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To My Wife

You Are The Lilly In My Life.


PROLOGUE

ASH HAD JUST picked up his large pizza for dinner tonight and was on his way back to his shitty apartment. He was debating whether to study, play games, or binge the new show everyone was talking about. Studying for his accounting finals was the smart thing to do, but honestly, he seldom picked the smart choice. He was almost home when the world changed forever.

The air rippled followed by a flash of blue light. Suddenly before him stood a very confused-looking seven-foot tall and muscular green-skinned man with tusks. He was wearing some medieval-style armor and had a battle ax. The two of them stared at each other for some time in bewildered silence.

Ash broke the silence by opening the pizza box, the only thing that crossed his mind other than screaming and running away. “Easy big guy, do you want some pizza?”

Those blue flashes of light, which people started calling rifts, happened all over the world and kept happening. Beings that were once thought to only exist in the realms of fantasy and myth manifested into a world as strange to them as they were to it. The media began calling these beings Paranormals.

Some of the paranormals that had arrived on Earth could wield a power that seemed to defy the laws of the Universe. They could also embed this force onto items by carving symbols into them.

One such item, a Translation Ring, was common to all paranormals. The ring allowed them to understand the meaning of anything written or spoken. This helped in communication between paranormals and humans. Humanity soon learned what this force was. The paranormals called it magic.

Chaos ruled for three months as the world lost its mind. Dragons flew in the air. Necromancers raised armies of Undead from cemeteries. Dryads took over Nature Preserves. While there were violent clashes between humans and paranormals, most were relatively peaceful.

The paranormals were as lost as humanity on how they had suddenly appeared on Earth. They were in a strange world lost and afraid. The translation rings allowed them to communicate with the humans they encountered. Many humans offered a helping hand to these poor lost souls. Friendships were formed, lovers made, and knowledge was shared between them. Technology was as strange to paranormals as magic was to humanity.

After three months of chaos, the world governments started creating refugee camps all over the world for the endless stream of paranormals. Canada went a step further and granted them a small island to call their own. Three powerful paranormals met on this small island and came to an accord, creating what would become the Council. The ruling body of the paranormals.

The Three named their new nation, this small island, De’Vas. The name was a combination of two Elvish words. ‘De’ which meant ‘little’, and Vas, which was the name the paranormals called their world. After creating De’Vas, they worked to bring the scattered pockets of paranormals in the refugee camps across the world under their control.

Deals were struck with human governments by the Three and the refugee camps were walled off from the rest of the world, making them enclaves of De’Vas. One of the Three constructed large doorways covered in magic runes in these enclaves. The magic runes would create portals within the doorways that connected two points despite the distance. This allowed easy travel between the enclaves, which became known as Districts. The small island that was the birth of De’Vas became known as District 1.

The Council grew as more paranormals joined and new rules were established to keep the peace among these powerful individuals. More deals were struck with human governments who feared and desired magic, just as the paranormals feared and desired technology. As the Council dealt with the human governments, the Districts were largely left to govern themselves. Ruled by District Bosses who were either independent or swore fealty to one of the Council Members.

Within six months of their appearance, the paranormals were segregated from the humans. The Council and the Human Governments worked together to transport the newly rifted to De’Vas. The leading scientists proposed the Thin Veil Theory to explain why the rifts had started to appear. They believed the home of the paranormals was a parallel dimension that was collapsing into theirs. That this parallel dimension had for centuries subconsciously affected both humans and paranormals seeding their minds with glimpses of the other side. This was their explanation as to why paranormals were beings from myth and fantasy, and why humans were viewed similarly by the paranormals.

A year after the appearance of the rifts, the first human developed magic. Slowly more humans started to display magic. They would one day just summon a spark of a flame or other minor display of this strange power. The human governments reacted to this by creating the International Mage Laws, a response many criticized and blamed on the governments’ fear of magic.

The Mage Laws gave the government the legal ability to strip the rights and citizenship of anyone displaying magic. They were no longer considered humans, but classified as a group of paranormals called Mages. Since they were considered paranormals, the governments would have them deported to De’Vas. The paranormals still referred to these individuals as human.

Three years after the rifts appeared, Ash made a discovery. He could create a small spark between two fingers by concentrating.


CHAPTER ONE


FIVE YEARS HAD passed since the appearance of the rifts. The world freaked out for a few months as paranormals appeared and the government worked to segregate them from humanity.

Bo, the Orc Ash had shared his pizza with the day the rifts appeared, had lived with him a few months before the government relocated him to one of the paranormal refugee areas that later became part of De’Vas.

He had a rough adjustment period, but Ash helped the Iron Age warrior adapt to his new world. Now he was less a mercenary warrior and more a frat boy, having a love for beer, B-horror movies, and pizza. The two of them still communicated and played games online almost daily.

Ash was about to experience De’Vas for himself today. Despite being born human he was being exiled to De’Vas. The government called it deportation, but Ash thought exile fit better. After all, he had never been to De’Vas before and could not return to the USA or anywhere else that was not part of De’Vas. The government had stripped Ash of the right to call himself human since he could use magic.

He stared at the high concrete wall that surrounded the De’Vas enclave in Kansas, the closest to his home. Signs hung outside a large steel door that read “No Humans Beyond This Point” and “Leaving the United States of America”.

“Asher Grayson. Wait. Are you from that Grayson family?” The soldier asked.

Ash turned to face the soldier who was currently going over his identification paperwork. Thick plexiglass with magic runes embedded in it separated them. Ash was sure it would hold up to both gunfire and magic at the cost of clarity. He could even see his reflection in it. His amber eyes looked at his dark brown hair. It was getting longer than he liked. He would need a haircut soon. The soldier tilted his head to look up at his six-foot-two frame.

Ash shrugged.

“Does it matter if I am?”

The soldier shook his head and dropped the question.

Ash was the only ‘exile’ they were processing today, but it still took time. He checked his phone while border security went through his bags. He had a few texts from Bo stating he was waiting for him to cross over and some words of encouragement and support. They were a stark contrast from the dozen of texts and missed calls from his mother. Which was a combination of blaming him for having magic, and that she was hiring a team of lawyers to fight this. Ash knew it was just her processing everything. She was the CEO of the family company and was unaccustomed to not having control over a situation.

He shot Bo a reply stating he would probably be starving when he finally got through and asked if the Orc was up to getting something to eat, which he always was. The texts from his mother he ignored a while longer, for the sake of his sanity.

He kept fidgeting with the translation ring he had been given by the government. They were very common in Vas and had been what allowed early communication between humans and paranormals. He had an extra one in his bag that was given to him by Bo when they had first met.

Border security returned his stuff to him and then ran through a depressing list of things to remind him that he was no longer a US citizen, no longer considered human or a native of this world. After the spiel, he was ushered through a maze of steel doors before he came to one with a sign above it that said “Entering De’Vas”.

He walked through the final door and froze as two massive yellow eyes framed by scales stared him down.

“Don’t move a muscle.” A chipper voice said.

A blond Elf came over to him with a smile and holding a small crystal. She was wearing a shirt that said “Welcoming Committee”, though the sword on her hip was anything, but welcoming.

“Boop.” She said as she placed the crystal on his bare skin.

It started to glow blue as soon as it touched him.

“Oh cool, lightning affinity! Well, you have magic. Guess we won’t feed you to the Dragon just yet.” The Elf laughed at her joke.

There was a deep groan from the Dragon and Ash saw the lizard who weighed several tons, roll her eyes at the Elf.

“Drink this.” The Elf held out a small vial to him.

He took the bitter-tasting potion with some reluctance. Ash spent the next few minutes being asked a series of questions about his intent in De’Vas. If there were any other reasons for him being here and who he was in contact with. The whole thing was a not-so-subtle interrogation and whatever was in the small vial forced him to tell the truth. He had nothing nefarious to hide. Though the Elf did get into some details about his sex life before a growl by the Dragon got her back on topic.

True to his word, Bo was waiting for him outside the security check area. Ash shook his head when he saw his old friend. He was standing there, with a shit-eating grin on his face, holding a small cardboard sign.

Mr. Asshole.

Ash flipped off Bo.

“Ah, Mr. Asshole. There you are.”

“How long have you been standing out here holding that sign?” Ash laughed.

Bo slapped him on the back and took one of his bags.

“Too long, security was starting to give me odd looks and they have a Dragon. All women look at me like I’m a tasty treat, but she would probably consider me an actual treat.”

Ash laughed.

“Some would say you’re confident Bo. Most would just call you delusional.”

“I come all the way here to get you and you say that about me?” The Orc smirked and gave him a shove as revenge for the jest.

“Seriously Bo, thank you for taking me in until I get settled into this new life,” Ash said sincerely.

Bo blew a raspberry.

“You did the same for me when I came to this world. I would dishonor myself and my ancestors if I didn’t help you likewise. Also, we are friends.”

Bo jerked his thumb in a direction leading away from the security gate that Ash had just entered through.

“Come on. The portal is not far from here. We can head to my home and get you settled, then grab some grub. I know just the place.”

The portal was a massive stone archway carved in runes and could have easily been considered ancient if not for the large ATM-style keypad on the side of it. A sign above the keypad stated in bold letters “Please Enter Your District to Activate Portal”. Bo walked up and punched in 114 on the pad and the portal glowed as a swirling blue vortex appeared. Bo stepped through and after a short hesitation, Ash followed.

“Welcome to District 114,” Bo said.

“No name? Just District 114?”

“I’m sure the town had a name from before it was abandoned, then turned into a refugee camp, but hell if I know it. Everyone calls it District 114 or just 114. The rest of the Districts use numbers as well.”

They walked through what looked like a small town that had a sudden population boom and needed housing quickly. Many older buildings had the characteristic of what had perhaps been a resort town at one time, but where room permitted, there were shipping containers converted to buildings.

Ash saw a wide variety of residents, who honestly stared at him as much as he was at them. Not a lot of humans had become Mages and been exiled, but the number was growing each year. Beastkins, which was a name for a wide subgroup of paranormals with various animal ears and tails, made up the majority in District 114.

The wind shifted and suddenly the air was heavy with the smell of salt.

“We’re by the ocean?” Ash asked with surprise.

Bo nodded.

“Technically we are now on the coast of France, but it’s part of De’Vas.”

“We seriously just traveled thousands of miles by walking a block and stepping through a blue glowing door.” Ash shook his head in disbelief.

“That’s magic for you,” Bo said with a shrug.

The apartment was a two-story brick building that had probably been a condo when the town had been a tourist destination. Bo lived on the second floor, the apartment had an open floor plan to save space, two bedrooms, and a bathroom. Honestly, the whole setup gave Ash flashbacks to the apartment he had back in college, including the stack of empty pizza boxes.

Before heading to the tavern that Bo had in mind for food, Ash decided to call his mother.

“Yes, I’m fine, Mom. The portal was like stepping through a doorway,” Ash said, doing his best not to sigh.

He was paying for not responding to any of her messages and calls. Apparently, his mother thought he could be the first person to talk their way out of being exiled as a Mage, but only if he had responded to her and let her tell him what he should have done. The woman was a control freak.

He knew this wouldn’t be a quick call, but when he learned the place Bo was planning to take him to was a tavern, he knew it was best to make the call now while he was still sober.

Getting shit face was a very tempting idea to Ash right now. On top of everything else going on with his exile, his mother had missed a few business meetings, which she blamed on him. Something about how since he ignored her calls, she was too distraught to attend them. Through the course of their conversation, his mother’s ire found an old target in Bo and she focused on him.

“Yes, Bo’s place is clean and furnished.” Ash rolled his eyes.

He was not even addressing that she had asked if he was living in a cave. When Bo had first started living with him, he had some rough edges.

“She wouldn’t know good decor if it bit her on the ass,” Bo mumbled.

He was straightening one of his framed movie posters on the wall. This one was Attack of the Robo Barista and had a cyborg woman in an apron murdering someone with a pot of coffee. Bo was very fond of his B-horror movies.

Thankfully, his mother’s tirade ended and she let him go so she could focus back on work. He gave her a little slack for everything. Ever since they had lost his dad to cancer, she didn’t do well with things she had no control over.

“Beer time?” Bo asked when he saw Ash end the call.

“Beer time. I need something strong after that call.” Ash answered with a groan.

A few minutes later the two of them were at a tavern Bo frequented. It was popular with the local Orc population. The name of the place was The Twin Swords, but everyone just called it The Twins. Bo made more than one joke on the way there about the name. Ash let Bo have his fun. Hell, after enough rounds, he might even laugh at some of his jokes.


CHAPTER TWO


THE NEXT MORNING Ash and Bo were struggling to prepare cures for the massive hangover both of them had. Last night had been a whirlwind of beers, food and Bo introducing him to every patron of The Twins.

“What happened with Brenda last night?” Bo asked as he nursed a horrid combination of raw eggs mixed with orange juice.

“Pretty sure she left the bar after you threw up on her,” Ash replied after thinking about the Orc woman who had briefly talked to Bo.

Bo grimaced.

“Think I could still salvage that?”

Ash chewed his mouthful of greasy hash browns, bacon, and eggs before answering.

“Not unless she has some weird kinks. I’ll be amazed if she even talks to you again.”

Bo groaned.

“She had nice tusks…” he said softly to himself.

Ash chuckled.

“She did! I just may have been distracted more by her other… qualities.”

Bo downed what remained of his glass of OJ and eggs while Ash tried not to choke.

