took the sword stance Naomi had shown him earlier today.

“I’ll try not to scratch your face. Don’t want to disappoint Ella if you video call her later,” Ash said with a laugh.

Bo let out a huff and proceeded to knock him on his ass, but not before Ash managed to block a few blows.

When Ash left the beach, it was to attend a meeting at the Flatiorn with the business leaders of the district. A healing potion helped to work out any soreness and minor injuries from his training with Bo.

Mander was already there, as was Mei and a nervous Sara. Her comic had garnered enough attention and sales that Ash had offered her a seat at the meetings. Lilly was absent, but that wasn’t abnormal for her. She would just tell him that he was part owner of her shop, so her shop was already represented at these meetings. The only person they were waiting for was Haylee.

“So, District Boss, I’ve heard you’ve taken up the art of swordsmanship,” Mander said as they all settled to wait for Haylee.

Ash smiled at the old orc.

“Bo tell you he’s been kicking my ass while trying to train me?”

Mander let out a laugh.

“Something like that. I have some experience with swordsmanship. If you ever want some pointers I would be honored to share my knowledge,” Mander offered.

The old orc had served as a chief to an orc tribe back on Vas, and Ash knew one didn’t hold that title for long unless they could fight. The twin swords Mander carried weren’t just for show.

“Thank, Mander,” Ash said with a smile. “I think I’ll take you up on that sometime.”

The door opened up and the representative for the fish farm stepped through. Haylee was wearing a plum-colored dress and had her hair styled. She smiled at him and took a seat.

“Hello, District boss Ash,” Haylee said to him.

Mei gave darting glances between Ash and Haylee, her nose twitching. Ash worried these business meetings might become a lot more interesting and did his best not to sigh.

Thankfully the meeting was as uneventful as they always were and Ash soon retired to his office for the video call with his mother.

“Hey, Mom,” he greeted as she appeared on the screen.

He opened the drawer on his desk and pulled out the bottle of bourbon and glass he kept in there. He didn’t usually drink the hard stuff, preferring a cold beer instead, but this bottle was different. It had been a gift from his mother, something she had saved to share with him once he became part of the family company. That was never going to happen now, but since he became the District boss he’d have a glass while discussing business in the district with his mother. A sort of homage to the bourbon’s original intentions.

“How went the meeting?” his mother asked as she looked over some papers in front of her.

“Went well. The trade deal with District 71 has increased the profit of the fish farms by five percent so far and I’m supporting Sara and Maggy’s comic book business. Entertainment representing and targeting paranormals is an untapped niche. So far there’s been a lot of promise in it,” Ash said as he lifted the bottle to pour his glass.

“Good. Set aside some of those funds given the state of the world right now. There’s no backlash on the markets yet, but if things keep heating up between De’Vas and the larger governments then—” His mother froze for a moment as she looked up from her paper. “Is that a ring?”

Ash looked down and realized he had put the kraken’s ring on his left-hand ring finger. His wedding ring hand. His mother looked up at him with a smile on her face.

“Is Faylen pregnant?” she asked.

Ash poured a little extra bourbon into this glass.

“No, Mom. It’s not what you think,” Ash said quickly.

“Naomi then?”

He put a little more bourbon into the glass before telling his mother the story about the ring. He was mentally preparing himself for her to blow up, but she didn’t. Instead, she nodded at him.

“There’s always a price for power, son,” she said instead. “It’s just a matter of when you pay the price and how.”

Ash raised an eyebrow at her.

“I’ll be honest. I kinda expected a lot more yelling,” Ash said.

His mother shrugged.

“There would be if you were still a slacker spending your days working dead-end jobs and partying on the weekend. Now you have responsibilities in protecting your district and your girls. You need the power to do that and sometimes we must make deals with the devil, or elemental as is your case, to obtain it.” His mother gave him a stern look. “Just make sure you can pay the price when the time comes, son.”

Ash took a sip of the bourbon.

“Bo’s helping to train me as a sparring partner. Another orc in the district who knows swords is offering his help as well,” Ash let out a sigh. “Just going to have to get good with it. The Water Magic of my sword will be at a disadvantage with the lightning elemental.”

“I’ll have to send Bo a gift as thanks for helping you,” his mother said. “You do have an advantage over the elemental. It will be fighting alone. You won’t.”

Ash shook his head.

“I’m not dragging the girls or my friends into that fight.”

His mother smiled at him.

“When the time comes, I don’t think you can stop them from joining you, Ash.”

After a moment of silence between them the conversation shifted back to the topics of the district. Eventually, the alarm on his phone went off.

“Sorry, Mom. I got plans with Naomi and Faylen tonight,” he said as he turned off the alarm.

“Enjoy your date. Tell the girls I said hi,” his mother said before ending the call.

Thirty minutes and a shower later, Ash was at The Twins with Naomi and Faylen. The tavern had been the staple of his and Bo’s weekends when he first came to District 114. A dive bar that smelled of greasy food and was packed with entertainment. Everything from karaoke, darts, and pool tables to a dozen TVs displaying sports over the bar.

Ash was currently playing cutthroat pool with Naomi and Faylen as they waited for their food. Both Ash and Faylen were going easy on the salamander, she was still learning the game. Faylen moved in front of him and lined her shot up. His eyes went to her ass as she bent over. He looked back up and saw that she was looking at him over her shoulder and caught him in the act.

“Busted,” she said with a small laugh before making her shot.

“Guilty as charged,” Ash said. Faylen’s tail buffed him as he approached the pool table. He caught her not so subtly checking him out as well, her tongue running across her lips.

When Naomi’s turn came, she went around to the pool table to stand in front of him. Watching him as she bent over to make sure his eyes were on her ass. He couldn’t help but smile at how unsubtle she was about the whole thing. He did appreciate her ass in the designer jeans she wore, though.

“That will be a difficult shot from that angle, Naomi,” Faylen said, her eyes on the table and pool stick.

“I think my shot will go quite well, Faylen,” Naomi said as her tail wrapped around his back and pushed his waist into her ass and ground against him.

Naomi made her shot. She released her tail, stood up, and turned to face him. She gave him a seductive smile before she kissed him.

“I don’t mind getting busted,” Naomi said to him once they broke their kiss.

Ash let out a cough and tried to discretely adjust himself in his pants before making his shot. Faylen let out a small chuckle at him as she caught him.

“That was fun,” Faylen said when they returned to the penthouse.

His wolfkin lover went to the fridge to stash the leftovers from their dinner.

“It was,” Naomi agreed.

“Glad you two had fun,” Ash said as he and Naomi snuggled up on the couch. She had clung to his arm the entire way home from The Twins.

Faylen smiled at them as she came over to sit on the other side of him, snuggling in as well. The three of them sat there for a while just cuddling until Faylen looked at him and leaned up to kiss him. She then looked toward Naomi and smiled.

“I think I’ll go take a shower,” Faylen said with a wink at Naomi. “You two have fun. Just remember, he’s mine in the morning.”

As Faylen stood up and made her way to the shower, Naomi took his hand into hers. Blushing she stood up.

“Let’s go to the bedroom, Ash,”

***

Deliah had been relieved when Belath brought the news that her siblings were still alive and that the Nightmare Queen would release them in exchange for them to abandon their attacks on Destry’s daughter. Her father barely stirred at the news and became enraged when Belath suggested they give into the demands. He had yelled obscenities at her brother until he left their home.

Over the next few days, her father was distant from her and barely touched the food she brought him. One morning she found him packing the valuables they had into a bag.

“Father, what are you doing?” Deliah asked.

“Getting your siblings back,” he answered without looking at her.

“You are going to accept Councilwoman Blackthorn’s deal?”

Her father froze in his packing, his jaw clenched.

“I will never bow to that bitch and let my son’s death go unavenged.”

With that, her father took the bag and made his way out of the house. Deliah quickly followed behind him.

“Father, the Council,” she warned.

“I’m not leaving the district,” he answered.

She followed him as they made their way through the district. Their walk was wordless until they approached an underground tunnel that she had heard the locals refer to as a storm drain. She felt a knot in her gut. This was the entrance to its lair.

“Stay close,” her father said before they entered the storm drain. “Touch nothing.”

The path was winding and reeked of raw sewage and dampness. As they walked along the tunnel, Deliah saw bits of jewelry dangling or lying in random places. She did as her father instructed and touched nothing. After what seemed like half an hour of twists and turns, she saw a small light ahead of them that grew brighter the closer they got. They reached the light and the passage opened into a large room. Deliah pulled on her magic and ready herself to fight.

A gnome was strapped down to a chair, bound and gagged with tears streaming down his face. A redcap stood before him with a rusted knife. The redcap reached up and sliced part of the hat-like mushroom that grew on his own head.

“You’re the djinn that lives by the wall,” the redcap said as he dragged the rusted knife across the gnome’s scalp.

The gnome screamed and bucked against his bindings as blood trickled down his face. The redcap placed the sliced mushroom on the gnome’s head. The slice of mushroom absorbed the blood on the gnome and red spiderweb-like growths emerged from it spreading over the gnome’s head. His screaming stopped and the gnome violently shook as he paled. The redcap looked at Deliah with bulging eyes, and she gave her a smile with his crooked yellow teeth. He looked at the lightning dancing in her hand.

“Careful dear. I would look up before you do anything rash like that.”

Deliah lifted her eyes up and saw hundreds of eyes looking back at her, all of them redcaps clinging to the ceiling. She canceled her magic and stood closer to her father.

“Does District boss Erian know that you’re growing your colony?” her father asked the redcap.

“Erian concerns himself with the surface, what comes down here is mine as this is my domain,” the redcap answered. “What can I do for you in my domain, djinn who lives by the wall,”

Her father tossed the bag toward the redcap. Who approached and opened it, looking at the wealth stashed inside.

“I want your colony to kill the bosses of two districts and free my children,” her father stated.

The redcap laughed as he pulled out some of the jewelry within the bag.

“More shinnies to lure the dwarves and gnomes into my domain,” the redcap said as it looked over the jewelry.

Redcaps were the scourge of gnomes and dwarves races. A parasitic fungus that took over their minds and grew the red hat-like mushroom. The victim’s identity is stripped of them as they are driven mad and eventually become part of the hive mind of the redcap colony.

“Who are we killing?” the redcap asked with a grin displaying its yellow teeth.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

FAYLEN DID JUST as she promised and the two of them had a very active morning shower together. Following that Ash made breakfast for everyone with Naomi’s help.

“I did it!” Naomi exclaimed.

Ash beamed at her. He couldn’t help himself. Naomi was extremely cute with how excited she got at successfully flipping a pancake.

“Good job, Naomi,” Ash said. He leaned in and kissed the side of her cheek.

He was already mixing the next batch and was willing to bet Lilly would show up soon for a few stacks of her own. His phone lit up on the counter where it lay.