“So what are your plans for the day?” Bo asked.

“Honestly? Not sure. I need to find a job, but I’m also not sure how everything works in De’Vas. The government just told me to get my shit and get out.”

Bo’s nod of understanding turned into a wince. His hangover taking revenge for the movement.

“I’ve got the job covered. A friend of mine needs help with her shop.”

Bo scratched his chin in thought.

“As for how De’Vas works…. Well, it’s a vassal system. What you would consider the government is split between District Bosses and the Council. Districts are usually controlled by a Boss with a gang or gangs acting as their enforcers. They police and govern the District.

“These District Bosses are either independent or vassals of a Council Member. The ones that are vassals get support from the De’Vas government.”

“So the government is a bunch of Feudal gangsters?”

“You’ve got to remember that the world we came from was feudal and tribal. Many of those that are District Bosses or Council Members were Chieftains, Warlords, or Kings back on Vas.”

Ash took another bite as he thought.

“So, if the District Bosses and gangs run the District, what does the Council do?”

Bo grabbed a glass of water to follow the OJ and egg remedy.

“They interact with the Human governments, making trade deals, bringing in the new arrivals from Vas, and keeping the more nervous Human governments from doing something stupid.

“Honestly, if you placed all those who made up the Council together back on Vas it would have turned into a blood bath. They are the most powerful paranormals to come from Vas and many are old rivals. Only the risk of the Human governments and agreed-upon rules keep the Council united.

“The most important rule is that Council Members don’t interfere with matters inside De’Vas directly. They must use their vassals as proxies. This helps limit open combat between Council Members.”

Ash frowned. The whole system of government sounded like a corrupt death trap for anyone without power.

“Do I need to meet the local District Boss or something?”

Bo shook his head.

“District 114 is made up mostly of Beastkin and is controlled by a Beastkin gang called the 114 Pack. The gang is led by an independent District Boss named Faylen.

“She’s normally a recluse and you will only see her if there’s trouble. Unfortunately, some of her gang members like to cause trouble and drag her into it. Best to avoid them.”

Ash clicked his tongue.

“Great. Let’s switch the conversation to your friend who needs help with her shop. Any more talk about the De’Vas government and I may need another drink.”

Bo smiled.

“Oh, Lilly? She’s crazy. You’ll love her.”

After a thirty-minute walk, they arrived at their destination. A sign that read Lilly’s Garden hung on a converted shipping container building beside a large greenhouse. The sign showed a smiling cartoon woman with black hair that had small pink flowers dotted throughout it.

The converted building was covered in numerous potted and hanging plants. So many that the shop looked like a small jungle had sprouted out of the sidewalk. Inside the building wasn’t any better as everything vanished into a sea of green leaves past the counter of the store.

Bo walked forward and rang a small bell on the desk. After a few seconds, he rang it again. Then a few more times after that.

“Stop ringing the damn bell! What the hell is wrong with you? Doing shit like that so early in the morning!”

A petite woman who matched the cartoon on the sign stepped out from the mass of leaves behind the counter. She was wearing a blue bunny onesie and carried a body pillow almost as big as her. She glared at both of them with an angry scowl on her face. Ash couldn’t help but think she looked adorable.

“Lil, it’s noon. Your sign says you’ve been open for the past four hours.” Bo deadpanned.

Lilly glared at them.

“I don’t see a damn clock anywhere.”

Ash pointed at the one hanging on the wall next to the counter. Lilly’s eyes glanced at it and a vine shot from the surrounding greenery, grabbing the clock and smashing it to pieces.

Dryad…Lilly is a Dryad.

A lot of paranormals made a big splash in the news when they came through the rifts. Dryads could control plants, which allowed them to make a seed grow into a full plant within seconds or turn an entire forest into a deadly weapon.

One Dryad had been in the news after taking control of Yellowstone as her territory. She had held off the army that came for her for weeks until they negotiated with her to leave for De’Vas.

“How about Bo and I go get some coffee and food and come back? Let you wake up some?”

Thirty minutes later, a much happier Lilly was munching her way through a dozen powdered donuts and sipping coffee that probably had more sugar than the pastry. She had enough powdered sugar on her face that she looked like a drug lord moments before the cops busted in, but she continued to ignore the napkins Ash was pushing toward her.

Bo was staring at the donuts as if he were debating the risks of trying to snag one.

“So, what brings you both to my shop today?” Lilly asked as she pulled the box of donuts closer.

Ash elbowed a disappointed Bo, bringing him away from the pastries and into the conversation.

“Oh, right! Lil, this is the friend I was telling you about. The one that needs a job.”

Ash stood and held out his hand.

“Name’s Ash. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Lilly.”

“Likewise, Ash,” Lilly said as she shook his hand with her powdered sugar-covered one.

“The job is pretty simple. I mix the potions and you deliver them, work the storefront, and handle the phone. Bo said you know how to drive a motorcycle, correct?”

Ash nodded.

“Yeah, I had one before coming to De’Vas, but they wouldn’t let me bring it through.”

“The Council limits any motor vehicle imports to just businesses. You’ve probably noticed the lack of vehicles.” Lilly said.

She finished her coffee and stood up.

“Follow me and I’ll show you my bike.”

Between the shop and greenhouse was a bright green sports bike with a sunflower decal on the gas tank.

“I tried to learn how to ride it, but the speed just scared the living daylights out of me. Not sure how you humans can stand it.”

Ash let out a low whistle as he looked over the bike. It was a nicer model than the one he’d had to leave behind.

“Well, anyway, be here at 7 a.m. tomorrow to start the job. Pay is every week and is a percentage of what we bring in minus operation costs.” Lilly turned to head back into her shop.

“I’ll be here at 7 with coffee and donuts,” Ash called after her.

She turned and smirked at him.

“Smart man.”

They’d made it a few blocks past Lilly’s shop when a group of Beastkin approached them. A blond female Wolfkin stepped forward wearing a feral grin on her face. The rest of the group stood behind her.

“Gotta pay a fee to be in our district, human. Will it be in blood or cash?”

Bo sneered and put himself between Ash and the Beastkin.

“Seriously Rei, do you not have something better to do?”
Rei smiled and cocked her head to the side as if pondering the question.

“Not really, so I guess we’ll take the cash and the blood.” She laughed.

Two of the Beastkin tried to slip past Bo to reach Ash. He had already figured this was heading south and had been pulling on his magic, drawing his lightning affinity into his fingertips. This was originally a party trick to show off his magic after it had developed in him two years ago, but it was also something nasty to be hit with.

Lightning jumped between his fingers as he slammed his hands into the faces of the two charging Beastkin. They twitched and dropped to the ground hard.

Bo threw a hard right into Rei’s face sending her flying back into the remaining Beastkins.

“RUN!” Bo shouted.

Ash jumped over the two unconscious Beastkin and raced after Bo in a mad dash. They didn’t stop running until they had made it to The Twins.

“Even Rei is not stupid enough to try something in here,” Bo said while panting.

“I take it that’s the local gang you were warning me about?” Ash was leaning against the wall of the tavern as he tried to catch his breath.

“Yeah, Faylen’s gang, though Rei is the one that usually causes everyone trouble. So Lightning is your magic affinity, that’s cool.”

Ash nodded.

“So how much shit are we in for attacking her gang?”

Bo grimaced.

“Depends on if Faylen gets involved. I doubt Rei will try to attack you again now that she knows you can put up a fight with your magic. She’s a coward if she doesn’t have a dozen Beastkin at her back or Faylen to back her up.”

Bo stretched his back.

“Might as well get some food while we are here.”

They found a table and ordered some food while waiting out the 114 Pack. When they thought the coast was clear, they headed home.

“Fuck…” Bo whispered as they approached his apartment.

Rei and the Beastkins from earlier stood outside the apartment beside another Wolfkin. The new one had chin-length dark shaggy hair and sapphire blue eyes that almost glowed as she watched them impassively. Two scars hugged the side of her right cheek.

She was physically fit like all the Beastkin Ash had seen, with toned muscles visible under her t-shirt. Ash would call her beautiful if not for the fact his blood was running cold. He knew who this had to be.

“These the ones that attacked and robbed you?” Faylen asked Rei.

“Yes, the human used magic and the Orc sucker punched me! They attacked us for no reason,” Rei whined.

Ash’s brow furrowed at the lie.

“That’s bullshi- ”

The wind was knocked out of him as a pillar of earth shot from the ground and slammed into his chest, knocking him backward. Another one slammed into his back shoving him forward onto his hands and knees. He was sure a few of his ribs were now cracked.

His meal from The Twins erupted out of him. Looking up he saw Bo lying on the ground out cold.

“Bo…” Ash gasped as he tried to pull himself towards the motionless Orc.

The sound of footsteps drew his attention in time to turn before Rei kicked him in the side of the head. Everything went dark.

Ash groaned.

“I think he is waking up.” A voice that sounded a lot like Lilly said.

He tried to sit up and a small hand went to his back, supporting him. A vial was pressed to his lips.

“Drink this. It will help heal your busted ribs and the concussion.”

The syrup from the vial had an iron and earthy taste to it and Ash was sure he didn’t want to know the ingredients that went into making it.

“Bo called and said you met Faylen. I went ahead and put you down for being out sick for the next two days. The potion should have you better by then.”

“Lilly?” Ash asked as he struggled to open his eyes, the light of the room hurt like hell.

Finally, he forced his eyes open and saw he was lying on the couch in Bo’s apartment. Lilly was next to him, packing away small vials into a travel bag. Bo sat on the recliner next to the couch with an ice pack on his head.

“When Faylen shows up and starts throwing around her Earth Magic, it’s a good idea to just play unconscious,” Bo said as he repositioned the ice pack. “Her sister used to help keep her in check, but the two of them had a fight and she moved out of the district. Faylen has been more temperamental ever since.”

Ash let out another groan.

“Fucking bitch just believed Rei’s lie and wouldn’t even hear our side.”


CHAPTER THREE


“YOU DOING ALRIGHT?” Bo asked as he made coffee.

Ash looked up from his notebook at the kitchen table, pausing the video playing on his laptop before turning to Bo. He was shocked it was morning which meant he had stayed up the whole night.

“I’m good, wouldn’t mind a cup if you’re making extra.”

Bo grunted and poured a second cup bringing it over. His eyes locked on the screen of the laptop and he frowned.

“Magic lessons on YouTube?”

“They're blocked from showing up anywhere outside of De’Vas. What magic I can do is self-taught from trial and error.”

Bo took a sip of his coffee.

“Is this because Faylen kicked your teeth in?”

Ash thought for a moment.

“Yes? It also made me realize that I need to be stronger if I’m going to make it here in De’Vas.”

Bo gave a grunt of approval.

“Alright, so long as you’re not going to watch a few clips and then run off to your death challenging Faylen.”

“You think I would do something that stupid?”

Bo just gave him a pointed look as he sipped his coffee.

“Huh, you’re watching a Beastkin Streamer?”

Ash cast Bo a curious glance.

“Yeah, a problem with that?”

“No, just odd. Magic is uncommon with Beastkin, so it’s surprising that you pick to watch her over an Elf or Fae that fart magic. She probably doesn’t have a high view count or following.”

Ash shrugged.

“I tried some of the ones with a ton of followers, but all their vids start with them listing off credentials or their family tree and how that makes them so much better than everyone else.”

Ash pointed at the Wolfkin on the screen. She had long red hair topped with black wolf ears and dark green eyes, she had a bright smile that was highlighted by her makeup style.

“Ember explains shit in a way that I understand. I’ve been binge-watching her content all night, and already have a few ideas for some potential spells and exercises for my magic.”

Ash brought up Ember’s information page on the laptop, the Wolfkin was smiling as she held a fireball in her hand.

“She even has contact information and encourages people to reach out to her for advice or help. I plan to join the messenger app she uses, just need a username.”

Bo thought for a moment and scratched his chin.

“Smoke.” He finally said.

“Seriously?” Ash said with a raised eyebrow.

“Hey, you’re signing up to talk to a streamer named Ember. Where there’s smoke there’s embers, or something like that. Besides you have any better ideas?”

Bo had him there.

“Alright I’ll use Smoke, but if she ends up thinking I’m an edge lord or something I’m blaming you. Also any ideas on where I can safely practice magic?”

“The east side of the town, not far from the piers, is where the locals practice spellwork. Open beach with a rusted cargo ship that they use to set targets up.” Bo finished his coffee with a bitter look on his face that was not from the drink. “You will run into Faylen if you start going there.”

“We live in the same town. We will run into each other.” Ash grumbled.

The next day, Ash left at dawn and headed for the beach Bo had told him about. He had spent a decent part of yesterday catching up on sleep and going over a few more of Ember’s videos. He did try some other streamers, but he had trouble following them. Perhaps it was because Ember was self-taught and that resonated with him.

The area was a large beach with an old cargo ship rusting away on the sand from where some storm had marooned it years ago. Other than the ship and some large rocks, there was nothing else around making it a good place to work spells. Bo was also right about him running into Faylen, though he had hoped it wouldn’t be so soon. The Beastkin gang leader was hurling her Earth Magic at a piece of the ship making it sound like a gong with each strike.

“Shit…” Ash cursed to himself.

Faylen sapphire eyes turned and locked on him as he walked past her to the other end of the ship. He ignored her stare as he opened his backpack and pulled out the notes he had taken, sitting in the sand to go over them. A minute later the sound of a gong announced she had finally lost interest in him, but Ash didn’t care about Faylen. His mind was wrapped in the new spell theory he had created from watching Ember.

The spell theory was basic in concept and Ember had described it as for beginners, but it would give Ash a range attack. Currently, the only spell he had in his repertoire was his Lightning Claw, which after last night’s binge-watching he understood was inadequate and could be greatly improved.

Nothing in the world existed as he drew his magic into his index and middle finger doing his best to keep the flow constant. It felt like trying to balance a pen on his finger, but was something Ember had stressed was essential to the spell’s quality. Speed came with practice and the building of muscle and magic memory.

While Lightning Claw continuously ran the lightning between his fingertips, this spell would push the lightning through his index and middle fingers forward. When it made contact with its target or the magic thinned enough it would end the spell.

A streak of lightning left the two fingers and silently struck the side of the ship, leaving a scorch mark. Ash smiled at the success of the new spell. Bolt, he decided to call it, as he drew magic and cast it again and again. Each cast an attempt to work out the inefficiencies and improve the form.

The silence of the surroundings caught his attention after a while and he turned to see Faylen had stopped her spell work and was watching him. Ash ignored her and went back to practicing. He started at Lilly’s tomorrow and was set to get as much practice in today before he started making deliveries, just in case someone tried to jump him again.

She tries to attack me and she’ll get a Bolt to the face… He thought.

Faylen didn’t attack him though. Instead, she left and came back a few hours later, resuming her spell work. Ash had spent the time she was gone practicing Bolt and Lightning Claw until his magic levels were depleted, only to rest and repeat the process once it had built back up. Ember had recommended this as a good way to improve both efficiency with spells and to grow the amount of magic his body could produce.

He finally called it quit at sunset. Faylen had left an hour before and Ash made sure to keep an eye out for her or any of her gang on his way back to the apartment.

Life fell into a rhythm over the next two weeks as Ash settled into life in De’Vas. His days were normally split between working at Lilly’s, practicing spellwork before and after, and hanging with Bo during the weekends. Though at times, the job at Lilly’s was a lot more than what he signed up for.

“Lilly, where did you say you put those orders… come here…” Ash sighed after he caught a glimpse of her. He grabbed a paper towel and wet it from the tap.

“Huh?” Lilly asked as she held a slice of chocolate cake in her hand. Her face was spattered with frosting.

Ash was wiping the Dryad’s face off with the wet paper towel before she knew what was happening. She grumbled protests but didn’t resist his attempts to clean her up.

“You know, Dryads have killed people for lesser things…” Lilly threatened with a glare.

Vines started to surround Ash, which made him roll his eyes at the Dryad before lifting her chin to get a spot of frosting he had missed.

Lilly pouted at him.

“It’s no fun if you’re not afraid..”

“Uh-huh. After two weeks of picking up after you, I welcome death.” Ash joked. “Now I’m going to get you a plate and a fork before we get a ton of complaints that your next batch of potions tastes like frosting.”

Lilly just stuck her tongue out at him.

“Now about those orders?” Ash asked again once he got Lilly set up.

Lilly waved the fork at him after taking a bite.

“I’ll get them to you once I’m done with my cake and you can go deliver them.”

Ash’s phone chimed. He pulled it out, chuckling at the message, and typed out a reply before turning back to Lilly.

“When you’re finished with what’s on your plate or the whole cake?” He asked, returning to their conversation.

Lilly rested her chin on her hand and smirked at him.

“Message from your online girlfriend?”

Ash sighed and repeated the line he had already said a few times.

“Not my girlfriend. Ember is a streamer knowledgeable in magic that is helping me learn magic theory and application. This is a professional relationship.”

Her smirk shifted into a full grin.

“Professional relationship. Right. So what magic theory or application did she just send you to make you laugh, or how about any of the other dozens of messages you two have been sending to each other all day.”

Ash slipped his phone into his pocket and scratched his chin.

“Alright it was a meme and we do talk about other stuff than just magic, but we are just friends. She doesn’t even know what I look like. Also, you’re trying to distract me from my question.”

“Cake,” Lilly said after she took another bite.

She pointed the fork back at Ash.

“Good, keep things as friends. At least for a few more weeks. I have a bet with Bo that you two will make it a month before you start sexting each other.”

“Of course, you and Bo would do something like that.” Ash groaned.

Lilly finally got around to giving him the delivery orders two hours later, she had made herself sick by trying to actually eat a whole cake and refused to do anything until the potion she took stopped the nausea. Unfortunately for Ash, that meant today was going to be a longer work day than normal.

“I had given up hope of getting these today.” The old Orc said as he took the package.

This was the last delivery. Ash had busted his ass to get them all out by sunset. He was ready to head home and crash on his bed. Tomorrow, he told himself, he would make Lilly a cake with toothpaste, maybe that would ruin the Dryad’s sweet tooth.

“Sorry, we had some issues organizing our orders that unfortunately took some time,” Ash said with a fake smile on his face.

The fake smile turns to panic at the sound of a motor reeving behind him. Turning, he saw Lilly’s bike throttling at full speed down the street. The rider’s screams of excitement quickly turned to terror, as the Beastkin figured out they didn’t know how to drive a motorcycle. Rei stood across the street with a few of her gang laughing hysterically. Ash sneered at her before charging in the direction of the bike.

The rider was putting all of their efforts into keeping the bike balanced as it barreled straight towards the pier. Ash cursed as the bike and rider shot off the end of the pier into the sea. Worse yet, they had not surfaced by the time he made it there.

Ash dove off the pier, his eyes burned from the salt water as he scanned the bottom of the sea floor. The motor thief was flailing around desperately trying to swim back to the surface. The Beastkin was in a state of panic and had not realized their jacket was snagged on the handle of the sports bike. Ash swam down and freed the jacket before guiding them back to the surface. The Beastkin, who he now saw was a woman, reached for the pier and cast Ash a fearful glance before darting off. Ash paid her little mind, he was instead focused on the dock winch at the end of the pier. At least he had a way to try and get the bike out.

He was off the mark a little when he dove down with the slip hook from the winch. Instead of the bike, he found a large iron safe bound in chains. His mind reeled with all the horrible reasons someone would bind a safe and throw it into the sea, but his curiosity overrode his better judgment.

He would need a lot of strength to use the manual winch to haul the bike, let alone the safe, out of the water. Fortunately, Ember had shared a technique she had created that would help with the task. None of her videos mentioned the technique, it was something she shared with him during one of their many conversations.

Pushing his magic into his muscles Ash increased his strength and started cranking the winch. He doubted he would have been strong enough without Ember’s Body Enhancement technique to even turn it once. When the safe was on the pier, he dove back in and started the process over for the sports bike. Night had set by the time he had both of them on the pier.

No one disturbed him as he attacked the rusted iron chains on the safe with a hammer, it only took a few swings for them to snap off.

“Well, the easy part is done, now how am I going to get the door off…”

The safe handle turned as he tried it. His heart raced as he opened the door, dreading what might be inside. Everything told him this was probably a very bad idea.

A fog poured out from the safe, rushing towards Ash. His lungs burned as they filled with fog, making him cough and gasp for air. Then it was gone, not a wisp to be seen as he breathed heavily, eyes watering from the lack of oxygen as he took his first breath of clear air. The inside of the safe was visible from the pier lights, it was empty apart from deep scratch marks that filled its interior.

“Push it back into the sea. Do it. Do it.” A feminine voice whispered in his ear.

Ash stood up looking around, his eyes scanning the empty pier for who the voice belonged to.

“Who’s there?”

“Do it. Back into the sea. Do it.” The voice whispered again in his ear.

Electricity danced in his hand from Lightning Claw as he turned around looking for the voice.

“DO IT!” The voice demanded, this time with a yell.

Excruciating pain shot through his arm cutting off the magic of his Lightning Claw. Instead, a thin black wisp danced on his arm, followed by searing pain.

Cradling the arm, Ash kicked the safe off the pier back into the sea. The pain cut off once the safe had gone under the waves.

“Tell no one. About the safe. About me. Or else.”

Pain flared across his whole body only lasting a second, but the message was clear.

Ash stood on the pier for another hour waiting for the voice to say something else or to respond to the questions he asked it. All he got was silence. Eventually, and wearily, he started pushing the sports bike home, hoping this was all just a nightmare.


CHAPTER FOUR


ASH ROLLED OUT of bed feeling drained, as if he had been pushing his magic dry. His body ached and he felt lightheaded as he stood up. He stood for a moment trying to recall if he and Bo had gone to The Twins yesterday and had one too many. His dreams last night were certainly messed up. He got dressed and staggered out into the kitchen.

Bo cast him a worried glance as he passed the living room.

“You look like shit. What time did you come home last night?”

Ash went straight for the coffee pot and poured himself a cup. He took a few sips of the black warm liquid before he answered.

“Not sure, had a weird dream last night.”

The quick flare of pain that spread across his shoulder woke him up faster than the coffee. A soft voice whispered into his ear.

“Remember don’t tell or else.”

A chill ran down his spine and he moved to sip his coffee to mask his shudder.

“Just a rough night. One of Rei’s minions hijacked Lilly’s bike and drove it off the pier.”

Bo shook his head.

“Lilly will be pissed, though not much she can do about it. You would have more luck draining the ocean than getting Faylen or Rei to pay to replace it.”

“I was able to get the bike out, though I’m not sure if I’ll be able to get it running again,” Ash said, trying to hide his nerves being on edge.

“Good thing it’s the start of the weekend then. Maybe if we put our heads together we can get it running before you go back to Lilly’s Monday.”

Ash forced a smile.

“I appreciate it, Bo. Maybe we can try tackling it once I get back from the beach, need to work out some frustration. Maybe I’ll draw Rei’s face on the side of the old ship for a target.”

Ash opened the small bag of rice sitting at the end of the counter and pulled his phone out of it. At least he had enough sense when he got home last night to try this. Holding down the power button the screen eventually lit up and Ash scrolled through his messages, most of which were from Ember and a few from Lilly.

He wondered if the voice could see what he typed on his phone. Lilly and Ember were the only people he knew who might know what the voice was or even how to get rid of it. The thought of the searing pain all over his body stopped him from testing this though, and instead, he sent both texts apologizing for not responding and that he had issues with his phone last night.

The rusted cargo ship was the only occupant on the beach when Ash arrived. The district had less than a dozen people who came here to practice spells, most were Orcs or other races. Faylen was the only Beastkin he had seen here. None of the others came as often as Faylen and him though. He was glad it was empty today, at least he wouldn’t look like a madman.

“Still going to ignore me?” He asked the voice.

Silence was the response as he took his usual spot to practice his spells.

He readied himself to run through casting Bolt as a warm-up for the day, but when he started pulling his magic it came slowly in a small trickle. He pulled harder, straining to command the magic to flow more to fuel the spell.

The Bolt he cast was pathetic and barely went a yard before dispersing.

The voice laughed at him.

“You are stealing my magic, aren’t you?” He knew the answer.

Even at his most drained, he would replenish in an hour or two. Instead, he had felt drained all morning, and the poor rate of his magic returning to him would take all day to replenish.

The response of the voice to his question was again silence.

“I’ll take that as a yes, parasite.”

She did not like being called that and pain hammered him until he was on his knees. Despite that, he smiled through the pain. A manic smile though. The past few weeks had been a continuous stream of bullshit being piled upon him, trying to drown him in excrement. Exiled from his homeland, beaten and robbed, and now his magic was being stolen from him.

Ash laughed as the thought formed in his mind. A thought born of pure spite, and a realization that the voice had to use magic to hurt him and would not kill him because it needed his magic.

He started pulling at his magic. Little sparks of lightning danced from his fingers as he did. He steeled his nerves for the pain that was about to come. This was a stupid idea, but this was his body.

“I’m sorry, do you prefer Ms. Leech?”

She took the bait and the burning pain returned. Ash pulled harder on his magic draining what little reserves he had. Ember had compared magic to a river flowing to a larger body of water. The analogy works to explain how the body refilled its magic reserves. She also used the analogy of tributary rivers to explain how magic items could affect one’s magic, both positive and negative.

“That the best you got? Pathetic!” The pain hurt like hell, but he egged her on.

In one of Ember’s videos, she talked about how poor-quality or nefarious magic items could reverse the flow of magic and drain the user. This concept was what he was currently trying to do.

If this works, I need to do something for Ember. See if her page has a wish list.

“You’re like a tick on my ass!”

A rush of magic started to flow through him as the magic affinity changed the lightning coming from his fingers, replacing it with a dark mist. He had managed to reverse the magic flow and now it was his turn to play parasite. He started slinging spells trying to burn down her reserves.

“STOP THIS OR I WILL KILL YOU!” The voice shrieked.

Ash laughed and kept hurling spells. She was bluffing, at least he hoped so. This whole plan resided on the idea that she needed him a live.

“WE CAN TALK ABOUT THIS! JUST STOP!”

“Oh, now you want to talk? What if I don’t feel like talking?”

Fog poured from his body before converging together and tackling him to the ground, his hands pinned to the sand by something gripping his wrists. The fog cleared and a woman was on top of him glaring. She had long silver hair and bright red irises, she was also nude and he could feel two well-sized globes pushing into his chest as she restrained him.

“You stubborn, spiteful, bastard! You don’t have as much protection from me as you think, now let’s talk or I can kill you and find someone else to feed off of.”

She let him go as she stood up and held out her hand towards him.