“Right on cue,” Ash said as he saw the incoming call. He picked it up and answered. “Hey, Lilly. I’m surprised you called instead of just showing up—”

Lilly cut him off.

“Ash, the djinn cell was just swarmed by half a dozen redcaps, I killed them with the vines, but there has to be more!”

Ash frowned.

“Wait, what the hell is a redcap?” Ash asked Lilly.

Naomi and Faylen both looked at him and their eyes widened. Faylen pulled out her phone and started calling someone, while Naomi shut off the stove and raced into the bedroom. Moments later she came out armed with Torrent.

“Bad news, Ash,” Lilly said. “Little psychopaths, they’re easy to kill but have numbers. Also, they’re a hive mind, what one sees or learns they all do.”

“How did they get into the Flatiron?” Ash asked.

“Not by the street or I would have been alerted by my plants. My guess is the sewers.”

Realization dawned on Ash. They were here for the djinn.

“Shit! They’re probably in District 208 as well!” Ash cursed. “Lilly, where are you?”

“I’m on the third floor. I was heading back to my room when the redcaps rushed into the djinn cell.”

“All right. I’ll be right there to get you, Lilly,” he said before ending the call.

He immediately opened his contacts and selected a name he had never called before.

“District boss, Ash,” Selena answered with a heavy sigh. “Look, I would like to apol—”

Ash didn’t let her finish whatever she was saying.

“Selena, the Flatiron was just attacked by redcaps. I think they’re after the djinn. Be careful and keep the bound item safe!”

There was a moment of silence on the line.

“Shit,” Selena cursed. “Thank you for the warning. Stay safe.”

“Luna’s staying in my room, but she’s not answering her cell phone,” Faylen growled and her tail frizzed.

Ash nodded.

“Right. You and Naomi go grab Luna from the fourth floor. I’ll get to Lilly on the third floor and make sure she’s all right. We’ll meet up on the third and make our way to the djinn’s cell.”

Faylen nodded.

“I already sent an alert to the gangs. They’ll start sweeping the first two floors,” Faylen said.

Ash shook his head.

“It’s insane to try and invade the Flatiron. We have an army here in the barracks,” Ash stated.

Faylen looked at him with a serious face.

“You’ve never seen a redcap before. They are the definition of insane.”

Ash made his way to his office where he kept the djinn’s bound items, two bracelets. He took them out and slipped both of them in his pocket. He then grabbed Riptide, attaching the dagger’s sheath to his belt.

Once he and the girls were set, they left the penthouse for the stairwell. The girls gave him one last warning to be careful as they rushed through the door to head to Faylen’s room and grab Luna. Ash made it to the third floor and opened the door stepping out into the hallway. He was greeted by laughter above him.

He turned and looked up to see a small gnome with a red hat drop from the ceiling where he had been hanging. The gnome’s bulging yellow eyes matched his teeth shown through his wide smile. The gnome brandished two rusted knives in his hands, ready to plunge them into Ash.

***


Ella’s sword cleaved a redcap in two as it darted toward them with a kitchen knife. Selena finished loading her magazine and chambered a round. The runes didn’t glow as she lined up a shot on a redcap crawling across the ceiling. Activating the rune was overkill, they weren’t strong, but there were a lot of them. The hallway was already slick with pools of blood from the number they had killed.

“They just keep coming!” Ella shouted as she and the guards fought the endless tide of redcaps that tried to make their way up the stairs.

A scream came up from below and Selena’s heart sank. They had found another maid. The horrible little creatures were already in the house when Ash called her and by the time Selena had grabbed the djinn’s necklace, armed herself, and alerted Ella, the redcaps were already climbing the stairs. Now she, Ella, and the guards who had been stationed at the djinn’s cell held the top of the stairs. The seven of them were hard-pressed by the dozens of bloodthirsty redcaps.

The redcaps at the bottom of the stairs started hurling bloody hunks of meat at them and laughing. The remains of the maid they had found. One of the hunks hit a guard and threw him off balance enough for one of the redcaps to sink a knife into his thigh.

“Close ranks!” Ella screamed as she and the other guards pulled the injured one back.

Selena rushed over to him and placed her hand on the wound, she pulled on her magic and saw the flesh stitch back together.

“Thank you,” the guard said as he stood.

“Thank me after we survive this,” Selena said. She had doubts they would.

She had alerted Tuuker and Haven of the attack, and they were both on their way to the estate with reinforcements. They would just have to survive until then. She was starting to run low on ammo. Her gun was little more than a shield without any bullets for the Death Magic to infuse with.

She looked at Iva in her cell. The prisoner was watching the scene anxiously.

“Hold this. I have an idea,” Selena said as he handed the guard Iva’s necklace.

The guard gave a confused look at her as Selena made her way into the djinn’s cell. She felt the runes pull and drain some of her magic with every second, but this wouldn’t take long.

“What are you doing?” Iva asked fearfully as Selena opened her cell.

“Giving you an ultimatum,” Selena stated as she grabbed the djinn and dragged her into the hallway.

Selena took the necklace back from the guard and slipped it onto Iva so the pendent was on the djinn’s back. Then Selena placed her gun against the pendent pushing it against the djinn’s back, her magic flared and the rune activated.

“You will start hurling spells at the redcaps or I will put a bullet through your pendent and then through you!” Selena threatened the djinn.

Iva trembled as Selena pushed her to take a position beside the guards. Once there, the djinn started hurling her balls of Death Magic at the redcaps. Selena kept the gun firmly pressed into her back and pendant.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

ASH STARED HORRIFIED as the redcap tried to pull itself down the length of Riptide’s blade. It just smiled at him as its bony, filth-covered fingers cut themselves on the edge of the blade as the redcap pulled its body closer to Ash. He had drawn Riptide and activated the rune just in time. The water blade skewered the redcap as it leaped toward him, thankfully the bastard had dropped his knives or Ash was sure he would have tried to throw them at him.

Ash made a slash with Riptide that threw the redcap against the wall. It tried to stand with its entrails hanging out, but Ash quickly decapitated the twisted creature.

Turning he took in the hallway, and he felt a knot in his stomach. Several redcaps lay dead on the ground, many surrounded by hacked-up vines that belonged to a smashed potted plant. Past the potted plant, several redcaps were gathered around a door. It looked as if they had been trying to hack it apart with their rusted weapons. As one, they turned toward Ash with smiles full of yellow teeth, and they charged toward him.

He pulled on his magic, then activated the rune on the kraken’s ring, pulling on the elemental’s magic. The faint hue of his scar’s glow caught his eye, and he sent a Bolt at the mass of redcaps. Thunder once again echoed when Bolt struck and his spell killed four redcaps outright, but there were still too many of them rushing at him. He slaughtered six more before he summoned a Lightning Claw in one hand and held Riptide in the other.

Another gnome-size redcap leaped at him, and he grabbed it with his Lightning Claw. The little bastard managed to stab his arm before the jolts of Lightning Magic cooked him. He hurled the body back into another redcap as he shifted to attack with Riptide.

A larger redcap, about the size of a dwarf, had closed in while he was fighting the gnome-redcap. With Riptide, Ash hacked into its head as if it were a ripe melon. He pulled twice to try and free the blade to no avail before he just cut his magic and the blade dissolved and the dwarf-redcap fell limply to the floor. He killed the next redcap with Riptide, as the chitin dagger, before he could activate the rune and bring back the translucent magic blade.

The door the redcaps had been trying to break down opened up and Lilly darted through it from within. The dryad looked unharmed save a few minor cuts, but very pissed. He was shocked to see something wrapped around Lilly’s arm. Like a wooden gauntlet, with a spike extending over her hand by a foot. Lilly stabbed it into the first redcap she came to, killing it quickly before shaking it off the spike. Lilly and Ash worked in tandem to eliminate the rest of the redcaps, who grew more aggressive as their numbers thinned.

“Lil, you good?” Ash asked, panting after cutting the head off the last redcap.

Lilly was panting as well, her dress drenched in blood, as was her right arm with the strange wooden gauntlet. He saw what looked like roots growing from it into the skin on her arm, holding it in place.

“Yeah. Thank you, Ash,” she said giving him a smile. “They tried to swarm me, but the plant held them off long enough for me to make it to that room.”

He nodded at her arm.

“What’s that?”

Lilly looked at it and frowned.

“My mother’s spell. Dryad’s Thorn,” Lilly said with a scowl. “I hate it, but it’s the only combat spell I know.”

“Well, I’m glad your mother taught it to you,” Ash answered, though Lilly seemed to frown more at him mentioning her mother. “Faylen and Naomi should be here soon. Hopefully, they didn’t run into trouble.”

A second later door to the stairwell exploded off its hinges and slammed into the wall. Faylen and Naomi rushed into the hallway ready to fight. They calmed when they saw all the redcaps were dead. Luna meekly stepped out of the stairwell into the hallway behind them.

“I smelled your blood,” Faylen said as she walked up to him.

She took his arm in her hand and examined the spot where the redcap had stabbed him. Ash had forgotten about the injury. Faylen pulled out a cloth and held pressure to it before handing Ash a healing potion.

“Thanks,” he said with a smile as he took the potion. “Glad you thought to grab some of these.”

“I always carry them now. It’s a habit I developed after we started dating,” Faylen said as she kissed him. “I kinda like you and want to keep you around.”

“Less kissy face,” Lilly said with a huff. “We need to get to the djinn and keep the redcaps from freeing them.”

Faylen stole one last kiss.

“The gangs have cleared the first floor and the basement, they found a lot of them there. Looks like they were climbing up the elevator shaft to move around.” Faylen said as she turned to Lilly.

“So just the second floor left then?” Ash said.

***

The wave of redcaps trying to come up the stairs lessened and the sound of fighting echoed below. Haven and Tuuker had arrived. Selena breathed a sigh of relief as she pulled the necklace off Iva and had the guards return her to her cell.

Soon enough the gnoll woman and the kobold made their way up the stairs. Haven’s armor was crimson with blood as was her club. Tuuker carried a dagger and sported a nasty cut on his arm.

“Good. You are both alive,” Haven said with a sigh as she looked at Ella and Selena.

“Thanks to you and Tuuker,” Ella said as she clasped the gnoll woman on the shoulder.

“Yes. Thank you both,” Selena said with a bow. “My staff that lived downstairs, are they…”

Haven gave her a grim look.

“We saved a few that managed to hide in their rooms or barricade their doors. Several were killed by the redcaps I’m sorry to say, Lady Selena,” Tuuker answered.

Selena cursed and gritted her teeth.

“Please secure the area and kill any redcaps you come across,” Selena said. “I will let Councilwoman Blackthorn know we’ve turned the tide.”

Selena pulled out her phone and looked into the cell that held Iva. The djinn met her eyes with a worried expression. Would Cleo really kill one of the djinn for this assault?

***

Naomi unleashed a gust of wind and ice shards from Torrent into the mass of redcaps as they neared where they held the djinn. This floor was part of the barracks for the Flatiron, but those who used the second floor had already left to guard the first floor or patrol the district before the redcaps invaded.

The redcaps charged at them, even as the Wind and Ice Magic slaughtered dozens of the creatures. Faylen and Ash followed behind Naomi with fireballs and lightning bolts, burning and blowing apart the little psychos.

There were still a lot of invaders and even with their spelling killing them in droves, they were still making ground.

That was when the stairwell door opened and members of the 114 Pack and Frozen Scales rushed through to join the fight. The redcaps lost the numerical advantage and were quickly cut down. Lilly’s thorn detached from her arm as she drove it into the last redcap, leaving the wooden spike sticking out of its head. The dryad kicked the corpse.

“That’s for making me use her spell,” Lilly said with a huff.

Ash made his way to the cell and saw the twins still inside, though the room was littered with dead redcaps, torn apart by vines. The twins watched him fearfully from the back of the room.

“How many of the little bastards tried to invade us?” Ash said aloud as he looked around the second floor.

“Over a hundred,” Jek answered. The lizardkin had a nasty cut under his eye, but a healing potion was already stitching the wound back together.

“Casualties?” Ash asked feeling a knot in his gut.

Jek gave a grim look.

“We lost three gang members who were guarding the portal and many more are injured. Would have been worse had Ruben not held the basement stairs. The redcaps couldn’t topple the bearkin no matter how many they threw at him,” Jek said. “He’s cut up badly, but we have him stable and full of healing potions.”

Ash cursed.
“Give me the names of those we lost, I’ll make sure their families are taken care of. Is Celeste with Ruben?” Ash asked.

Jek gave him a small smirk.

“Switching from being grateful that he’s alive, praising his bravery, and berating the hell out of him.”

“Good. She’ll take care of him,” Ash said.

Ash called Cleo while the gangs searched the Flatiron for any redcaps that might have escaped. The final count was one hundred and thirty-two of the little bastards. Cleo told him that Selena was safe and had driven off the redcaps that attacked her estate and that she would be there soon.

Fifteen minutes later Cleo walked into the Flatiron, her face etched with fury.

“Cleo,” Ash said.

She said nothing as she looked him over, the girls, and the rest of the Flatiron. She made her way into the room that served as the twins’ cell. Ash rushed in behind her.

“No! Please Councilwoman Blackthorn!” one of the twins begged as they pressed themselves against the back wall of the room.

Death Magic encased Cleo’s hand in the form of long claws as she approached the brothers. She was only a few steps away from them when Ash put his hand on her shoulder.

“Cleo, don’t,” he said.

“Their father attacked you and Selena. A price must be paid!” Cleo said in a harsh tone as she stared down the djinns.

“Then he’ll pay the price, not them,” Ash said to her. “Please, Cleo, there’s been enough death today.”

Cleo grimaced as if struggling with the choice and Ash understood why. Optics. She couldn’t appear weak. She was the Nightmare Queen.

“I’ll consider it a personal favor if you spare them, Councilwoman Blackthorn,” Ash said.

Cleo turned and faced him as she cut off her spell.

“Fine,” Cleo said as she placed a hand on his cheek. “Then bare a curse until that favor is repaid.”

He saw her magic flare dramatically in the corner of his eye, far showier than the previous times she had cursed him. He felt a small bit of Death Magic enter his body and settle there.

Cleo removed her hand and scowled at the djinn.

“You owe this man your life,” she said.

The twins knelt and bowed on the ground toward Ash, their heads placed against the floor.

“Thank you, District boss Ash,” they said with sobbing voices.

Cleo turned and left the room with Ash following her. Once they were away from the room that held the djinn, Cleo reached out and touched the side of his face. He felt the small amount of Death Magic leave his body as Cleo broke the small curse.

“Thank you,” Cleo said as she relaxed. “We will need a plan to deal with Neftali. If he’s hiring redcaps then this has moved beyond his children or Selena. Pride can be a fickle monster, especially for those that are powerful.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

DELIAH STOOD BESIDE Neftali in the tunnels as he met with the redcap. The stink of raw sewage burned her nose.

“I lost most of my colony because of you,” the redcap sneered at her father.

Her father glared at the redcap in the low light of the tunnel.

“You failed to free my children,” he yelled as the tunnel shook.

The redcap looked up and frowned.

“We tried,” the redcap said, pointing a knife at Neftali. “One district had a damn dryad helping to defend it. The other? Well, we almost had the unicorn, until the djinn you sent us to rescue started fighting alongside her!”

“Lies,” Neftali said softly.

“Oh, I’m many things, but never a liar,” the redcap said. “Your daughter betrayed you.”

Her father turned and made his way out of the tunnel Deliah following him. Once they were some distance away, Neftali stopped and turned around. He lifted his hand and quickly pulled it down. The storm drain and its tunnel system collapsed.

Deliah stared at the destruction for a moment, then followed behind him.

Once they arrived home, Neftali sat at the table and stared out of the window. Deliah prepared a meal for him, but he didn’t touch it.

“You could go deal with the unicorn while Belath frees your brothers,” he said after a moment.

“Belath will not help us,” Deliah reminded him again.

He slammed his fist on the table and the house shook.

“Perhaps he will if I threaten to wring his whore’s throat if he doesn’t help his family!”

Deliah took a step back, fearful of his anger. The whole house was still shaking as he stood from the table. She saw her father turn and make his way to the door of the house to the courtyard. Her eyes widened as she saw him move toward the exit of the courtyard that led to the district.

She recalled his words and fear filled her for Sofia. Would he truly do such a thing to force Belath to help them? She followed after him.

He moved through the district with purpose and those who recognized him quickly moved out of his way, those who didn’t were forced to by the earth that rose up to clear his path. As he approached Belath’s home, he turned and followed another path, the path to the District boss’s home.

Deliah continued to follow her father as he made his way into a large building. Belath’s wife had called it a gymnasium. It was one of the few buildings the boss of District 44 could fit inside comfortably. Most human buildings were poorly suited for giants. The building opened into a large open space with glossy wooden floors. District boss Erian sat on a custom-made chair to fit his fifteen-foot-tall frame. Beside him were his guards, a lamia, and an ogre who eyed her father cautiously.

“Neftali,” Erian said with a cautious tone. “It’s rare for you to visit me. To what do I owe the pleasure?”

Deliah watched from the entrance of the gymnasium as Neftali stopped before Erian’s chair.

“My children are being held by the Nightmare Queen,” her father said. “I want you to prepare your men to attack Districts 208 and 114 and bring them back to me.”

Erian looked at his two guards before turning back to her father.

“I can’t do that, Neftali,” Erian said softly. “I have to put the district first and war with the Nightmare Queen’s vassals is not something I wish for. There are others you can seek for jobs like that.”

“The redcaps have already failed me. Please, Erian. If I don’t act quickly the Nightmare Queen will kill my children.”

“I’m sorry, Neftali. My answer is still no,” Erian said with a shake of his head.

Neftali let out a sigh.

“I feared you might say that,” Neftali said as he raised his hand.

Earthen spikes shot through the wooden floor at Erian. The giant had already thrown himself from his chair before a spike tore through it.

“Damn it, Neftali! This is madness!” Erian yelled as he pulled a massive club from his belt.

The lamia had produced a spear from somewhere and was quickly slithering toward her father while the ogre charged with an axe. Neftali flicked his wrist toward the ogre and a boulder tore through the floor crushing the ogre’s head.

As the boulder fell from the remains of the ogre’s head, Neftali’s hand formed a fist, and the boulder fragmented into a hundred shards. The fragments hovered in the air for a moment before he flicked his wrist toward the lamia. The shards of stone pierced through the lamia’s snake half, and she let out a cry as she fell to the floor wriggling in pain.

“Arrgh!” Erian yelled as he threw the remains of his destroyed chair at Neftali.

Neftali raised a pillar of earth in front of him to block the chair. Erian charged forward and swung his club. The massive weapon shattered her father’s pillar. He was forced to dodge the club as it smashed into the floor where he stood.

Once again Neftali made a fist and the remains of the pillar shattered before he flicked his wrist. Erian saw the move coming and swung his club to knock the shards of stone from the air, but he failed to see the two shards coming toward him low to the ground that sliced through the tendons in his ankles.

“Damn you, Neftali!” Erian shouted as he fell to his knees. “I hope the Nightmare Queen peels the flesh from you while you’re still alive!”

Neftali flicked his wrist down and the floor crumbled below Erian. The giant fell until his head was level with Neftali. Erian’s hand reached up to try and haul himself out of the pit, only for soil to rise from the bottom of the pit and encase the giant, trapping him.

“I’m sorry it has come to this, Erian,” Neftali said. He lifted his hand and slowly squeezed it into a fist.

The soil around Erian compacted and Deliah saw blood pour from the giant’s mouth as Earth Magic crushed him. When the giant’s head dropped lifeless, Neftali made his way to the crippled lamia.

“Serve me or die,” he said to her.

“I-I’ll serve,” she said glaring at her father.

“What is your name,” he asked as he threw a potion to her from his pocket.

“Tori,” the lamia hissed. Neftali turned back to Deliah.

“Deliah, we will free your siblings soon,” he said.

For the first time in her life, Deliah looked at the man before her and didn’t see her father. She saw a monster.

***


Belath stirred the meat in the skillet as Sofia sliced vegetables beside him in their kitchen. They were preparing a meal together, a date night at their home.

“The meat is looking good,” Sofia said to him as she broke her gaze from her vegetables and tucked a stray strand of her curly black hair behind her ear.

He gave his wife a smile. The simple moments like this were what made life worth living to him.

When he and his clan rifted into this world and landed in the urban heart of Chicago, they had to hide like animals, fearful of this strange new world. Had it not been for Sofia, they would most likely still be living as animals, scrounging for scraps and prey.

“You, my dear, look good,” he said to her.

Sofia laughed.

“Easy, tiger. Dinner first.”

Belath had broken his disguise as a viper to save Sofia from a mugger one night as she returned to her apartment. After that encounter, Sofia helped him and his clan by bringing them food and finding them a place to stay that was not on the streets. His family shunned the girl because she was human, but he and her grew close during that time.

Eventually, they parted when his family was forced to leave for De’Vas, where his father hoped might be a way home. They stayed in touch and when she developed magic a year ago, he greeted her as she arrived in De’Vas.

A knock at the door broke him from his reminiscing. Sofia set down the knife on the board and made her way to the door.

“Wonder who it could be? Probably the kappa from next door asking to borrow more salt.” Sofia said.

Belath let out a laugh.