“Now, stop staring at my tits and give me your jacket.”

His jacket swallowed her and looked more like a short dress. Her eyes darted around their surroundings.

“What district are we in? I know your roommate is an Orc. Are they the most common race here?”

“District 114 and no, that would be Beastkin. So, who was the idiot that locked a Banshee in that safe?”

The red eyes and fog gave away what she was. One of the Fae races that blurred the lines between flesh and magic. They were known for strong Death Magic and being partial to violence. They also disliked iron and salt, since it sapped Death Magic, which would explain why someone had tried to get rid of her by throwing the safe into the sea.

Playing magical chicken with a damn Death Fae, brilliant plan Ash…

“A dead idiot once I regain my strength.”

The Banshee waved her hand over her and a fog traced along her body. Soon a silver-haired red-eyed Rabbitkin stood before Ash in her place.

“There. Now I should not stand out as much.”

“So, let’s talk.” He said now knowing she was a Banshee, he would play this more carefully.

She made a grunt of approval and stuck her hands in the pockets of the jacket.

“Right now, I have a curse on you feeding me your magic.” She let out a sigh. “Don’t look at me like that. I am very grateful for you freeing me from what should have been my coffin. The curse was a desperate measure, I was weak.”

“Must have been very weak, since you were draining my magic reserves dry,” Ash replied in a deadpan tone.

“I had hoped doing so would prevent you from mustering the strength to resist me. I was wrong. You honestly impressed me by reversing my curse upon me. Well done.” She approached him and pointed her index finger at him. “So, I propose a deal. I take half your magic each day while I recover and in exchange, I will take you on as my student in magic.”

Before he could respond, the Banshee pressed her body against him. She lightly raked her nails down his cheek, while biting her lip. She leaned in closely to his ear and whispered.

“Don’t answer that. We got an angry-looking puppy coming towards us. Girlfriend of yours?”

Ash looked to see Faylen moving towards the beach with purpose in her steps. Her eyes were locked on him. Her ears were canted back and she wore a scowl.

“No.” He replied not taking his eyes off Faylen.

“Oh? Such a hostile tone in your words and she looks pissed. Let me demonstrate why you should want to be my student. Do you care if I kill her?”

“Don’t kill her.” There might be bad blood between him and Faylen, but he didn’t wish her dead.

“Human, what did you do to Jacklyn?!” Faylen yelled when she got a few yards from them.

“I have a name, and who the hell is Jacklyn?” Ash scowled back.

Faylen’s eyes darted to the Banshee disguised as a Rabbitkin who was currently clinging to him like a lover, wearing a smile that grew as Faylen’s face showed disdain.

“What were you two doing just now?”

“Making magic.” The Banshee said as she bit her bottom lip suggestively.

Faylen huffed.

“Find your clothes and get out of here.”

“No, I don’t think I will.”

The Banshee shifted, putting herself in front of Ash. She leaned back and pressed her ass into him as she faced Faylen. Her smile was now a mischievous grin.

“Fine. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” Faylen looked back at Ash. “Where’s Jacklyn? Rei saw you chasing after her last night and now she’s not answering her phone.”

“If Jacklyn is the girl who stole Lilly’s bike last night, then I have no idea where she is.”

Faylen clicked her tongue.

“Then we do this the hard way. I’ll make you tell me where she is and if you have harmed her in any way, I will end you.”

Faylen moved her arm in an upper slash while releasing her magic. Several spikes of earth erupted from the ground heading for them. The Banshee held her hand flat with her fingers spread out. Darkness billowed off her hand as she slashed down with it. Blades of Death Magic erupted from her hand and turned the earthen spikes into a dust cloud.

Before the dust had settled the Banshee had closed the gap between Faylen, burying a fist into the Wolfkin’s gut. Faylen’s face was a mixture of surprise and pain, while the Banshee had an expression of glee.

Faylen used her magic to raise a series of earthen walls to get some distance from her opponent. With her walls up, she had a moment of reprieve. She clutched her stomach and winced. An uneasy look on her face as she stared at the Banshee.

The Banshee turned to Ash with a smile on her face. As if to make sure he was paying attention to her. Which he was with a dumbstruck expression. She slowly raised her arm in the direction of Faylen. She extended her middle and index fingers and pointed them at the earthen wall. Ash recognized the movement as those he used when casting Bolt.

An explosion of dark energy shot from her fingers demolishing the earthen walls and gouging the ground around them. Faylen was blown backward, slamming into the ground hard. She rolled a few yards before stopping. She tried to stand, only to collapse back on the ground.

“Now, where is that bravado you had earlier?” The Banshee asked, rocking back and forth on her heels. Her hands clasped behind her back. The pose gave her an innocent look. It was a sharp contrast with the reality of the damage she had just caused.

To Ash, she asked. “The beach is lovely, but I feel a bit of a draft. Shall we leave?”

She turned and started to skip away from the beach, humming a chipper tune. Ash started to follow but turned in his path to head towards Faylen.

She was covered in scrapes and it was clear that one of her arms was broken from being slammed to the ground. She watched him approach with a look of trepidation. His mind recalled how Rei had used a similar opportunity to kick him in the head and he was sure Faylen was expecting similar, if not worse. She winced when he lifted his hand, but relaxed some when he reached into this pocket. Where he thumbed a vial.

“Look, I don’t know where Jacklyn is and I don’t know what Rei told you, but she was probably lying. Like she did when she told you Bo and I robbed her.”

Ash pulled the vial out of his pocket and placed it next to Faylen. The vial was one of Lilly’s healing potions. Turning, he left Faylen to catch up to the Banshee.

“Done playing with the puppy? What did you think?” The Banshee said without looking at him.

“That your flirting was a show for Faylen and any other belief on the matter is a quick way for me to start losing body parts.”

The Banshee laughed.

“Smart boy.” She reached up and gave him a pat on the head. “You can look, but not touch. I can do whatever I want, though.”

Ash tried not to roll his eyes at the second part.

“Makes things easier if people think we are lovers, fewer questions asked about why we are everywhere together. I was asking if my display convinced you to take the deal or not.”

It had.

“Deal. My name is Ash by the way. What do I call you? And don’t say Mistress or something.”

The Banshee was focused on a bit of her hair that she was twirling in her fingers.

“Well, you’re no fun. I guess you can call me Silver.”

“Like your hair. Should have figured you would give me a fake name.”

Ash was trying to figure out how to play the introduction of Silver with Bo. He was still clueless about it by the time Silver opened the door and walked into the apartment as if she had done this several times already.

Bo froze in place, the leftover pizza midway to his open mouth, as he watched the silver-haired Rabbitkin, wearing nothing but an oversized jacket, walk by with a friendly smile and wave.

“You must be Ash’s roommate. Sorry for the indecency. We lost track of the tide and my clothes got swept away, just stealing something of Ash’s that may fit.”

Silver said as she walked into the bedroom that was Ash’s.

Bo turned his wide, staring eyes at Ash, not speaking until he heard the bedroom door close.

“I have so many questions, but most important, does she have a sister?”

“Umm, I don’t know.”

“Well, find out. Especially if she has one that likes guys that are tall, muscular, and green.”


CHAPTER FIVE


FAYLEN LAY ON the sand and stared up at the sky as the healing potion the human left for her worked at mending her broken bones and cuts. The fact he had done that had surprised her almost more than the mastery of Death Magic the slut bunny had used to decimate her. His actions were a stark contrast with how Rei and the others had described him. That didn’t matter though.

She stood up, winced, and dusted the sand off herself. She needed to find Jacklyn and the boy was not an option with a heavy hitter like that bunny. Faylen knew she had been toying with her, and could have killed her at any point in that fight. She had no clue someone so powerful was in District 114.

He had mentioned Lilly’s bike and that Jacklyn had stolen it. She frowned at the accusation. Rei and the others had not mentioned the bike. She was sure it was just him trying to throw her off the trail, but it was something easy to disprove.

The walk to Lilly’s Garden had been tedious. The healing potion couldn’t heal everything and she knew she’d be sore and bruised for a while. She walked into the building that looked more like a small jungle and hit the bell on the counter.

Lilly emerged from behind the screen of greenery created by all the plants that filled her shop. The Dryad scowled when she saw who had rung the bell and Faylen heard the sound of plant vines rustling through leaves.

“I’m not here to fight.” Faylen held up her hands, knowing that a fight with Lilly would be a more one-sided fight than one with the death bunny. Only a fool fought a Dryad in her forest and Lilly’s shop was her forest.

“You only show up when Rei wants someone taken care of that her gang can’t handle,” The Dryad said as she crossed her arms.

The sound of plant vines moving had not stopped and Faylen could already see a few coiled like a snake, ready to strike should she make a wrong move.

“I lead the 114 Pack, not Rei.”

Lilly laughed.

“Sure, keep telling yourself that.”

“I’m looking for a Catkin named Jacklyn,” Faylen said, ignoring her comment. “Brown hair and green eyes. A human said she was riding around on your shop’s bike.”

Faylen waited for the Dryad to tell her that the bike was here and sink the story he told her. Then she would need to figure out how to get him alone and make him talk.

“Did you hurt him?”

The Dryad was staring at her with murderous intent, her eyes darting to the injuries on her body. The hair on the back of Faylen’s neck stood and her heart raced, she knew her next words would decide if she left alive or dead.

“I did not harm him, not a scratch.” Faylen could see in Lilly’s eyes that she didn’t believe her.

Vines started to snake around her legs and arms squeezing tightly as they constricted and moved up her body.

“I’m telling the truth! Rei said she saw him chase after Jacklyn and she’s not answering her phone now. When I tried to confront him, his slu-girlfriend did this to me. I did not touch him!”

The vines stopped moving.

“Girlfriend?” Lilly asked.

“Some big titty bunny with serious magic.”

“Damn it! I told him to wait at least a month before he made a move. Wonder if I can still win the bet by technicality since they are fucking and not sexting.” She said to herself.

Lilly was in her head for a moment, muttering to herself. The vines started letting up their grip with her distracted. With a head shake, she turned and pulled out her phone. She fiddled with it for a moment, before she lifted it toward Faylen. A voice message from an old Orc started to play.

“Hey, Lilly, just thought you should know some Beastkin just drove your bike off the pier. She ran off after your delivery boy fished her out of the sea. Not looking good for your bike.”

Lilly shut her phone off and put it back into her pocket.

“Her phone is probably shot from the seawater. Did you check her home?”

“Rei said she swung by this morning.”

“Rei is a liar. Fuck Faylen she has destroyed any goodwill you had outside the Beastkin community. It doesn’t help that you believe everything she says.”

Faylen scowled at what Lilly said as the Dryad vanished into the backroom only to return a moment later.

“You know what, here. On the house.”

Lilly laid a blue vial on the counter.

“Truth Sayer Potion. Put a drop in Rei’s food or drink and ask her anything, she’ll be unable to lie. I make a killing selling these to suspicious housewives.”

“You’re wrong about Rei,” Faylen said before she left, though she did take the potion.

Jacklyn lived in one of the converted shipping container apartments that were a common sight in all of the districts. Faylen herself lived in one very similar to this one. They suck for insulation but were cheap. She only had to knock once and the door opened.

Jacklyn’s eyes widened, her ears laid flat and her tail drooped as she stared at Faylen from the doorway.

“BOSS! Wh-what are you doing here?”

Faylen’s gut dropped as her faith in Rei and the rest of her gang started faltering.

“Looking for you since you’re not answering your phone.”

“Oh sorry. I broke it yesterday.”

Faylen gave Jacklyn a somber look.

“When you stole the bike and drove it off the pier?”

The fear that filled Jacklyn’s eyes answered the question. Faylen’s gut dropped more and she sighed. Pushing her way into the apartment. She went into the kitchen and grabbed a glass, filled it with water, and put a drop from the vial in it. Jacklyn took a seat at the kitchen table. Her eyes never left Faylen.

“Drink this.”

Jacklyn stared at the glass with apprehension.

“Now.”

Jacklyn picked up the glass and threw back the contents as Faylen took a seat at the table across from her.

“Did Rei come by this morning?” She asked.

“Yes. She told me to stay home today and to say I didn’t see her if you asked.” Jacklyn’s eyes widened when the unexpected truth slipped out.

Faylen nodded and took a deep breath as her nerves frayed.

“Why did you steal the bike last night?”

Tears started streaming down Jacklyn’s face as her hands clamped over her mouth. Faylen pulled her hands away and held them down.

“She wanted to provoke him. She hoped you would kill him if he got into another fight with us.”

Faylen was shaking with fury as her whole body went numb.

“Has Rei done this before? Provoke people or told lies so that I would hurt or kill them?”

Jacklyn was shaking as she sobbed, her face etched in fear. She fought against the question as if her life depended on it.

“Yes.” The potion finally forced her to answer.

Faylen’s mind raced with the faces of those she had injured or even killed over the years on the belief that she was protecting her community and gang. She stood up, ran to the sink, and vomited the contents of her stomach. Turning on the water, she washed down the vile substance, then splashed her face.

“She will kill me or make me disappear now.” Jacklyn sobbed.

“What do you mean.”

“Those that make trouble for Rei either end up dead or disappear. I’ve heard rumors she sells them as slaves to the boss of another district. If they were part of the gang, she would get them to gaslight you. Saying they have heard from them, or saw them recently.”

Faylen’s nails dug into the countertop of the kitchen, her gut threatened to purge its contents again. A deep sense of dread filled her.