“If it is, just give him the whole container. It might give us a week without him knocking on our door,” he said as he stirred the meat again.

“Deliah,” Sofia said as she opened the door.

Belath turned off the stove and made his way to the living room, his temper already flaring.

“Come to distract us?” Belath asked with anger in his voice. “Father will get our siblings killed if he tries something!”

Deliah’s lip quivered as she looked at him.

“Father hired redcaps to kill the unicorn and free our siblings. When they failed he killed District boss Erian and took over the district,” Deliah blurted out.

“He’s going to throw the entire district into war!” Belath exclaimed as Sofia came to his side, a worried look on her face.

“He won’t listen, Belath,” Deliah said her voice cracking. “I think you are right. This has gone beyond avenging Luthor. I worry one of our siblings will die because of the redcap attack.”

Belath pulled out his cellphone and dialed Cleo’s number, it rang a few times before going to voice mail.

“Damn it,” he said as he started typing out a text.

He looked at his wife.

“Pack our things, love, anything of importance,” he said and kissed the top of her head.

Sofia nodded and rushed toward their bedroom. Belath faced his sister.

“Deliah,” he said sternly. “Decide now. Do you stand with our father or will you stand with me?”
Deliah hesitated for a moment, then she took a deep breath.

“I’m with you, Belath.”

Belath turned toward the bedroom.

“Sofia, pack some clothes for Deliah, she’s coming with us,” he called out to his wife before turning back to his sister.

“Father will know something is happening if you start packing,” he said to her.

“Where will we go?” she asked.

The portal glowed blue as they stepped through it and Belath’s eyes took a moment to adjust to the sunlight of this district from the darkness of the night in District 44. His eyes barely adjusted when several lizardkin and beastkin surrounded them, weapons drawn. He pushed Sofia behind him once she and his sister came through. He raised his hands in the air when he saw those before him ready to attack.

“We wish to meet with Councilwoman Blackthorn,” he said quickly.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

ASH STOOD IN the alley behind The Twins with Riptide in his hand, his magic already flowing through it to create the translucent blade of water. Mander stood beside him, the old orc studying his pose.

“Hold your grip higher,” Mander said to him.

Ash adjusted his grip.

“All right. Now like before,” Mander said as he pointed to the makeshift target dummy. “Feign overhead slash, stab, abdominal slash.”

The dummy was a wooden post that Mander had covered in enough old pots and pans that it looked like armor on a very skinny knight. Ash did as Mander said and attacked the dummy. Feigning an overhead slash, which shifted to a stab, followed by an abdominal slash.

Mander had him run through this exercise the past few days with Riptide. The old orc claimed it was good for him to practice with the blade since it would be the weapon he used. Get a feel for it in your hand as the old orc said. Even after days of doing this same combo, he was amazed at how easily the sword cut through the metal of the pots and pans.

“Good,” Mander said to him.

“Thanks,” Ash said.

He felt his phone vibrate and cut the flow of his magic to his blade before sheathing the chitin dagger on his belt. He pulled out his phone and saw it was Celeste calling him.

“Sorry, Mander, I need to take this,” he said to the old orc.

Mander nodded and slipped back into the tavern.

“Hey, Celeste. What’s up?” Ash asked as he answered the phone. “Seriously?”

Ash said goodbye to Mander and made his way to the portal. He tried to call Cleo, but once again she didn’t answer. Probably another meeting with the Council or something. He sent her a text. When he arrived at the portal he saw three individuals standing off to the side with members of the Frozen Scales and 114 Pack around them.

He recognized a familiar face among the individuals and frowned as he pulled on his magic.

“You!” Ash scowled at the blue-eyed djinn.

He could feel the kraken ring’s rune activate pulling magic from the elemental and knew his scar was glowing a faint blue. He swore he could feel the elemental stir as the rune activated.

“You’re alive,” the blue-eyed djinn called out.

“Yeah. No thanks to you. You left me to die!” Ash retort.

The gangs picked up on his anger and prepared to attack the three individuals. The djinn with red eyes noticed and raised his hands up with open palms.

“We’re here in peace! We only wish to talk to Councilwoman Blackthorn. I am Belath. I am her representative with the djinn clan of District 44,” the djinn said.

“You have a lot of nerve coming here after the redcap attack yesterday,” Ash said letting his anger show in his voice.

“Shit,” Belath said. He pulled a necklace from around his neck. “Take this as an olive branch.”

The djinn held out the necklace. One of the gang members took it from him and delivered it to Ash. He could feel the magic stored inside of it and looked back at the djinn.

“Dear, I used that phrase about the olive branch correctly, right?” Belath nervously asked the woman behind him. Ash stared at her in shock. He had just now realized she was human. The first one he had seen since coming to De’Vas.

“I take it you’re The Storm? This is District 114 after all,” Belath asked.

Ash nodded.

“Let’s go somewhere you can wait until Cleo calls me back,” Ash said.

Ash and Belath sat at a table in a rather bare room of the Flatiron. Ash still held Belath’s necklace in his hand.

“This coffee is nice,” Belath said to Ash from across the table as he took a sip. “I take it you don’t care much for my sister?”

“Yeah. She’s not one of my favorite people right now,” Ash answered.

He might be more hospitable to Belath since the djinn had willingly handed over his bound item, but he wasn’t going to be that way with Deliah. She was with her brothers in their makeshift prison filled with Lilly’s plants. Belath’s wife, Sofia, was being watched by Faylen and Naomi.

Ash heard the door open behind him and turned to see Cleo stepping into the room.

“Hey, Cleo,” he said.

Cleo walked into the room but didn’t take a seat at the table. Instead, she leaned against the wall.

“Ash,” Cleo said to him before turning to the djinn. “Belath, I got your message. I take it things have turned even more to shit?”

“Yes. That’s a fine way to sum it up,” Belath said with a heavy sigh. “Father killed the Boss of District 44 and assumed control of the district. He’s planning to launch an invasion.”

“Stubborn bastard,” Cleo said with a sigh. “I spared his children after the redcap attack. I won’t do it again. Is there any way to talk him out of this madness?”

Belath shook his head.

“He stopped speaking to me days ago. This is about his pride now, even if it damns my siblings.”

“Does this mean we’re going to invade District 44 first to stop him?” Ash asked, he could already see the gears turning in Cleo’s mind.

“Might be safer to face his army when they invade us,” Cleo said with a grim look.

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“Neftali is strong. He was offered a seat on the Council, but he rejected it. He’s an individual flagged as a potential threat by the Council, and they would respond to any direct move he makes against another district personally,” Cleo answered.

“So that’s why he sent the redcaps instead of coming himself,” Ash stated. “He needs proxies to do his dirty work.

Ash rubbed his hand up and down his face with a sigh. Only a month had passed since Destry’s invasion of the district and now he faced the prospect of fending off another one.

“I’ll get with the gangs and Bo. Start working up a plan of defense,” he said with a tired sigh.

“We might have another option available to us,” Belath said as he leaned forward on the table. “If I can get to my father’s broach, I can drain his magic from it and cripple his power.”

Ash looked at Cleo. She was still frowning.

“Getting a bound item from a djinn? Easier said than done,” Cleo stated.

“Never said it would be easy, but it is another option,” Belath said with a grim look.

Cleo crossed her arms as she thought.

“Any suggestions on how we would get the bound item?”

Belath stared at the table for a moment in thought before shaking his head.

“Any plan would require one of my siblings’ help. Deliah is the most likely to aid us,” Belath said. “My father has little trust in me.”

“Yeah, I don’t put much faith in Deliah,” Ash answered with a sneer.

Cleo raised an eyebrow at him.

“Saved her ass, just for her to run off and leave me to die,” he answered.

Cleo’s eyes darkened before she looked away.

“Lovely,” she said. “We might as well see if she will work with us. Where is she, Ash?”

Ash led them to the second floor of the Flatiron where they kept the djinn. As he arrived at the door he could see through the glass window into the room and a groan escaped him.

“Damn it, Lilly!” he growled.

Cleo and Belath both looked at him in question before they peered through the window into the room. Deliah stared at her twin brothers as they proceeded to slap each other in the face.

“What is going on with my brothers?” Belath asked.
“Ash?” Cleo asked with an arched eyebrow.

Ash was rubbing his brow, already feeling the headache coming on caused by the dryad’s shenanigans.

“Lilly has a laser pointer,” he said through gritted teeth.

Cleo stared at him for a moment before bursting out laughing.

“You seriously let her have a laser pointer?” Cleo asked as her laughter calmed down.

Belath stared at Cleo as if he was shocked to see the woman laughing before looking back at Ash.

“I’m sorry. I’m still confused,” Belath said.

Ash sighed.

“Confusion is common with anything involving Lilly,” Ash said to Belath before turning to Cleo. “I took it away from her, she must of pick pocketed it with one of her plants.”

He froze as the thought formed in his mind.

“I have an idea.”

***

Tori made her way home well after sunset. The street lamps turned every alley, crook, and corner into a sea of shadows. That damn Neftali hadn’t let her out of his sight since her wounds recovered and hounded her on preparing the district’s forces for his invasion of districts 208 and 114.

“So, the djinn killed Erian,” a voice said from the shadows.

Tori whipped around and pointed her spear to where the voice came from. A gnome crawled from a storm drain with a twisted smile on his face. Then, she saw the small mushroom on its head. No, not a gnome, she realized. A newly formed redcap. Tori readied her spear to kill the vial creature.

“And now you gladly serve the djinn while Erian’s and your fellow guardsman’s corpses rot in that building,” the redcap said with a laugh.

Tori snarled at him.

“Erian was my friend,” Tori spat angrily. “The djinn has left me no choice, but to help him with his invasion.”

“And do you know what will happen when it fails? He will kill you, just as he tried to kill my colony by collapsing my tunnels.”

She glared at the redcap as it came closer to her.

“Or we can kill him first,” the redcap said softly.

Tori hesitated for a moment, then shook her head.

“That would be suicide. He’s too strong.”

The redcap smiled and held his hands open.

“You hesitated, my dear. That tells me you thought about it, dreamed about it,” the redcap said. “I can give you something that will only require one cut, just one small nick, and the djinn will die.”

Tori frowned.

“And you expect me to do your dirty work while you wait from the shadows?”

“No, dear. I’ll help you with the deed,” the redcap said. “I do what’s best for the colony.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

“THAT’S THE STUPIDEST plan he has ever come up with,” Cleo growled as she made her way into her estate in District 1.

A Victorian mansion that had caught her eye shortly after joining the Council. She forgot what district it had originated in, but she had help from the Council to transport it to District 1 for her and her sisterhood to live in. Sadly, that traitor, Destry, had pilfered through the estate and sold many of her possessions while she was trapped in that safe. Leaving the house barren except for the few furnishings she had recently brought in.

The place was depressing, both in its barrenness and because of the reminder of what she had lost. Her sisters didn’t mind it though, and they had settled back into the estate with little complaints.

As she opened the door and stepped inside, jets of fog shot toward the foyer from various parts of the house, condensing into her sisters. They bowed to her.

“Welcome home, Eldest Sister,” they said in unison.

Aerial, the most powerful of her sisters and her second-in-command of the sisterhood, approached her.

“How did the rift go, Eldest Sister?”

Aerial’s unasked question was why she was home so late. Dealing with the rift should have only taken a few hours, yet she had spent most of her day between the rift and District 114.

“I was in District 114 discussing the djinn matter with my vassal,” Cleo answered as she moved past the foyer for the stairs. She planned to soak in the tub for a while.

“How is Ash doing?” Aerial asked as she followed her.

There was something in her tone that Cleo didn’t like, some hidden meaning in the way she had asked it.

“He is well,” she said as she looked at the smiling Aerial. “And as stupid as ever.”

His plan sounded like something Bo would concoct after binge-watching spy movies all night and writing out the plan at one in the morning partly drunk. Worse even since the whole thing relied on Lilly!

Aerial’s smile grew.

“Why do you ask?” Cleo asked as she narrowed her eyes at her sister.

“You always seem in high spirits when you return from District 114, that’s all, Eldest Sister,” Aerial said.

Cleo looked ahead and continued up the stairs.

“It’s not high spirits, it’s elevated blood pressure,” she growled. “Aerial, I’m going to soak in the bath. Please make sure I’m not disturbed.”

“Ah,” Aerial said. “Before you go, Eldest Sister, Councilwoman Zara is waiting for you in your study. She has been waiting for the past two hours.”

Cleo let out a sigh, “What is it now?”

Sure enough, Zara was in her study. Her eight-foot frame was fast asleep on one of the couches. Cleo debated about ignoring her and just taking the bath she wanted, but it could be something important.

She walked to the desk in front of the couch and took a seat. Her office was as barren as the rest of the house, with three couches arranged in a box shape in front of her desk. There was enough room to seat all her sisters. The wood panel walls were bare, but, at one time, held several animal heads. Those had ended up at Destry’s estate, but she didn’t consider them a loss. Bones would have been better than those false eyes the humans put in what they called taxidermy.

“Zara,” Cleo said loud enough to stir the sphinx. “I heard you wish to meet with me.”

Zara stretched on the couch and let out something that was the combination of a yawn and a purr.

“Sorry, Cleo,” Zara said as she sat up on the couch and rubbed her eyes. “I was just taking a little cat nap.”

“I can see that, Zara. I apologize for the wait,” Cleo said politely. “I was told you wish to discuss something with me?”

“Yeah. Be careful, Cleo,” Zara said ominously. “The Council is watching you.”

“The Council is watching us all, Zara,” Cleo said.

This was true, members of the Council would report on each other often. Sometimes those reports were brought to the floor of the Council to be voted on with dire consequences for those violating the rules. Everything from being stripped of vassals, imprisonment, and even death.

“Yes, but you’re under scrutiny right now. These ears aren’t just to make me cute, Cleo,” Zara said. “There’s been talk that you’re too involved with your vassals’ affairs.”

Cleo’s nails dug into the top of her desk.

“Nothing will come of it right now, with the rifts and WillCo causing tension between the human governments and De’Vas, but a coalition is being formed against you,” Zara said darkly.

“Why are you telling me this?” Cleo asked.

Zara gave her a warm smile.

“Because we’re friends. You, me and Roc,” Zara said. “I worry about you. I know you are not as strong as you used to be.”

Cleo’s eyes widened as she stared at the sphinx.

“The smell of fear does not suit you,” Zara stated. “I don’t know what happened during your seclusion, but I do know you’re weaker since you returned.”

Zara stood and made her way to the door of the study, she grabbed the handle and turned to look back at Cleo.

“Roc and I have your back, but there’s only so much we can do.”

Cleo felt her gut twist.

“When did the collation start to form?” she asked.

Zara paused and thought for a moment.

“I started hearing some members of the Council whispering about it after the WillCo story broke, but it’s probably been going on for a bit. It wasn’t a single member but a few that started talking about you being too involved with your vassals,” Zara said before she left through the door.

Council members that were aligned against her and WillCo. She didn’t like this, could they be the members who had profited from Destry’s reagent trade? If so, why wait until the news about WillCo broke? Was she just grasping at straws? Being paranoid?

“Eldest Sister, may I enter?” Aerial called from the other side of the door.

“You may,” Cleo answered, wondering how long she had been lost in her thoughts.

Aerial opened the door and stepped into the study. She stopped before Cleo’s desk. A soft smile on her face.

“I have the bath prepared for you, Eldest Sister.”

Cleo let out a sigh.

“Thank you, Aerial.”

“Eldest Sister,” Aerial said with a bow. “Might I speak freely?”

Cleo frowned.

“You may always speak freely around me, I have always relied on my sisters’ advice and guidance.”

Aerial stood from her bow.

“I have stood by your side since your mother was killed and you took control of our sisterhood. Fought beside you as you sought vengeance and carved a Queendom in the process. I have followed you from Vas to Earth. So I feel I know you well Cleo Blackthorn.”

A black mist appeared around Aerial and swirled around her.

“I also know that human boy is changing you, and I know what Councilwoman Zara wished to talk to you about,” Aerial said with a smile.

“You were eavesdropping,” Cleo said as she watched the mist swirl around the banshee.

“I was. Please, forgive me, Eldest Sister,” Aerial said as the mist converged on her.

A mirror image of Cleo stood before the desk and smiled at her.

“If you will allow me, I’ll take your place on the Council. They will see Cleo Blackthorn sitting on the Council, while a silver-haired rabbitkin stands beside that human boy,” Aerial said in Cleo’s voice.

Cleo smiled and her mirror image copied it.

***

Ash, Bo, and Belath stood before the table in one of the conference rooms of the Flatiron looking over a drawing of District 44 that Belath had made. He had marked his house, as well as his father’s home and the barracks for the forces of the district.

“He got as close to the wall as he could get,” Ash stated when he saw where Neftali’s house was.

“He wished to leave the district. Even threatened to tear down the walls a few times,” Belath stated.

Ash looked at him skeptically.

“You kidding right? Those walls are massive.”

Belath gave him a pitiful smile.

“My father is a very old and powerful djinn.”

Ash was feeling better and better about this stupid plan. Sadly it was the best any of them had come up with.

“Lilly, you sure you can’t control your plants from here?” Ash asked the dryad who was playing games on her phone in a nearby chair, a pile of candy beside her.

“No. Only really powerful dryads can maintain a magical connection with a plant that far away. My max range is about twenty miles,” Lilly answered never looking away from her game.

Ash sighed. He hated the thought of dragging Lilly into this mess.

“Lilly, you can back out any time, you don’t have to do this,” Ash said for perhaps the third time.

“Not happening. I want to help,” Lilly answered before waving her phone in the air. “Also, I need you to charge my phone.”

“Lil, use the outlet. I’m not your personal portable phone charger,” Ash grumbled.

Lilly’s head turned in her chair and gave him a serious look.

“Yes, you are,” she said.

Ash shook his head and ignored the dryad, turning his focus back to the plan. It was fairly simple. They would place one of Lilly’s plants inside Neftali’s house and when the opportunity presented itself, the plant’s vine would swap the djinn’s broach for a fake. Just like how Lilly pickpocketed her laser pointer back from Ash.

The only thing that worried Ash was how they planned to get the plant into Neftali’s house, Deliah.

“You sure your sister won’t betray us?” Ash asked Belath, not even trying to hide the edge in his voice.

“My sister says she’s on our side, and I believe her,” Belath answered as his hand went to his necklace. “I can give this back to you if you doubt my words.”

Ash shook his head and looked at the potential escape routes from the district that Bo had marked. If the plan went to hell, which he felt like there was a real shot it would, he wanted to get himself and Lilly out of there safely.

“Are you sure your father won’t notice if we swap the broach?” Ash asked, he had dragged the djinn through every jewelry and craft shop until they found one that could be modified to look like Neftali’s broach.

“As long as he doesn’t pull on his magic,” Belath said.

“I’m surprised Faylen and Naomi aren’t here,” Bo said looking up from the map.

“They’re getting the gangs prepared in case we fail, and they need to defend the district or we need a rescue.” Ash let out a heavy sigh. “I told them both they weren’t going with me and Lilly. Hell, the only reason Lilly is coming is because she needs to be there for the plant.”

“Oh, boy,” the orc said. “You are definitely in the doghouse.”
“I know,” Ash replied. “I’ve sworn to them several times that I will call at the first sign of trouble.”

They hadn’t been happy when he told them that. Even the usually cheerful Naomi was angry at him, her tail lashing the ground in fury instead of joy and Faylen’s ears had remained canted since he told her. The girls said their peace about it and went to prepare their gangs. His girls would literally go to war if he didn’t come back to them.

He felt his phone vibrate. He pulled it out to find it was a text from Cleo.

Cleo: I have something important to discuss with you before you leave tomorrow. I will be at the Flatiron in the morning.

Ash typed out a reply and slipped his phone away. He wondered what Cleo wanted to discuss. He knew she thought the plan was idiotic. She told him that several times.

Sure enough, Ash had just gone through his morning work on managing the district’s resources when he heard a knock on his office door. Belath, his sister, and his wife had already left for District 44 to enact the plan. Ash and Lilly were set to follow them in about an hour just in case Neftali was having the portal watched.

“Come in,” he said.

Celeste opened the door and Cleo walked in followed by Councilman Roc and Councilwoman Zara. What surprised Ash though was who followed behind them. Silver stood beside Cleo.

“Good morning, Ash,” Cleo said.

“Good morning,” Ash answered, very confused.

Cleo gestured to Silver.

“This is Silver, she will act as a liaison between myself and my vassals as I have been too involved in your affairs as of late.”

Silver gave him a look that said to play along, so he did.

“Nice to meet you, Silver, I hope you enjoy your stay with us in District 114,” Ash said.

Cleo smiled.

“Thank you. If you should need anything from me, please relay it to Silver,” Cleo said before she turned and made her way out the door.

Councilman Roc followed on her heels, but Councilwoman Zara eyed Silver for a moment before she left. Once the door was closed Silver made her way to the chair in front of his desk and plopped down into it with a heavy sigh.

“Okay. What’s up?” Ash asked as soon as he felt fake Cleo with the Council members.

“A coalition is being formed against me on the Council under the guise that I’m too involved with my vassals,” Silver said before smiling at him. “Which I am. But they don’t know that. No, this is something else and they’re grasping for ways to get at me.”

Ash narrowed his eyes at her.

“Any idea why?” he asked.

Silver shook her head.