“Did she make my sister disappear?”

Luna had vanished from Faylen’s life last year after the two of them fought. She had been unable to get in contact with her, but several members of the gang, including Rei, would claim they had heard from her. They would tell Faylen she moved from district to district and worked odd jobs. That Luna is fine, only giving Faylen the cold shoulder. The stories fit with Luna’s rebellious personality.

“She’s gloated about that a few times when you’re not around. Used it as a warning that even you couldn’t protect someone if they piss her off.”

Faylen threw the dishware from the kitchen counter onto the floor. She stood there, breathing hard, until she got her emotions under control. When she had calmed down enough, she turned for the front door.

“Do not leave your apartment until tomorrow.” She demanded, looking back at Jacklyn over her shoulder.

“Wait! H-He saved me. The bike pulled me down and trapped me. I would have drowned if he hadn’t freed me.” Jacklyn said with a dejected look. “Is he dead…”

“He’s alive,” Faylen replied.

“Good.”

Jacklyn relaxed some as if a weight had been taken off her conscience. Faylen closed the door, her conscience was heavier than ever.

Immediately Faylen went in search of Rei and found her after an hour of looking around the gang’s usual hangouts. Rei and several members of the 114 Pack were hanging out at an empty lot that the gang used as a place to spar. She was sitting on top of an old picnic table, watching two gang members fight. Rei got off the picnic table once she spotted Faylen and approached her with a gleeful smile. The smile disgusted Faylen.

“Boss looks like you were in a fight. I take it the human is dead?”

Faylen didn’t answer. Instead, she slammed a pillar of Earth Magic into Rei’s right knee. Her face twisted in agony as her knee bent the wrong way. Everyone froze, some after they placed their hands on their weapons.

Rei struggled to stand as she pulled a folding knife from her pocket. The two moved at the same time. Faylen leaped toward Rei as she tried to stab her. The knife was knocked out of Rei’s hand and flew out of her reach as Faylen tackled her to the ground. The two fought for dominance before Faylen finally got the upper hand, she had always been stronger than Rei.

She straddled Rei and pinned both her hands against the ground with one of hers. Rei tried to break free, but it was useless. Faylen grabbed the Truth Sayer Potion from her pocket. Pulled the cork off with a bite and dumped the liquid of the vial down Rei’s throat. She choked down the potion, gasping for breath once the vial was empty. Faylen grabbed Rei by the hair and pulled her closer to her, forcing Rei to look her in the eyes.

“Did you kill my sister or sell her into slavery?”

Rei paled as her wolf ears went flat and eyes became wells of terror.

“I sold her.”

Faylen backhanded Rei. Blood dripped from her busted lip.

“Where is she?”

Faylen readied her hand to hit her again. Rei flinched in anticipation of the strike. The potion compelled her to speak.

“I sold her to the Boss of District 208. I don’t know if she’s still there or even if she’s alive.”

Rei cried out as Faylen struck her again.

“Why did you betray me?”

Rei sobbed. Her eyes darted to the other gang members pleading for help.

“Please, don’t kill me…” She begged.

“Why did you betray me!”

Faylen cast her Earth Magic on the ground giving it a liquid-like quality that caused Rei to start sinking. Soon only Rei’s head was above the liquid soil, supported by Faylen’s tight grip on her hair.

“Money and power. A boyfriend of mine knew the Boss of District 208. Started with me doing odd jobs for him like tossing a safe into the sea. The pay was good, but then I learned he paid better for slaves. I figured out I could buy the loyalty of some of the gang or sell those who wouldn’t back me in 208. Eventually, the gang was essentially mine except in name.”

Faylen let Rei disappear into the ground and released her magic, the earth entombing her. Even if the others tried to dig her out she would suffocate before they got to her. Standing, she met the eyes of every gang member.

“You have 24 hours to get out of District 114. If I see any of you here again, you will meet the same fate I just gave Rei.”

The sun was setting by the time she got home. She groaned when she flipped on the living room light and it burned out. It was the cherry on top of what had been the worst day of her life. Holding out her hand she pulled on the magic affinity she didn’t use publicly. A small ball of fire started floating in her palm illuminating the room. She walked to the coffee table and lit the candle she kept on it with the ball of fire. Changing the light bulb could wait.

Her place was pretty good by shipping container apartment standards and what she paid for it. Two bedrooms, one of which had been Luna’s, one bathroom, and an open kitchen and living room. Except for the corner of the living room, which she had set up for streaming. The red wig she wore when she was Ember sat on a mannequin head near the computer. Only Luna knew about her streaming hobby, she tried to keep her identity a secret going so far as using her other magic affinity as Ember. Multiple magic affinities were uncommon after all.

Like the gang, streaming had been a hope of hers. Very few Beastkin could use magic, not for a lack of ability, but knowledge. Beastkins typically lived in small family units or tribes back on Vas. They didn’t make great civilizations like some of the other races and knowledge was normally kept in those small family units or tribes.

This world though, was very connected and knowledge flowed like water in a river. The human’s technology allowed her to pass her knowledge to any who wished to learn. She was far from the only paranormal to become a streamer and start posting vids on magic theory, but she was one of the few Beastkins. Even if she only had a few followers, she was teaching people. Perhaps a few Beastkins were casting spells because of her.

Faylen opened up the messaging app on her phone. It was the one she used for her Ember persona. Normally she would only check it once a week, but lately, she was on it multiple times a day. All because of him. Smoke.

She didn’t know his real name or what he looked like, his profile was barebones. What she did know was he had a hunger to learn magic, the two of them would spend hours talking about it. Eventually, those conversations branched out into other topics. Now she would fret if she didn’t get a “Good Morning” text from him, there was a real fear for her that he would one day vanish. Which would only get worse since now he was her only friend.

She typed out a message to Smoke while wandering to the fridge for a beer. She hit send once she collapsed on the couch.

Ember: Hey sorry for ignoring you all day, it’s been a rough one.

Smoke: Sorry to hear that. Do you want to talk about it?

“I wish, but I’m sure it would scare you off,” Faylen said to herself as she took a swig of her beer.

Ember: No just want to think about anything other than it.

A GIF of a cat riding around on a Roomba while wearing a ridiculous costume showed up under her message.

Smoke: Well, I’ll do my best to be a distraction for you tonight.

Faylen bit her lip as she typed out the next message. Her finger hovered over the send button as she debated sending it or not. She finished off her beer and then sent the message.

Ember: How much of a distraction are you willing to be?

She held her breath as those three little dots showed him typing his response.

Smoke: I will be whatever kind of distraction you need tonight.

Faylen unbutton her jeans pulling them partway down her thighs. Her hand snaked between her legs and her breath caught as her finger found the hood of her clit. She wanted a distraction, for her mind to be focused on something else. Getting off would let her forget about the world for a while.

Ember: Do you like wolf girls?

She typed with her left hand as the right started caressing her clit. Going back and forth slowly.

Smoke: I find them very sexy.

Her excitement grew as she started getting wetter.

Ember: So what would you do to one?


CHAPTER SIX


THE BIKE’S ENGINE sputtered a few times before dying causing Ash to curse. He and Bo had been working on the bike most of the morning. They even tore apart the engine and cleaned everything, but they couldn’t quite get it going. The best they could get was it sputtering. Bo was currently on a run for supplies, leaving a very unhelpful Silver in his place.

“I’m going to try and clean the carburetor again. Can you pass me the wrench, Silver?”

The Banshee, still disguised as a Rabbitkin, scowled at him. Making no move for the tool.

“Why don’t you text your redhead wolf slut? She would probably bring you the tool and then suck off the other one in your pants.”

Ash rubbed his brow. He wished Bo was still here. Then Silver would limit her hostility to just dirty looks when the Orc’s back was to her.

“I don’t get why you’re so upset about that. We are not a couple. Hell, I don’t even want to do the ‘pretend girlfriend’ alibi you came up with. I don’t see why we can’t just tell everyone you’re my ‘magic teacher’. It would work just as well.”

Silver’s scowl shifted into a pout as she crossed her arms over her chest.

“I’m upset because I had this whole seductress routine in my head! You were supposed to swoon over me as I tempted you around others, only to act cold when we were alone.”

Silver wrapped her arms around herself in a hug and closed her eyes as she attempted a deeper voice.

“Mistress Silver! I can’t take it anymore please allow me to touch just one part of you, I will give myself to you as your humble slave.”

Silver released her self-hug and arrogantly flipped her hair, her voice returning to normal.

“Tsk. Fine, I will allow you to touch my feet as you massage them. After you can be a footstool for me my slave.”

Ash’s jaw hung open as he watched in bewilderment at Silver’s one-woman show.

“You were in that safe for a while, weren’t you.”

The scowl returned to her face as she glared at him.

“The point is you had all of this right in front of you.” She gestured to her body.

“Which you completely ignored for texting some YouTube slut puppy about how you would rail her pussy! You know what? I’m going to go and dislike all of her videos.”

Silver started walking back to the apartment, leaving a dumbfounded Ash to fetch his own tools.

“What the hell did I sign up for with her?”

He had the carburetor taken apart, cleaned, and ready to be put back on when he heard someone approaching. Turning, he expected to see Bo back with the supplies that would hopefully get the bike finally fixed.

Instead, he locked eyes with Faylen, and the gang leader stopped her approach. He pulled his magic and readied a Bolt, wishing Silver was still here. Faylen had been pissed yesterday and he was sure Silver beating her into a pulp didn’t help any.

“I’m not here to fight.” Faylen held up her open palms.

“Well, that’s a refreshing change. Please do forgive me if I don’t drop my guard around the person who has assaulted me twice and whose gang has made a hobby of harassing me.”

Faylen nodded. Her ears were lying flat and her tail was tucked.

“That’s fair.” She said quietly.

“So why are you here? I already told you I don’t know where this Jacklyn girl disappeared to.”

The Wolfkin eyes lowered to the ground.

“To apologize for everything. You were right about Rei. She was a liar and a manipulator. I was a fool to blindly trust her. I’ve hurt you and a lot of others due to that blind trust.”

Ash clicked his tongue.

“You said ‘was’ a liar and manipulator.”

“I killed her and disbanded the gang.”

Shit…

Ash knew De’Vas was a harsh place that played by its own rules, but to hear Faylen casually admit to killing Rei was a sobering thing. The only protection for him and those he cared for was by his own hands and for that, he needed to become stronger.

“So does that mean you no longer want to bash my head in with Earth Magic?”

Faylen shook her head.

“No. I just want to try and do what I can to attempt to make amends. I brought the money Rei stole from you and the Orc.”

Faylen placed a wade of cash by her feet and put a stone on top of it to keep the wind from carrying it away. She then turned to leave.

“Wait,” Ash called out.

She stopped and turned to face him, Faylen looked as if the world had beaten her. She was exhausted and humbled by the revelation about Rei and Ash was starting to see her for what she really was. A victim. A victim of Rei, who was now going around and apologizing for all the wrong done by her. The person who manipulated her.

Ash canceled the Bolt he had been holding since she had shown up.

“You look exhausted. Would you like to come in for a cup of coffee?”

Faylen looked surprised at his offer.

“Yes, thank you. Umm. I’m afraid I don’t even know your name.”

Ash held out his hand to her.

“Ash”

With the greeting done, he turned and led her inside, trying not to show he was still weary about having her at his back. Silver was sitting in the living room with his laptop as they came into the apartment. She was angrily hacking away at the keys and Ash had some trepidation about what kind of comments she was leaving on Ember’s videos. She gave him a scowl as they entered the room. Then narrowed her eyes at Faylen.

“Oh, look. I leave you alone for a minute and you find yourself a puppy to bring home.”

Ash rolled his eyes.

“Please ignore my magic teacher she’s a little grumpy today.”

Ash stepped into the kitchen and got the coffee pot brewing.

“I would like to apologize for yesterday, I acted rashly and have since learned I was being lied to and manipulated,” Faylen said to Silver.

“Nothing to apologize for. I had a great time yesterday morning. You are a wonderful punching bag.” Silver said with a warm smile before glaring at Ash. “It was last night that was the disappointment.”

Ash mouthed the word ‘crazy’ to Faylen when she cast him an odd look before meeting Silver’s glare with one of his own.

“She likes to insinuate that we are a couple as a way to get her kicks. The reality is we have a deal. She’s teaching me magic theory and in exchange, she gets room and board.” Ash said.

“But you were still supposed to try and chase me! I had some really good rejection lines worked up too…” Silver said before she started hacking away at the keyboard again.

“She’s doing a good job then. I’ve watched you practicing on the beach. You showed dedication and improved rapidly each time I saw you.”

Silver grumbled from the couch.

“Wish I could take credit, but that was all this slut.” Silver punctuated each word with a loud peck of a key.

Ash scowled.

“Please tell me you’re not going through each of her vids and commenting ‘slut’ or something.”

The coffee finished brewing and he filled two cups. Passing one to Faylen, who went right away for the sugar and cream.

“She deserves it for challenging me!” Silver declared.

“She didn’t challenge you and even if she did, it wouldn’t be a competition,” Ash said with a laugh.

Silver shot him a glare as she flared up the curse. It felt like sharp claws raking across his back. Ash rolled his shoulders to shrug off the pain and discomfort.

“Really? Let’s ask her.” Silver said, turning her attention back to Faylen.

Silver got off the couch and carried the laptop over towards her.

“Do you think a sane man would rather spend the night flirting with me or sexting this hussy?”

Silver flipped the laptop showing a video of Ember. Ash recognized it as her video on the pros and cons of the various Magic Affinities. He had watched it a few times.

Faylen stared at the laptop with a shocked expression. Ash was getting tired of Silver’s brashness.

“Like I said, no competition,” Ash said, reaching over and pressing the laptop closed.

Silver stormed her bunny ass back to the couch, mumbling curses under her breath. Once there the angry sound of clacking keys returned.

Ash pulled out his phone and started typing a message to Ember to warn her of the barrage of vulgar comments that the Banshee was no doubt posting. Silver looked up at him and narrowed her eyes.

“Are you messaging that bitch?” Silver faked wiping away a tear from her eye and her voice took a mocking tone. “Dearest Ember, someone is saying mean things about you online. Always yours, hearts and kisses, Smoke.”

Ash hit send on the message and flipped Silver off. He turned around to face Faylen as Silver burst out laughing. A sigh escaped him as he saw the Wolfkin staring at him with wide eyes and a red face. Even she was embarrassed by Silver's antics.

“She’s a pain in the ass, but knows her stuff,” Ash said shaking his head. “Only reason I’m putting up with her.”

Well, he put up with her because he didn’t have much choice. Faylen coughed to clear her throat and took a sip of her coffee. She looked as if she was contemplating something, probably if she should bail with how weird Silver was acting.

“Have either of you been to District 208?” Faylen asked, changing the subject.

“I’m a recent exile. I’ve only been in District 114 and whatever District in Kansas that the US Government shoved me through.”

“So one of your first experiences in De’Vas was me attacking you...” Faylen grimaced.

“Second day here, which you’ve already apologized for and I’ve accepted,” Ash said as he sipped his coffee.

Truthfully he was still bitter about the whole thing, but he understood that Faylen had trusted Rei and acted on what the bitch had said. She was stepping up and trying to make amends.

The clanking of angry keys had stopped and Silver was staring at Faylen with a serious expression.

“Why are you curious about District 208?” Silver asked.

Faylen sighed.

“I learned Rei was making deals in the District. So, trying to gather more information on it.”

Silver seemed to be studying Faylen as if she was judging the validity of her statement.

“The District Boss is Destry. He is a Kelpie and very bad news. Whatever those dealings were I would forget about them, you’re not strong enough to fight him.”

Faylen looked at Silver skeptically but gave her a nod of acknowledgment before turning back to face Ash.

Her ears were perked and her tail swished back and forth as she set the empty coffee cup in the kitchen sink.

“Thank you for the coffee, Ash,” Faylen said.

Ash smiled at her. He was happy to see her mood had improved. She just needed some kindness.

“You’re welcome, Faylen, I wish you the best.” He said as he led her to the door.

Ash waited until he was sure Faylen was gone before taking a seat on the couch with Silver. She was no longer slandering Ember online.

“So things got tense when she brought up District 208.” Ash opened.

Silver twisted on the couch and laid her head down in his lap before he could move out of the way. She stared up at the ceiling. He was about to shove her off of him, but he saw something in Silver he had never seen before. Vulnerability.

“Destry was the idiot that locked me in the safe, the fucking bastard.” She said somberly.

The mention of District 208 must have dredged up horrible memories, and despite her brazen antics, she had endured hell being locked in that safe. His hand moved without thought to the top of her head and he started to run his fingers through her hair.

“What are you doing?” Silver pouted. “Is it because I’m disguised as a bunny that you decided to pet me?”

“Sorry, I’ll stop.” When he tried to move his hand away Silver grabbed it and pulled it back down onto her head.

“I didn’t say stop..” She said softly.

Silver lay there relaxed as his fingers brushed through her hair. Each time he tried to stop she would pout and pull his hand back. He quickly resigned himself to doing this for a time and her eyes began to slowly close.

Silver was asleep on his lap by the time Bo returned from his supply run. The Orc brought a blanket and draped it over Silver.

“Stay here, I’ll go mess with the bike,” Bo whispered. Ash nodded in thanks as Silver snuggled into the blanket. He didn’t want to disturb her.


CHAPTER SEVEN


SILVER WATCHED IN bewilderment as the scene unfolded. She had seen many odd things in her life, but this was one of the strangest ones. The way Ash casually talked about going to Lilly’s to return her bike had made her think it would be a quick and easy outing. She wanted to grab some potions anyway. Nothing sounded dangerous about this trip. How foolish that thought was.

Lilly’s Garden was the domain of a Dryad. A race so powerful in nature magic that some were worshiped as goddesses of the forests back on Vas. Silver heard countless stories of their fickle nature wiping out entire armies that had entered their forests. Yet here, surrounded by hundreds of plants that could tear someone to shreds at her slightest whim, the Dryad seemed to be powerless before Ash.

“Stop fighting! This is happening, Lilly!” Ash said as he pinned the Dryad against the counter of her shop.

“Is it going to hurt?” She looked at him with wide eyes.

“Only if you keep struggling, I don’t want to hurt you. That’s why I made sure I got it very wet.” Ash said as he kept her pinned.

“Just…. please be gentle.” Lilly pouted as she accepted her fate.

Ash’s hand tightened around Lilly’s hair. She closed her eyes and bit her lip in anticipation. Gently he pulled the half-eaten sucker out of her hair.

“See, if you wet it first, the sucker won’t pull. Seriously, Lilly, how did you get it stuck in your hair?”

“I just woke up with it there. Wait! Don’t throw it away!”

Ash gave a stern look at the pleading Dryad before dropping the sucker into the trash. Lilly gasped in horror.

“Alright, I’m going to go do the mountain of dishes I’m sure you have scattered everywhere but the sink.” Ash sighed before walking into the back of Lilly’s shop.

Lilly made it halfway to the trash can before Ash’s voice boomed from the back.

“You better not take that sucker out of the trash, Lil!”

Lilly grumbled as she took a seat in the office chair, spinning it around while kicking her feet before coming to a stop facing Silver. A mischievous smile on the Dryad’s face.

“So you’re the online girlfriend! Look, I need to know if you two sexted each other first or went straight into fucking. It’s important.”

Silver's lips thinned at being mistaken for that online whore.

“I am not Ember.” She said sternly. “My name is Silver and I am Ash’s new magic teacher. One who is far superior to that amateur with a few videos online.”

“Shit! You’re the rebound girl!” Lilly gasped.

Silver’s eye twitched as the Dryad growled and spun around in her chair.

“Damn it! I guess the bet is void then. Does Bo know?” Lilly ask.

“I am not the rebound girl! He can only wish I was his woman, then maybe he wouldn’t spend his nights texting that slut puppy like she was in heat!” Silver snapped.

“That bastard! I told him to wait a few more weeks. Damn it. Now I owe Bo money.” Lilly stewed in her chair. “I guess I can deduct it from Ash’s pay.”

“So you’re the wannabe side chick then?” The Dryad asked with another twirl of her chair.

“I’m his magic teacher,” Silver said through gritted teeth.

She was half considering seducing the human just so she could rub it in the face of the slut puppy and this ditsy Dryad.

A spiteful smile graced her face as she imagined sending both of them pictures of Ash hilt deep in her slit and complete bliss with her body. That would shut both of them up.

“Hey is everything alright out here? Thought I heard shouting,” Ash asked as he came back into the room.

Lilly hopped out of her chair and grabbed the spray bottle Ash had used to wet her hair from the counter. She aimed it at him and started spraying him with water.

“Bad horny human! You were supposed to wait until I won the bet!” She scolded.

Ash raised an eyebrow and looked at Silver as his boss repeatedly misted him.

“What did you tell her?” He asked.

Silver just gave him a tired stare. “Can we get my potions and go now?”

***

Silver had spent the walk from Lilly’s Shop to the beach venting about the Dryad. Ash found it refreshing hearing someone else having to put up with Lilly’s madness.

“You didn’t have to go with me to Lilly's. I could have picked up the potions you needed,” He said while going through his warm-up stretches.

He turned and looked at the Banshee disguised as a Rabbitkin sitting on one of the large rocks near the rusted cargo ship. She was rocking a goth girl vibe. Wearing a black hoodie that said “Killer Bunnies” in blood red and gray yoga pants.

“I did not escape that safe just to hang around an apartment all day.”

Silver jumped off the rock landing on the sand. The hoodie did nothing to hide the bounce of her ample chest, though Ash tried to keep from watching. Getting caught would give Silver ammo and she didn’t need anymore. She gave him a sly smile as he failed in that endeavor.

“We need the potions for training so I wanted to make sure we got the right ones.” Silver glared at him. “Though we stayed longer than I thought we would. You made it sound like we would be quick.”

“Nothing is quick with Lilly.” Ash laughed.

“It would have been if you were not being her Housework Daddy.” She said with a roll of her eyes.

“Housework Daddy?” Ash arched his eyebrow.

“Like a Sugar Daddy, but instead of paying for everything you just do all of her housework.” Silver leaned in and whispered into his ear. “Bet you even wash her panties after you make them dirty.”

“Here I thought our deal was you would teach me magic, not comment on my sex life.” Ash frowned as Silver laughed.

“Oh, I am. The comments on your ‘lack’ of a sex life are charity work- ” Something caught Silver’s attention and she looked past Ash. “Oh look! We got company.”

Ash turned and saw that Faylen was taking her usual spot along the ship to practice magic. She gave a hesitant wave toward them when she saw them looking at her. Ash waved in return and smiled when he saw Faylen’s tail start to wag slightly.

“Relax. Faylen comes down here to practice magic as much as I do. So, Teacher, what are we going to do today?” Ash asked as Silver beamed at the title.

“It’s called Burst Training. You will pull your magic into one spell. At the last second before your reserves go dry and the spell fizzles out you take a magic-restore potion. Which will replenish your magic reservoir. The goal is to keep this cycle going for as long as possible.”

Silver had a nefarious smile as he took a magic-restore potion from her.

“What’s the catch?”

“When you finally cast the spell, it will hurt. The end results of this training improve both your magic flow and spell potency, so you cast faster and spells hit harder.”

Ash started to cast Bolt. He felt the magic gather in his fingers but kept it from releasing. Some instinct in the back of his mind screamed at him to release the spell. He ignored it and downed a magic-restore potion. He made it through two magic-restore potions before the instinct was too much and he released the spell.

“FUCK!” Ash uttered through gritted teeth as the pain brought him to his knees.

Silver undersold the pain. His arm felt like it had tried to explode when he released Bolt. He was sure the two fingers he used to cast the spell with were now broken.

“Yeah, Burst Training hurts like a bitch.” Silver stretched before pulling another potion from her hoodie. “Healing potion, take it and reset your fingers.” Ash downed the potion as a sadistic smile bloomed on Silver’s face.

“That should heal them within half an hour, but you have other fingers so we will do a rotation and keep going.”

“Will all of your training involve me being in pain?” Ash asked as the healing potion started working.

“Yes. Pain is your body being pushed past its limits. It will either get stronger or break.”

Ash stood up and started casting Bolt with his ring and little finger. It felt odd casting with these fingers, but he managed. Silver laid two handfuls of both healing and magic-restore potions in the sand before returning to her rock. Her yoga pants looked like they were painted on her ass as she climbed back up.

“Today is going to be a long day.” He mumbled.

Silver stopped the training after four hours, mostly because she started worrying that Ash’s bones would turn into mush. Even with multiple healing potions in his system all of his fingers were wrapped in tape and splinted.

“You keep impressing me. With your magic anyways. Everything else is a disappointment. I figured you would want to call it quits after the first cast, but you’re dedicated.” Silver said with an approving nod.

“I really want a beer right now, but I don’t know how I will hold it.” He said, looking down at his bandaged fingers.

Silver leaned forward and batted her eyes at him while pushing her ample chest out, her lips in a pout.

“I’ll tell you what.” She said seductively. “Since you were such a good boy today…I’ll put a straw in your beer when we get back to the apartment.” Silver stood up, a sarcastic smile replacing the pout.

Bo was cooking in the kitchen when they returned. It was a rare sight, but not unheard of. Normally they lived off of frozen food, but now and then Bo would get on a cooking show kick and thought he was a chef. Usually, that meant there would be a ton of dishes filling the sink and burnt food for dinner until he moved on to something else.

“Welcome back, love birds. How was the romantic walk on the beach?” Bo asked as he threw onions and peppers into the skillet.

“Magical. Though Ash wore out all his fingers playing with me,” Silver said.

She took a beer from the fridge and put a straw in it, as promised, before setting it on the coffee table in front of Ash. Bo arched an eyebrow at Ash’s fingers covered in bandages.

“Please tell me something else isn’t in a splint. You know what? I don’t want to know.”

Silver laughed as she grabbed a beer for herself and lay on the couch, plopping her feet on Ash’s lap.

“Like I’ve told you, Silver and I are not a couple. She’s my magic teacher and is just crashing with us while she teaches me.” Ash said as he leaned forward to take a sip of beer.

Bo laughed from the kitchen.

“Yes. Your teacher is the woman who the first time I saw her was nude except for your jacket, and is currently sleeping in your bedroom every night. Don’t care what your kink is man as long as you both keep the noise levels down.”

Ash sighed as he relaxed on the couch, choosing to ignore Bo’s comment. No good would come from him admitting that he had been kicked out of his bed by the nefarious Banshee and his current bed was a sleeping bag on the floor.

His phone vibrated in his jacket pocket.

“I think you got a message,” Silver said helpfully.