“Nothing with proof, just a bad gut feeling with it and the timing.”

“So one of your sisters is taking your place on the Council while you lay low as Sliver?” he asked.

“You got the first half right. I just want to make sure your idiotic plan doesn’t get you killed,” Silver stated.

“You’re going with me?” Ash exclaimed.

“I am,” Silver said giving him a stern look. “I can’t leave this just in your and Lilly’s hands.”

Ash started to open his mouth to argue, but Silver gave him a stern look.

“Right. Well, let’s go make sure Lilly is ready,” Ash said with a heavy sigh. “Then we’ll make our way to Belath’s house and hope this works.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

DELIAH MADE HER way through the courtyard of her clan’s home carrying the potted plant. She did her best to try and appear relaxed and cheerful, though inside she was a knot of stress and fear about what she was doing. More so when she saw her father stepping out of the house to greet her, wearing a sword on his hip.

“Father, why are you dressed for war?” she asked.

He scowled at her.

“You didn’t come home last night, Deliah, where were you?” he asked.

Deliah gave him a fake smile as she stopped in the courtyard.

“I visited Belath and tried to talk sense into my brother. I stayed too late, and he offered me a place to rest under his roof,” she lied.

Her father gave her a stern gaze.

“Did your brother see reason? Will he aid us?”

“No. He is still being stubborn,” Deliah said with a shake of her head.

“No matter, we will be bringing sword and magic to our enemies soon.”

Deliah clutched the potted plant tightly and continued walking. She walked past her father and set the potted plant on a stand next to the window where her father liked to sit.

“So soon?” she asked once the plant was in position.

“I had to push that damn Tori to prepare the forces. She is to come here and let me know when they are ready to march through the portal,” her father said staring out into the courtyard, no doubt waiting for Tori to appear. “I might not be able to go with them, but I will see them off.”

“Let me prepare a meal for you, Father,” Deliah said as she stepped into the kitchen. “You haven’t eaten well the past few days. You should enjoy some food while you wait on Tori.”

Her father looked as if he would object, but Deliah gave him a warm smile.

“Very well,” he said with that smile as he took a seat at his spot by the window.

Deliah cooked a simple meal for her father and set it before him, then she took a seat across from him.

“After we free my siblings, what do you plan to do with the District?” she asked.

Her father took a bite of his food before he waved away her question. She saw the vines slither out of the plant and creep toward her father.

“The District is a temporary. I will wash my hands of it once it’s no longer any use to me.”

Deliah’s heart raced as the vine coiled around the broach and pulled it off her father’s shirt, and another vine slipped the fake broach into its place. A sigh of relief left Deliah at the sight.

Her father smiled at her.

“Don’t fret, Deliah. I wouldn’t abandon seeking a way back to return to Vas for some petty kingdom in the cage the humans put us in.”

His eyes left her and went to the door.

“Tori. Is it time?” her father asked with a smile as he stood.

Deliah turned to see the lamia woman wearing armor and carrying her spear enter their house. Tori’s serpent-like eyes looked toward Deliah before focusing on her father.

“Yes it is time, Neftali,” Tori said.

Her father stood and Deliah picked up the potted plant, preparing to flee back to Belath with it.

As soon as Neftali left the threshold of the door, a small gnome leaped from the roof onto him, burying two knives in his back. Deliah dropped the potted plant in surprise.

“You shouldn’t have tried to kill my colony, Djinn!” The redcap laughed. “Now, you can die!”

Neftali let out a cry of pain as he reached over his head and tried to grab the redcap. Once he had a hold of the redcap, he pulled it off his back and hurled it across the courtyard. Tori turned back to Neftali as the redcap flew through the air and struck out with her spear. Neftali raised his hand to summon an earthen wall for protection, but nothing happened. The spear bit into his chest. Neftali grasped the shaft to try and stop Tori from running him through.

He freed his own sword from the sheath on his belt as he pulled the spearhead out of his chest with his other hand. His sword decapitated the lamia before she could react.

The redcap had recovered from his flight and raced toward Neftali again. Deliah sent a lightning bolt at the little monster, knocking him back. Her father took the spear from the dead lamia and hurled it at the redcap. The thing laughed as it was skewered.

“It’s too late, djinn!” it laughed as blood trickled from its mouth. “Redcap spores were on my blades and the spear!”

The redcap’s laughs slowly turned into gurgles as more blood flowed from its mouth.

Her father tore his shirt off and looked at himself. Deliah could already see the red spiderwebs of the fungus spreading under his skin.

Neftali turned and looked at her, then he looked at the ground. Deliah followed his gaze and saw the busted potted plant, a vine slowly slithering from it, trying to pick up her father’s broach.

“Traitor!” he yelled at Deliah. He stumbled toward her, sword raised.

The vines of the potted plant shot out and wrapped around him. Deliah ran as she heard her father hacking at the plant and swearing.

***

Ash sat in Belath’s house sipping the cup of tea that Sofia had prepared for him as they waited to see how the plan would go. Belath paced around anxiously and Silver relaxed on the couch reading beside Lilly, who was watching Deliah through the plant and attempting to swap the broach.

“So, how long have you been in De’Vas?” Sofia asked.

“About three months,” Ash said. “Yourself?”

“A year,” she said, and he picked up her accent.

“Chicago, right?” he asked.

Sofia smiled.

“Cubs fan, born and raised.”

It had been a long time since Ash talked to another human besides the video calls with his mother. Sofia was the first mage he had met other than himself.

“Know any other mages?” he asked.

Sofia thought for a moment. 
“There’s one guy I’ve heard about in District 12. He opened a salon that’s very popular with the kitsune community,” Sofia said before saying the next part in a low whisper. “Lots of tail brushing.”

Ash blinked.

“Wait, tail brushing is sexual?”

Sofia gave him a chuckle.

“More intimate than sexual. The human equivalent would be making out.”

Ash replayed all the times he had brushed Faylen’s tail, and how often the wolfkin had dragged him to bed afterward. There was definitely a connection.

“Damn it!” Lilly shouted from the couch as she opened her eyes and was no longer seeing through her plant.

“Things go bad?” Silver asked as she set down her book.

“We had the damn broach and everything,” Lilly growled as she stood up. “Then a lamia and redcap show up to attack him. They infected him with the redcap fungus!”

“Wait, father’s been poisoned?” Belath asked as he came over.

“Redcap fungus turns deep-dwellers like gnomes and dwarves into redcaps since they’re partly resistant to it. Anyone else will just be driven mad as the fungus spreads throughout their body, eventually killing them.”

The ground shook and picture frames fell from the walls.

“That’s not good,” Lilly said as the house creaked.

They made their way out of the house and saw people fleeing in the direction of the portal. Ash felt his gut drop as he saw what they were fleeing from; a hulking figure made of earth towered over the buildings from the direction the people came from. The thing was even larger than the kraken.

“That’s father’s war golem spell,” Belath stated.

Silver cursed before racing in the direction of the golem.

“Get Lilly to the portal!” Ash shouted to Belath as he raced after her.

He caught up to Silver as he flooded his muscles with magic.

“Why are we running toward that thing?” he asked.

“You heard Lilly. The redcap fungus will drive him mad. He’ll destroy this district!” Silver stated. “And we aren’t. Get to the portal, Ash. I’ll handle this.”

Silver changed into fog and shot passed him toward the massive golem. Ash cursed. There was no way in hell he was letting her fight this monster alone.

Ash arrived in time to see the golem slamming its stone-covered fists into crowds of armed guards, who desperately tried to fight back against it. Several had already been crushed to death from the golem’s blows.

“Traitors!” The golem bellowed as it struck at the gathered forces.

He saw Silver materialize from the fog and cast a spell that sent several balls of Death Magic toward the golem. Her spells flew through the air erratically until they collided and drove the golem back from the armed guards.

Ash rushed in and started to help those he could to their feet and away from the chaos of the battle. The area looked like a warzone with the craters created by the golem’s massive fists. He saw a hand flailing from under some debris. He worked to remove the rubble that was trapping the person, only to find it was Deliah. He grasped the djinn’s hand and pulled her to her feet.

“Thank you,” she said before turning to follow the guards who were running from the battle.

“Help me save these people!” Ash called out to her.

The djinn slowed and looked hesitantly back at those fleeing before she turned and helped him.

“Get the other side of this tree trunk,” Ash shouted to her. The shattered tree had pinned a few people down.

She was watching as Silver fought her father. She slashed at the golem with claws of Death magic before being driven back by a swipe of his stone fists.

“Deliah,” Ash shouted snapping her attention back to the task at hand.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

THEY LIFTED THE tree and two of the guards crawled out. The third was already dead. They had been the last of the trapped guards unable to flee.

Ash gestured for Deliah to follow him, and they moved away from the battle between Silver and the golem. He sent a few Bolts at the golem as they left, but his attacks did little to the mass of earth and stone.

They raced a distance away before Ash turned back and watched the battle.

“Why were there so many guards there?” he asked Deliah.

She was breathing heavily.

“They were the district forces my father assembled for his invasion,” she said with panted breaths. “He thinks they plotted to kill him, at least that’s what he’s been yelling.”

“Seriously?” Ash asked.

Lilly did say the redcap fungus would drive him mad.

Ash’s heart dropped when he saw Silver dodge one of the golem’s fists, only to have an earth pillar slam into her back. She was flung forward, to be swatted by the golem’s hand and sent flying into a building. Fear filled Ash. Silver was losing this fight. He had to do something. He felt the elemental stir within his scar.

Was the elemental responding to his emotions? He thought back to when it first appeared. Did it attack Deliah because of her lightning magic or because she had hurt Naomi? He saw Silver crawl from the rubble of the building, clutching her side. He didn’t have time to question this.

“Juice me!” Ash said to Deliah. He pulled the kraken’s ring off his finger and slipped it into his pocket.

She stared at him in confusion.

“What?” she said.

He gave her a serious look.

“Use your Lightning Magic on me. Don’t hold back!” he said.

Deliah’s eyes widened as she pieced together what he wanted her to do.

“You can’t be serious!” she exclaimed.

“Do it! Then run!” Ash said.

“This is a really stupid idea!” Deliah said even as she pulled Lightning Magic into her hand.

Ash agreed with her but it was his only chance to save Silver. He felt the Lightning Magic enter his body and rush to the elemental scar. The lightning elemental stirred as it devoured the magic.

Deliah cut her magic and ran in the opposite direction. Ash could see little bolts of lightning spark from his scar. He could feel the elemental stir and knew it was about to form itself.

“All right, Sparky, if you actually do pay attention to me, you’re going to need to be more combat-capable than what you first came out as.”

Ash focused on the image of the first creature to come to his mind. Perhaps it was because of Lilly’s journal that he conjured up the image of the manticore or maybe it was just a coincidence.