“Not like I can respond to it right now,” Ash said as he held up his hands.

Silver had a mischievous smile as she reached forward and fished the phone out of his pocket.

“Silver,” Ash warned.

She still had the mischievous smile on her face.

“What? I’m just helping you out. Oh look, it’s from the slut puppy. I’ll read it out loud for you.”

Bo froze in his cooking.

“Slut puppy?” He asked, a brow raised.
“THAT FUCKING BITCH!” Silver scowled at the phone. She started typing out a message, only for Bo to come up from behind the couch and snag the phone from her.

“Hey! I’ve got to put that bitch in her place!” Silver pouted.

Bo looked at the message.

“Ember? This the streamer you have been talking to, right?”

Ash was a little worried about what the message said. Since the night that he was a ‘Distraction’ for Ember, their relationship had been a lot spicier.

Bo smirked as he turned the phone to show Ash the message.

“Well, she just asked you out on a date.”

Ember: Recently our relationship has become something more than professional and friends. As such, I would like to meet you in person. So that I may get to know the real you and for you to get to know the real me. I have booked a table at Mei’s Den in District 114 in three days at 6 PM, that District time. Let me know if you can make it.

Ash stared wide-eyed at the message ignoring the glare from Silver.

“You don’t find it suspicious that she is asking to meet in the District you live in?” Silver asked in a hostile tone.

Bo was the one to answer as he shrugged.

“Ember is a Wolfkin streamer, District 114 has a decent size Beastkin community and Mei’s Den is well known in other Districts. Not that suspicious. Hell, she could be a local.”

“Bo, help me get these splints off my fingers and hand me my phone. Also, what is Mei’s Den?” Bo started to unwind the tape on the splints while Silver pouted on the couch.

“A French restaurant. When the rifts first started happening, Mei, the owner, was dropped outside a pretty famous French restaurant. She became friends with the head chef and learned a lot about cooking before being deported to De’Vas.”

“Wait. We have a nice restaurant here?” Ash frowned at Bo. “Then why do we always go to The Twins?”

“Because you’re a cheap date that never puts out,” Bo said with a wink.

“Ain’t that the truth!” Silver started laughing, then frowned. “Bo, is the stove still on?”

Bo’s eyes went wide. “Shit!”

***

Faylen examined her body in the mirror. She was only wearing her underwear as her fingers traced over every scar on her body. She had gained a lot of them from a lifetime of fighting. Ember didn’t have scars though, Faylen had used makeup to hide them when she was using that persona. Would Ash still want to do the things to Faylen’s body that he would text Ember about doing to hers? She shook the negative thoughts from her mind, the last few days had been stressful and left her feeling vulnerable.

She thought about texting Ash as Ember and seeing if he wanted to play so she could get off and forget about things for a while. Instead, she pulled a beer from the fridge and plopped onto the couch. Her coffee table was scattered with papers she had found while searching Rei’s home. She had broken into her place in hopes of finding information on where Luna could be. There was nothing of course except a box of receipts from a butcher shop and a flash drive with a video of Rei being passed around by some trolls. The blond Wolfkin had some odd kinks. Faylen had taken the box of receipts to look through and left the flash drive.

So far the receipts held nothing odd and her few scouting trips into District 208 had been fruitless. She was no closer to finding Luna than when she had killed Rei.

At least she could do something about Ash. It had been a shock to learn that he was the boy she had been talking to as Ember. Ash wasn’t bad-looking. Even before learning who he was, she had thought him attractive, especially when he got focused on his magic. The first time she saw him at the beach casting spells she watched him closely and not just because of the issues Rei had caused between them.

Faylen frowned at recalling the attack on Ash and quickly took a swig of her beer. The bitterness took her mind away from it.

That was the real fear with Ash. Would he be able to forgive her for all she had done? He had accepted her apology and even invited her in for coffee, but it was a big jump from forgiving your enemy and tolerating them to forgiving them and taking them as your lover.

She would find out soon. She planned to reveal to Ash on the date that Faylen and Ember were one and the same. Would he accept her and support her during this hellish time of her life or would he reject her and no longer be the rock she had been clinging to in this storm?


CHAPTER EIGHT


ASH ADJUSTED THE collar of his shirt for at least the dozenth time. He was about to meet Ember and he was more than a little nervous. The last three days had flown by, mostly from the Burst Training Silver had him doing which left him comatose the rest of the day from all the potions in his system.

“The collar is fine. You look sharp and she’ll be impressed.” Bo said with a roll of his eyes.

“Just nerves. Are you sure there’s nothing I need to know about going on a date with a Beastkin? Like cultural taboos or anything?” Ash asked Bo.

Silver was the one who answered though.

“Dating is more a human thing that the paranormal communities picked up from media, her expectations will be in line with that. So, you know, try to show restraint and not fuck her brains out on the table in the middle of a high-end restaurant.”

Ash nodded his head as he ignored the last part of what Silver said.

“Right. Well, I’m heading out. What do you two plan to do tonight?”

Bo and Silver shrugged from their respective spots on the couch with bored expressions.
“Probably a lazy night. Watch some movies, or maybe head down to The Twins,” Bo said.

“I picked up a new book recently.” Silver adds as she twirls a bit of her hair with her finger. “Figured I’d read it tonight.”

Ash eyed both of them. There was something off about how nonchalant they were acting, but whatever. He had places to be.

Mei’s Den was a two-story brick building with a neon sign displaying the restaurant’s name. Ivy clung to the side of the building giving it a certain charm that Ash was sure was carefully maintained. The entryway had several paintings by local artists, many of which were scenes around the district. He was examining a painting of the rusted cargo ship on the beach a little closer when the hostess returned to the podium and caught his attention.

“Should be under Ember. I’m her date. She should have put me under as Smoke.” Ash said with a sheepish smile as he said his username from the messenger app.

The hostess checked the book on the podium before smiling and gesturing for him to follow.

The dining room was off-white with gold-painted leaves decorating the trim. All of the tables had white tablecloths with a candle glowing in the center. Everything was simple, but well done and high quality.

As Ash looked around the restaurant his eyes landed on a Catkin that looked vaguely familiar at a table with two Satyrs. Though he couldn’t quite put his finger on why. She caught him looking at her and her ears went flat and she slinked back into her seat, from that reaction, Ash guessed it was best to ignore her.

The hostess led him to a section of the dining room that had tables farther apart and was more secluded. Ash stood still as he laid eyes on Ember. She was wearing a green dress that matched her eyes and showed off her toned figure and chest. Her fire-red hair was done in a long braid, but what drew his attention the most about her was her smile.

“I’m glad you could come, Smoke,” Ember said with that beautiful smile.

“Please, call me Ash,” He said, grinning as he joined her at the table.

***

Bo sat at his table in the corner of the restaurant looking over the menu. This was his first time in a French restaurant. He was trying to be tactful given the prices of Mei’s Den. He wanted to get the most food for the dollar. He would consider it a tragedy to go to such an expensive place and leave hungry.

“I can’t believe you brought that with you.” Silver scowled at Lilly.

The Dryad was happily munching her way through one of the three baskets of complementary dinner rolls on the table, the small potted fern that Silver was referring to sat on the table beside her.

“What’s wrong with the fern? It’s how we got extra rolls from the waiter,” Lilly said as she tore into another roll.

Silver rolled her eyes at the Dryad.

“We’re trying to keep a low profile and making the waiter almost piss themselves by having a Dryad threaten him with a fern for more rolls is not how we keep a low profile!”

Lilly gave Silver a blank stare while finishing her roll.

“And you’re keeping a low profile by glaring at their table all night? I’m still trying to figure out why you care so much about Ash and Ember.”

Bo was certain they were not keeping a low profile. Most of the tables around them had definitely noticed them. He doubted they would draw the attention of Ash and Ember, though. They were in their own little world at their table. Bo had to smile at his friend. His date seemed to be going very well. The two of them had not taken their eyes off each other and Ember’s tail showed her happiness as much as her smile. He figured there was a decent chance Ash might not come home tonight, and he dreaded how Silver would rant and rave if that happened.

“I have a special deal with Ash where I am his teacher.” Silver grumbled. “I don’t want her to convince him to back out of our deal and replace me with her all because he is thinking with his dick.”

A small smirk appeared on Lilly’s face and Bo knew her next words would be aimed at antagonizing Silver.

“Oh, so you’re worried Ash will realize that Ember is better than you at sex and magic?”

Silver glared at her before sweeping all the baskets of rolls onto the floor, much to the horror of Lilly.

“Why is she even here, anyways?!” Silver asked Bo as Lilly ducked beneath the table.

“Lilly is Ash’s friend, the same as you and me. She just wants to keep an eye out for him.”

Honestly, part of it was that Lilly was covering half the bill for tonight.

Lilly popped up from under the table with a few rolls in her arms. She blew the dust off of one before she happily took a bite out of it. Silver watched Lilly’s delight in disgust.

“Well, maybe I have a secret deal with Ash as well. One not even he knows about. Where I keep a certain slutty bunny with more tits than brains from ruining his date.” Lilly said as she shook a roll at Silver.

“You know, Ember has her whole streamer business.” Silver scowled at Lilly. “She could steal Ash away from working at your shop. Have him be her camera fuck boy or something. Then Ash wouldn’t be cleaning up after you and washing your panties.”

Lilly focused on her next dinner roll.

“Jokes on you, I don’t wear panties.”

Silver rolled her eyes.

“Of course you don’t and here I thought someone had just ordered fish.”

Lilly narrowed her eyes at Silver then grabbed a hold of the potted fern with one hand, while still holding a roll in the other. Silver's eyes nervously darted from the potted fern to the Dryad.

“Calm down, Lilly. Don’t forget we are trying to keep a low profile.” Bo said as he glanced over at Ash’s and Ember’s table.

The two of them were enthralled with each other. They weren’t leaving anytime soon. Unless they decided to bump uglies. This meant Bo would have to keep Lilly and Silver from trying to kill each other for a while longer. He started thumbing through the alcohol section for something strong.

“I already treated you both to dinner as an apology. I’m not going to grovel and beg for forgiveness!”

The voice came from a table with an angry-looking Catkin and two Satyrs who looked like they had too much to drink. The Catkin stood up to leave the table only for one of the Satyrs to grab her arm and push her to the ground. He put his hoof on her back, pinning her.

“You leave when we say you can leave, bitch. Our lives were made hell by you and that gang. You think some words will make up for that?”

“Please excuse me for a moment,” Bo said darkly as he closed the menu and dropped it on the table while standing up.

***

Ash and Ember were both halfway out of their seats when the drunk Satyr assaulted the Catkin woman. They were too slow though, as an Orc sent the Satyr flying across the dining room with a punch and had now put himself between the two Satyrs and the Catkin. Ash thought the Orc looked a little like Bo.

The two Satyrs had regrouped from the Orc’s surprise attack and were preparing to charge him. Feet stomping, heads down, and horns aimed right at the Orc. Stopping both would be difficult and getting gored by those horns would be no joke.

“To Battle!” A voice shouted excitedly in the dining room.

Any doubt that the Orc was not Bo was squashed the moment Lilly charged forward swinging a potted fern like a sword and laughing like a madwoman. The fern rapidly grew in size as its vegetation reached for one of the Satyrs. He managed a fearful scream before the vines wrapped around him and slammed him hard against the floor.

Bo stood his ground as the other Satyr came at him. Before he got gored, Bo grabbed both the drunk Satyr’s horns. Using the strength and leverage his seven-foot frame gave him, Bo twisted his body, lifting the Satyr off the ground by his horns. The momentum carried the drunk over Bo’s head and slammed him down hard on a table that was adjacent to the Orc. Breaking it with the blow.

That was when the restaurant staff showed up and escorted all of them out of the restaurant. Bo helped the Catkin to her feet and stayed beside her as they all left. Lilly left with one arm holding the potted fern and the other holding a basket of rolls she had stolen off a table while being ushered out. Silver shook her head at Lilly as she followed behind them.

“Well, that was exciting,” Ash said as they settled back into their meal.

He gave Ember a reassuring smile. It was clear the altercation had disturbed her and he could see the gears turning in her mind. She gave him a smile that lacked the geniality of the others she had given him throughout the night. Reaching across the table he took her hand into his.

“Ember, I am yours tonight. We don’t have to stay here.”

Ember blushed a deep red that matched her hair.

“Sorry. I could have phrased that better.” Ash blushed himself. “What I mean is if you want to go to another restaurant or a bar I’m fine with it. As long as I’m with you.”

Ember squeezed his hand.

“I’d like to go to where you practice magic. That whole thing has me wanting to cast some spells.”

They walked holding hands toward the old cargo ship while carrying their shoes in their free hand. Night had set and the full moon was already above the cargo ship, casting enough moonlight for Ash to gather some driftwood for a fire, which Ember lit with a flick of her wrist.

Ember hurled a variety of fire spells at the cargo ship. Ash watched her intently, some of it was keen interest in the spells, but mostly because Ember was stunning. The way she held herself as she cast the spells and the intensity in her eyes sent chills down his spine. She noticed him watching her.

“Just going to stare at me casting spells?”

Ash smiled at her and shook his head.

“Might sound corny, but I think I’m starting to see the real you by watching you cast spells. Not the streamer that’s in all of your videos.”

Ember stood there in silence staring at him.

“Who do you see?” She asked softly.

“Someone fierce. A fighter.”

Ember smirked at him.