A bolt of lightning shot from his scar and formed a ball. Quicker this time than the first, the elemental took its shape. A body made of lightning in the crude shape of a winged lion greeted him. The elemental let out a static-laced roar as it took a step toward him.

Ash drew Riptide and pushed magic into the rune, activating the blade. He stared down the elemental. It took two steps toward him, opening its misshapen maw as if to devour him. He stood his ground with Riptide ready and glared back at the elemental.

“I’m not your opponent today, Sparky,” Ash said. He wondered if this was a horrible idea.

They stared at each other for a moment before the elemental turned, let out a static roar at the golem, and charged at it. Ash followed behind as it raced toward the golem. Electricity jumped from power lines into the elemental and it seemed to become more stable.

The golem was making its way toward Silver, who was struggling to distance herself from it. She had yet to stand up after being thrown into the building, which made Ash wonder how badly she was injured. Neither had seen him nor the elemental approach.

The elemental slammed into the side of the golem with enough force to knock it to the ground. Ash dashed toward Silver scooped her in his arms and raced away from the two monsters.

“Ash!” Silver exclaimed as he lifted her off the ground. “What the hell are you doing? I told you to leave!”

“Saving your bunny ass!” he said as he started to run.

He looked back to see the golem throw the elemental off itself and lumber to its feet. The golem started to chase them once free, the elemental on its heels.

“Shit!” he said as he flooded his body with more magic to run faster.

“Is that your elemental? Why is your elemental out? The kraken’s ring should have kept it sealed!” Silver shouted.

“Less talking, more running for our lives!” Ash answered.

He could still hear the two monsters fighting behind him as he ran. He just had to make it to the portal and then they would be safe.

“Ash!” Silver shouted. “Turn left!”

He did as she said and turned left into an alleyway just as a massive earthen spike collided with the street they had been on. He raced through the ally until it opened to another street and ran in the direction he believed the portal was.

The elemental crashed through the building ahead of them tumbling across the ground. It struggled to get to its feet while the golem walked through the rubble of the building. Its body was looking ragged as if it was made of wax and melting in the hot sun.

“He’s having trouble holding the spell together,” Silver said as she pointed at the golem. “The redcap fungus is starting to affect him.”

Death Magic swirled around Silver’s hand and those small black balls formed again before they flew erratically toward the golem. They collided with it and tore away more of its earthen body. Ash saw a man with glowing brown eyes momentarily appear where the Death Magic had stripped away parts of the golem. Only for its body to shift and cover the man back up.

“He’s inside there?” Ash asked before he turned and raced the other way.

“Yes. That’s why it’s such a pain in the ass to fight,” Silver answered. She fired off another one of her spells at the golem. “He has greater control over it.”

Ash saw electricity once again leaving the power lines, and he knew they were going to the elemental. Sparky had been looking rough and Ash didn’t doubt this was how it was trying to heal itself. Soon the sound of fighting behind them began again.

Their surroundings looked familiar to Ash, and he realized they weren’t far from the portal. Just as the end seemed to be within reach, a small bolt of lightning shot toward him and slipped into his elemental scar.

“Shit,” he cursed. “Well, you did your best. Thanks, little guy.”

He just had to go a little farther. A wall of earth rose in front of them, blocking their path. Ash skidded to a stop and looked at the crooked and sloppy wall. He turned to look behind them and saw a haggard man covered in red spiderweb-like splotches on his skin. He was approaching them with his sword drawn and his glowing brown eyes fixated on them.

Ash sat Silver down by the wall and looked at her.

“You got any more of those balls of Death Magic?” he asked.

Silver sneered at the djinn as he approached.

“My magic reserves are dry,” she said through gritted teeth.

“Sorry, Silver.” Ash gave her a sad smile. “It was a shit plan.”

He turned and drew Riptide pushing his magic into the sword. He also cast the spell for his Lightning Shield, summoning the small floating ball of lightning. The spell was burning through his magic reserves, but he knew this wouldn’t be a long battle.

Neftali sent an Earth Spike at him, which he blocked with the Lightning Shield. He felt the strain on his magic to keep the shield from collapsing.

This man had bested both Silver and the elemental. What hope did Ash have against him? Ash pushed the thought aside as he rushed toward the djinn, he sent a Bolt at him, which Neftali blocked with a pillar of earth. After his Bolt fizzled against it, Ash saw the pillar fragment into hundreds of little shards.

“Shit,” Ash said as the pillar shattered and those shards of stone flew at him.

He shifted the Lightning Shield in front of him and pushed his magic into it, expanding and strengthening it. The shards collided with the shield and held, but his magic was drained to where he probably had enough for one more spell.

When the shield faded, Ash darted forward, raising Riptide and going through the movements Mander had taught him. The djinn ignored his slash and parried his stab instead.

Neftali was already moving his blade to counterattack when Ash closed his eyes. He had been sending his remaining magic to his hand to cast one last spell. Ash snapped his fingers. He never believed he could best Neftali in a sword fight, even with the djinn going mad. He was too old and probably had trained with a sword since his youth back on Vas.

He just wanted to get close enough to the djinn for when he used Flash. It was a gamble and a close one as he felt Neftali’s blade graze against his hip bone, instead of piercing through his gut. Ash opened his eyes and grabbed the broach from Neftali’s shirt, while the djinn was momentarily blinded. He tried to follow it up with a slash from Riptide, but Neftali had gained enough of his sight back to parry and deliver a kick to Ash’s chest that knocked him to the ground. Ash felt the wind leave his lungs and his hand tightened around the broach.

“Ash!” Silver yelled.

Neftali, with a snarl on his face, raised his sword over his head. Ash might have gotten the broach, but he was about to die.

“Don’t touch my phone charger!”

A potted plant flew through the air at Neftali. Vines wriggled out of it and wrapped around the djinn. Ash would laugh if he had the air in his lungs too. Of course, Lilly wouldn’t listen to him. Thank god for that crazy dryad!

Neftali howled as he tried to tear the vines off him, only for a stream of lightning and a fireball to slam into him. Knocking him back even further.

Ash turned his head and saw Lilly standing beside a small wagon loaded with potted plants. She already had one in her hand and raised it above her head ready to throw. Beside her were Belath and Deliah, both casting their Fire and Lightning Magic.

The flames died down and another potted plant flew at Neftali, followed quickly by more. Soon the djinn was completely restrained by a mass of vines. Lilly rushed over to Ash’s side once she was out of plants to throw.

“You all right, Ash?” Lilly asked as she knelt beside him and put a healing potion to his lip.

Ash let out a cough after finishing the potion.

“Yeah. I’m all right, Lilly,” he said as he smiled at the dryad.

Lilly smiled at him in return before smacking him on the head.

“I thought I told you not to do stupid stuff like this!” Lilly yelled at him.

“Sorry, Lilly,” Ash said as he looked over to see Deliah giving a potion to Silver.

Lilly stood up and crossed her arms as she glared down at him.

“Oh, you’re not sorry yet.” The dryad’s glare shifted to a smile. “Wait until I tell Faylen and Naomi what you did.”

Ash’s eyes widened as he thought about the repercussions of his actions.

A cry came from the mass of vines and Neftali pulled himself free. Lilly turned and looked at the djinn with wide eyes. Her vines tried to restrain him as he grabbed his sword and cut away the vines.

“I can’t hold him!” Lilly shouted.

Neftali broke free and rushed toward Deliah and Silver with a scream of rage. Deliah froze as her father came toward her with his sword raised. Belath intercepted his father, driving a flaming fist through his chest.

The glow left Neftali’s eyes as his sword fell from his grip, and he collapsed to the ground.

“Father!” Deliah exclaimed as she rushed to him.

Belath stared in disbelief at his arm caked in charred blood. He cursed and turned to leave.

“Belath, you did what you had to,” Deliah said before he had taken more than a step. “He was no longer our father. He hadn’t been for some time.”

Half an hour later, Ash and Silver recovered in Belath’s house as the healing potions worked to mend their injuries. It was just the two of them as Belath and Deliah had taken Lilly to the nursery she had looted the plants from, to apologize and pay for them. Much to the dryad’s bluster.

“Thanks, Ash,” Silver said from where she lay on the couch.

Ash stared at her with a raised eyebrow.

Silver scowled at him after a moment.

“It’s considered polite when someone thanks you to respond with you’re welcome,” Silver said as she crossed her arms.

“Oh, you were finished?” Ash said with surprise. “Sorry, Silver, I was waiting for the smart-ass remark.”

Silver glared at him.

“You’re lucky Belath doesn’t have pillows to throw on this couch or you would be coughing up feathers.”

Ash smiled at her.

“You don’t need to thank me, Silver,” he said. “You would have done the same for me. Hell, you did do the same for me, but if you want to make it up to me, you can take back what you said about my Flash spell. It did save our lives.”

Silver rolled her eyes.

“It’s a stupid ass spell and you were incredibly lucky it worked,” Silver said with a huff. “In fact, it’s likely that the only reason it did work was because Neftali never thought someone would be stupid enough to create such a spell, at least until he met you!”

Ash leaned back on the couch and smiled as he listened to Silver’s tirade go on.

The healing potions had patched up Ash and Silver’s more serious wounds by the time Lilly returned from the nursery. After that Belath accompanied them to the portal.

“I am the head of the clan now with my father’s death,” Belath said as they stood before the portal. “Councilwoman Blackthorn need not worry about any of my clan coming for Selena or any of her vassals. She has my word.”

“I’m sure Councilwoman Blackthorn will be relieved to hear that and quick to react if those words are false,” Silver said with a smile that turned to a glare. “I will relay that to her and I’m sure your siblings will be returned to you soon.”

Ash shot Silver a look and the rabbitkin huffed.

“Thanks, Belath,” Ash said. “What are you and the clan going to do now?”

Belath let out a sigh.

“Help the district rebuild,” he said as he looked around. “Try to make amends for my father’s actions.”

“Here,” Ash said as he reached into his pocket and took the broach. “This might help with that.”

Belath took the broach and rolled it in his hands. He raised an eyebrow at Ash in question.

“Are you sure you trust me with this? There’s still much power within my father’s broach.”

Ash shrugged.

“The district will need a leader to help it rebuild,” he said. “And like you said, you wanted to make amends for what your father did. That will give you the means.”

Belath smiled at Ash. He held the broach to his necklace and his eyes glowed a brighter red as he absorbed the magic from it into his necklace.

“If you’re ever in trouble, know you have friends here in District 44,” Belath said with a bow.

Ash waved farewell to the djinn as he, Lilly, and Silver stepped through the portal into District 114. He froze and stared wide-eyed at the scene before him. Silver and Lilly bumped into his back as they came through and complained when they noticed what made Ash stop in his tracks.

Every member of the Frozen Scales and 114 Pack stood in rank before the portal, armed to the teeth. Faylen and Naomi, armed with Torrent, stood before their gangs with Jek and Celeste beside them. He saw his lovers look him up and down and frown at his injuries.

“What’s going on?” Ash asked.

Faylen crossed her arms and her ears went canted.

“Waiting for your call in case you ran into trouble like you said you would,” Faylen said before she looked at Silver. “And like Silver said she would.”

Ash coughed.

“We ran into a little trouble, but nothing we couldn’t handle. Right, Silver?” Ash asked casting a look at the rabbitkin.

“I told you I would keep Ash safe,” Silver stated as she flipped her hair.

Ash and Silver shared a side glance, and both turned to look at Lilly. The dryad had a mischievous smile that grew at their gaze.


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

CLEO DROPPED HER disguise as Silver as soon as she was in her room in the Flatiron. She made her way to the fridge and pulled out a cold beer, the brand Ash and Bo always had in their apartment when they lived together. She had acquired a taste for it.

She looked at the clock on the wall before going to her laptop at the small desk. It was time for the meeting she had arranged.

“Hello, Councilwoman Blackthorn,” Vivian Grayson said as the video called connected.

She had always rolled her eyes at how fearful Bo talked about Vivian, more so when she heard Faylen and Naomi rave about how wonderful the woman was. Bo hadn’t been wrong. There was an edge to Vivian, and despite her being a normal human, Cleo’s instincts warned her not the cross the woman.

“Vivian. You look well,” Cleo said as she took a sip of her beer.

“And you look like you’re in my son’s home,” Vivian said looking past Cleo. “There is very distinct trim in the Flatiron.”

Cleo almost choked on her beer.

“Yes, I am. Ash gave me a room in the Flatiron to stay in while I’m in District 114,” Cleo answered.

Vivian smiled at her.

“Very well. I won’t pry,” Vivian said with a sigh. “Let’s move on to business then.”

“Were you able to find any connections between WillCo and District 208? Or the Council?” Cleo asked as her heart raced.

Vivian just smiled.

“Sending the data packet now.”

***

A week had passed since the Ash returned from District 44 with Silver and Lilly. He had tried to bribe the dryad with sweets to downplay how much danger he had been in during his fight with Neftali, but Faylen and Naomi apparently found out the truth and hadn’t been happy when they learned it.

“Not bad,” Mander said to him as he decapitated the skinny knight made of pots and pans. “You’re movements are getting more natural.”

Ash relaxed his pose and faced the old orc.

“Thanks, Mander,” Ash said as he shook his wrist. “I think I’ll call it a day if that’s all right?”

“You put in more than your time for the day,” the old orc laughed. “We’ll make a swordsman of you yet.”

Ash gave him a parting wave and promised that he and Bo would visit The Twins soon, most likely with the girls. He was heading back to the Flatiron, but he had started to take a more scenic route after his sword practice.

He walked down toward the beach and the old cargo ship coming into view. He smiled when he saw Haylee down there practicing using her archery and magic. She was dedicated to improving, and he saw her there almost every time he came to practice his magic.

He swung wide from there to the shopping district. He saw Jacklyn and Ella window shopping as a tired Bo followed behind them, weighed down with their purchases. He smiled to himself. Bo still swore up and down that Ella was just a friend, but he had seen her earlier this week in the district visiting Bo and Jacklyn.

The shopping district eventually led to Mei’s Den. They were still in their early family dinner hour and through the windows Ash could see much of the staff. Maggy was working the podium as Sara handed out the latest issue of Madam Vines to their younger diners.

Silver also popped into view for a moment. Mei had roped her into working at the restaurant a few times. He figured Silver wouldn’t have the patience to be a waitress, but Mei kept asking her, and she kept saying yes.

The Flatiron came into view, as did Jek and Celeste, his second-in-commands greeting him as he entered the building, and he smiled and waved back at them. He knew Jek was anxious for his next day off to visit his naga girlfriend.

Ash made it to the third floor before he saw a laughing Luna racing through the hallway with an angry Lilly chasing after her. The dryad’s hair was partly neon blue.

“Luna! I’m going to make you pay for putting paint in my shampoo!” Lilly shouted as she chased after the wolfkin.

Ash made it to the fifth floor without any more of Luna and Lilly’s shenanigans crossing his path and opening the door to the penthouse.

“Welcome back,” Faylen said to him.

“Hi, Ash!” Naomi said to him. “I hope you’re hungry.”

Naomi was wearing an apron that looked cute on her as she worked a mixer. Faylen stood by her in the kitchen helping her out with the recipe. Faylen didn’t care much for cooking and was happy to leave it to Ash, but it was something Naomi wanted to learn. He didn’t know if it was an Alpha thing or just a friend thing, but Faylen did her best to help Naomi learn it.

“Always hungry if you girls make me something,” Ash said to them with a smile. “Let me know if you need help. I’m just going to do some work in the office.”

He opened the door and made his way to his desk. He sat and turned to look out of the window that overlooked the district.

His hand pulled the kraken’s ring off his finger, and he pushed a little of his magic to his elemental scar. The elemental stirred as it devoured the magic.

“Okay, Sparky. That feeling? The one we get when walking through the district. That’s what we always want to protect,” Ash said as he slipped the ring back on his finger.

The following morning the door to his office opened and Lilly walked in. Ash smiled as Lilly walked over and took a seat in front of his desk.

“Thanks for coming, Lilly,” Ash said. “I have something I want to give you.”
Lilly crossed her arms.

“Is it the laser pointer that you stole from me?” Lilly said defiantly.

Ash paused for a moment before he pulled out a large gift bag from beneath his desk.

“No,” he said. “I actually made a decree as District boss banning the sale of laser pointers in the district. Once I started asking around, there were a lot of complaints from the various feline beastkin in the district, Lilly.”

“This is an attack on my entrepreneurial spirit,” Lilly said with a huff.

Ash sighed.

“No. I asked you here because Sara and Maggy made the first copy of your father’s journal,” Ash said as he placed the gift bag in front of Lilly.

She had asked him about ways to get her father’s life’s work out to people. The dryad had originally just wanted to scan and upload the journal online, but Ash asked her to let him try something first. He had started to invest in Sara and Maggy’s side business of making the Madam Vines comic. He talked to both of them about his idea and invested the funds they needed to expand beyond just making a comic. Horn and Tail Publishing was born and the first actual book produced by Sara and Maggy was in that bag.

“This is Dad’s journal?” she asked as she pulled the book out of the gift bag.

Ash smiled at her.
“Hope it’s all right. You never said what you wanted for a cover, so I told Maggy about how you described your dad and some of the moments you two shared,” Ash said.

Tears fell from Lilly’s eyes onto the cover of the book. It depicted a smiling Elvan man teaching alchemy to a dryad child who had black hair with pink flowers in it.
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“You all right, Lil?” Ash asked.

A hiccup escaped the crying dryad. She set the book back on his desk before she launched herself from the chair and climbed over his desk to give him a hug. Lilly sat in his lap as she buried her face into his chest.

“Thank you, Ash,” Lilly said, her voice muffled by his chest.

“You’re welcome, Lil,” Ash said as he patted her on the back. “How about we dry your eyes and I’ll make something for us to eat. Naomi and Faylen are probably up for an early lunch.”
“Pancakes?” Lilly asked, her face still buried in his chest.

Ash sighed.

“Sure,” before he stood up, Ash pulled open one of his desk drawers. “Oh, before I forget, I got the original journal here.”

He pulled the journal out and set it on his desk as Lilly continued to hug him. She broke away from him and sniffled.

“I’ll grab it after we eat,” she said as she took his hand and dragged him from the office to make pancakes.


EPILOUGE

THE JOURNAL RESTED on the desk after Ash and Lilly left. Hidden within the spine of its pages a small plant sprout untwined itself from the leather bindings of the book where it had been hidden. This was the first chance it had to enact its purpose. The plant’s small roots acted as uneasy legs, like a newborn animal, as it maneuvered itself toward the only potted plant in the office.

An hour passed as the small plant worked its way up to the potted plant and its roots bore into the cactus planted within it. The magic within the small sprout invaded Lilly’s magic within the cactus.

Agatha relaxed in District 18 as she wove her magic among her daughter’s magic so that Lilly wouldn’t notice her presence. Once it was established, she waited to see this human who held the interest of her daughter.

***

Vas

The town was desolate, as was much of the countryside since the Nightmare Queen had vanished years ago. Her Queendom shattered into feuding petty kingdoms, ruled by her former vassals, that plunged the region into endless wars. Now, only monsters roamed through its streets. Monsters, and one reckless dark elf.

“Damn it,” Alyndra shouted as she ran from the zombies.

She clutched her satchel closely to her side as she ran, her sword’s sheath smacking her thigh. The zombies wouldn’t be much trouble to dispatch, but if she wasted time, something worse would come find her. She needed to get back to camp, and quickly.

Her shoes clacked against the cobblestone as she turned the corner of the street. Her bad luck made another appearance.

An undead dragon stared her down. Apparently, whatever necromancer made these abominations was ambitious. Alyndra’s hand went to her sword as she heard the zombies approach from behind. She would need to cut a path through them and try to ditch the dragon in the town. A thud drew her attention back to the dragon.

She saw its head fall to the ground, and a forest elf with brown hair was walking toward her, sword drawn. The undead dragon’s body collapsed behind him.

Shit…shit…shit

The edge of the forest elf’s blade turned red, and Alyndra froze as he lifted his sword and slashed in her direction. A red streak flew past her, and she heard the roar of an explosion, followed by the heat of the inferno behind her, from Master Rory’s slash. She knew without looking that he had destroyed all the zombies that were behind her.

“Alyndra,” Master Rory greeted as he stopped before her. “You wandered away from your duties at the camp.”

Alyndra gave a sheepish smile as she held the pack before her.

“Sorry, Master Rory. I was checking if there were any supplies in this deserted town,” Alyndra lied.

The tip of Rory’s sword flipped the flap of her satchel open, and he knelt down to extract one of the books she had looted from the town. He frowned when he saw it.

“The Queen of the Humans,” Master Rory read the spine and raised an eyebrow at Alyndra. “My pupil left camp to loot smut novels from an abandoned town?”

“It’s got a good plot,” Alyndra stated, before becoming defensive. “I gathered other stuff than just smut novels!”

Master Rory called her bluff and pulled another item from the satchel. She cringed at first, then relaxed, as she saw him pull out the strange colorful book she had found. Unlike the others, it had been lying on the ground, as if discarded, yet was filled with colorful art beyond any other work she had ever seen. She had wondered why it had been abandoned, and why the creator had not given the small slim book a proper cover, instead of the paper one it had.

“What an odd book. Or should I say art?” Master Rory asked as he looked it over. “I’ve never heard of Madam Vines.”

The End.
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