“You can see all that from how I throw some fireballs?”

Ash shrugged his shoulders.

“You cast your spells very similar to someone who practices on this beach. Different magic affinities, but the movements are the same and you both have an intensity in your eyes when casting spells.”

Ember’s eyes widened.

“It’s getting late, I should probably go,” She sputtered, reaching for her shoes.

There was a trepidation in how she said it, even her body language displayed a sense of fear. Ash tried to figure out what he had said wrong. She started to run before he could get the words out.

“Ember, wait! I’m sorry.” He called out, but she didn’t stop.

She vanished into the night. Ash sat in the sand watching the fire as it slowly died down, replaying what he had said to her. When only embers remained he snuffed out the fire and made his way back to the apartment.

“Surprised to see you back tonight. Is the puppy trying to play hard to get?” Silver asked without looking up from her book on the couch.

“Silver, drop it. You alright, Ash?” Bo asked, his face etched in concern.

Silver dropped her book at his words and looked at Ash with wide eyes, before scowling.

“What did that bitch do…”

Ash shook his head and gave them both a sad smile.

“I fucked it up somehow,” Ash said as he made his way to the fridge and got a beer. “I saw your fight Bo. You kicked ass.”

“Bastards know I’ll end them if they go near Jacklyn again.”

The name was familiar, but Ash didn’t have the energy to try and recall why. Instead, he took a seat on the couch. He pulled out his phone to see if Ember had sent anything. He turned his phone off after seeing he didn’t have any new messages.

“Bo, you cool with being keeper?”

Bo nodded and held out his hand for Ash’s phone. His friend would give it back to him in the morning when he hopefully had a better head on his shoulder.

Ash felt a hand rubbing his back and turned to see Silver giving him a sympathetic look.

“I’m sorry, Ash.”

Ash gave her a warm smile.

“Thanks, Silver. Tomorrow, I think I would like to go hard at training.”

Tonight he would drown his sorrows in a few beers, but tomorrow he wanted to keep his mind focused on anything other than Ember. The pain from Burst Training seemed preferable to him compared to the numbness he was feeling right now.


CHAPTER NINE


FAYLEN’S HEAD POUNDED as she cracked open her eyes, the empty bottle of whiskey was still in her hand from last night. She pushed herself off the couch where she had passed out and made her way into the kitchen for some water. She caught her reflection in the mirror on the way and stopped. She was still Ember with the green dress and red wig. Though she had taken the green contacts out due to how much she had been a sobbing mess last night. The streaks of mascara down her face were a testament to that. She scowled at the reflection.

“Coward.”

She should’ve been waking up next to Ash after a night of passion, her identity no longer a secret she kept from him. That was how the night had been going. Then Ash had made a small connection between her two identities and she had panicked and ran. Leaving a confused, and no doubt heartbroken, Ash on the beach.

She understood why she had panicked. Jacklyn had also been at the restaurant that night as well. Guilt tripped because of her connection to the 114 Pack into treating two Satyrs to a meal, only to learn they had feigned acceptance of her apology as a way to use and abuse her.

Thankfully, that Orc and Lilly had stepped in to protect her. Faylen had sent her a text to check on her saying she had heard what happened. She responded saying she was alright, though a bit shaken.

Faylen knew Ash was nothing like those two vile satyrs, but the way they treated Jacklyn had fed on her fears of rejection. She worried that when Ash finally knew who she was he wouldn’t look at her with the same adoration in his eyes that he had on their date. Instead, they would be filled with hatred or contempt. Hell, he may look at her like that now after how she left him on the beach.

She finished the glass of water and poured another one before returning to the couch. Her phone was sitting on the coffee table. She looked at it and saw there were no new messages from him, just her half-typed apology and explanation left unsent. Thankfully she didn’t send anything in her drunken state last night. He deserved better than to know the truth from a message.

Finishing the second glass of water she made up her mind to get cleaned up and go find Ash. Ember had failed in trying to confess, maybe she would have more spine as herself. As Faylen.

She went to the beach first. It was usually a safe bet for where Ash would be. Faylen’s assumptions were correct. He was with that big-titty bunny doing the brutal training she had taught him. A harsh bone-breaking method, used to improve both spell efficiency and power. She had been amazed that he stuck with it.

Ash was concentrating on his magic and didn’t see her approach. Silver, the Rabbitkin, did though. Silver jumped from the rock she was sitting on and started walking towards her. Faylen tried to keep the intrusive thoughts going through her head from showing in her body language. Silver was supposed to be his teacher and liked to flirt just to get a rile out of people, but Faylen wouldn’t put it past her to swoop in like a vulture on a heartbroken Ash.

She imagined Silver whispering in Ash’s ear about how Ember was not good enough for him and how she would treat him better. Maybe Silver offered to let him take out his anger and frustration at Ember on her sexually. Ash’s hand tightly gripped her hair as he shoved her face into a pillow. Her whimpers echoed in the bedroom as he repeatedly split her apart while cursing Ember with every thrust. The thought vanished as Silver got close enough for Faylen to get her scent and know nothing had happened last night. She let out a sigh of relief.

“Faylen, are you here to talk to Ash?” Silver asked as she came to a stop before her.

“Yes, something personal and private.” She said giving Silver a pointed look.

“And friendly, right?” Silver asked with a sharp tone, as she glanced over at Ash who was focused on practicing magic. “He had a rough night and doesn’t need any more bullshit.”

“Friendly. Is he alright?”

Silver gave her a tired sigh.

“No, not really. He’s being reckless and pushing himself too far. He won’t listen to me so, I would welcome something that would make him take a break. Even if it’s you.”

Silver waved her on towards Ash as she continued down the beach to give them some privacy.

Ash looked from Silver walking down the beach back to her.

“Everything alright, Faylen?”

He looked as if he had slept little last night and there was a faint odor of beer on him. She wondered if he was as hungover as she was. Faylen bit her lip and dove into it.

“No. Everything is not alright. There is something I have been meaning to tell you. I’m… I’m…”

As Faylen struggled to get the words out Ash wrapped her in his arms and yanked her against him. The momentum of the sudden movement caused them to tumble down the small dune they had been standing on. She could feel Ash’s heart race inside his chest.

***

A spear with red, glowing runes pierced the ground where Ash and Faylen had been standing just a moment ago. Flames erupted from the ground where it struck. Had they still been standing there, they would have been cooked alive.

Ash had barely caught their would-be assassins’ movement in time to react and get him and Faylen out of the way. He was still sliding in the sand when he aimed a Bolt at the top of the cargo ship. Targeting the blue bastard who had thrown the enchanted spear. The lightning sent the blue bastard tumbling from the top of the ship, causing him to fall to the sand a few yards from them, unmoving.

“Fucking Frost Trolls!” Faylen shouted as she got to her feet.

Faylen raised a wall of sand in front of her as another spear was hurled her way. As the spear pierced the sand, she hardened it to sandstone. Runes glowed blue on the spear and ice crystals started to encase the sandstone wall.

Three more Trolls came around the side of the cargo ship. They were all tall and lanky with blue-hued skin and tusks. Two more jumped off the side of the ship where the one had fallen. One checked their downed brother while the other ready his spear and charged at Ash.

Ash gave Faylen a quick glance to make sure she was alright. She was hurling earth spikes at a Troll. While another one was buried up to his neck in the sand not far away. She was holding her own.

He released a Bolt at the charging Troll only for the bastard to jab his spear into the sand. A wall of earth formed blocking the lightning. As the wall crumbled, the Troll rushed at Ash with a bone dagger in his hand covered in red glowing runes.

The Troll tackled Ash into the sand and was upon him trying to drive the bone dagger into his chest. The tip of the dagger started to burn as it touched his skin, and fear of death flooded Ash.

His hand shot forward on reflexes built from his training and fed by his adrenaline. Blue lightning danced between his fingertips as his hand in the shape of a claw struck the Troll in the neck.

The Troll’s throat exploded as the Lightning Claw struck, along with a portion of the back of his neck. The smell of charred flesh clung to the air and his head flipped back and stared lifelessly behind him, his body soon followed landing in the sand. Ash froze as he realized he had just killed someone. He could see more Trolls arriving from further down the beach, armed with those enchanted spears.

Don’t freeze! Move or you will die!

His mind echoed and he shifted his focus to staying alive. He struck another Troll with a Bolt before Silver arrived.

She came as a harbinger of death as sinister magic formed claws on her hands and she tore into the remaining Trolls with speed and lethality. Her strikes seemed to rot any living thing they touched as if she was leeching the life from them. Soon only two Trolls were left alive. The one that Ash had knocked off the ship, rendering him unconscious, and the one that Faylen had entombed up to his head.

“This was a fucking hit! Who the hell are they?” Silver asked Faylen with an accusatory glare.

Faylen was catching her breath leaning against one of her sand walls. She looked at him and then at the Troll he had killed before grimacing. “Rei was gang-banging Trolls. I think they’re pissed I killed her.”

“Your side-kick who was working for the Boss of District 208?” Silver asked, with a grim look on her face.

Faylen nodded.

“Ash hand me your phone.” Silver demanded as she held out her hand.

Ash handed it to her, then looked at the Troll he had killed. His mind raced with the fact someone had died at his hands. However, what got to him was the numbness of it all, as if his mind had not yet accepted it. He just stared at the almost decapitated Troll.

“Oh shit, that was your first kill. Ash, I’m so sorry. I had no idea anyone was after me.” Faylen said as her voice cracked.

Ash turned towards her at the change in her voice. Tears were running down her face as she looked at him. Faylen was crying. That snapped him out of his head and he rushed over to her.

“Are you alright? Did they hurt you?” He asked.

He began to look her over for any injuries. Thankfully she only had a few scrapes, which he had probably caused with the roll down the dune. Faylen buried her face into his chest and sobbed as she clung to him. He wrapped his arms around her in an embrace as he stood there dumbfounded.

This was Faylen, the gang leader who had mugged him when he first came to De’Vas and had been the driving force for him to learn magic for protection. A week ago he would have said he hated her. Now she was trembling in his arms as she sobbed into his shirt.

Even Silver looked stunned before she gave Ash a shrug and turned her attention back to his phone. Lifting it to her ear.

“Lilly, this is Silver, and it is serious. Ash and Faylen were just targets of a hit squad. Yes, they are both fine but need a place to stay. Do you have room? I’ll get them to pack and head over to you.” Silver hung up and handed the phone back to Ash.

“Wait! I’m not going to put Lilly in danger.” Ash said firmly as he held Faylen.

Silver gave him a stern look.

“Lilly’s is the safest place for both of you, only someone incredibly stupid, desperate, or suicidal would attack a Dryad’s home. I know she likes to play the ‘helpless idiot’ when you are around, but she is not helpless. She’s honestly terrifying.”

Ash gave her a scowl which she ignored. Instead, Silver walked over and grabbed the unconscious Troll, dragging him over to the one whose head was the only part visible above the ground.

“Both of you need to pack to stay at Lilly’s for a few days. Faylen, grab anything important from your place. They could try to firebomb it once they know this hit failed.” Silver gave them a stern look that brokered no argument. “Stay together and watch each other’s back.”

Ash nodded to Silver as Faylen finally let him go, her face was beat red and she refused to look up at him. Perhaps embarrassed at the display of emotions.

“What about Bo?” He asked.

Silver thought for a moment then shook her head.

“Should be safe, he has no connection to the Beastkin gang and they have no reason to target him. You blew the neck out of a Troll, if they had someone watching this hit then you are now a target.”

“What are you going to do with them?” Faylen asked lifting her chin at the two Trolls.

“Make them talk,” Silver replied darkly.

“I want to help,” Faylen demanded.

Silver gave Faylen a hard look and shook her head.

“No. Get somewhere safe. I’ll come to you with what I learn.”

Faylen’s hands closed tightly into fists as she glared at Silver.

“You don’t understand. They might know where my sister is!”

“Your sister?” Ash asked.

He vaguely recalled Bo mentioning Faylen had a sister. Something about how the two of them had a fight and she moved away from the district.

Faylen gave him a sorrowful look.

“Rei confessed before I killed her. My little sister wasn’t ghosting me, the bitch had sold her into slavery and had the gang gaslight me into thinking she was communicating with them. I have been trying to find her and any others that Rei did this to.”

Anger flashed across Ash’s face, causing Faylen to look down at the ground in remorse. How many lives did Rei sell away? He wanted to ask Faylen how she could be so blind to what was going on. She seemed to expect it with how her ears flattened and her tail tucked. Instead, he looked at Silver.

“Find where they are. All of the lives that Rei sold.” Ash demanded of Silver.

He gestured for Faylen to follow him and started to walk away from the beach. He just wanted to get his stuff and crash once they got to Lilly’s. Within twenty-four hours he had been dumped, killed someone, and found out he might have almost been sold into a slavery ring.

“Luna. My sister’s name is Luna,” Faylen said to Silver before following Ash.

The two of them walked in silence. Faylen’s home was closer so they went there first, though she asked him to wait outside the door while she packed. Ash didn’t mind. He was still trying to cool his frayed nerves from this day. She came back out shortly and they started their way to Ash’s apartment.

“Do you hate me?” Faylen had said the words barely above a whisper.

Ash glanced at Faylen. She looked on the verge of tears. Yesterday he would have thought it was impossible for Faylen to cry.

“We barely know each other, so no I don’t hate you, Faylen. I hate Rei and all the bullshit she has caused.”

“You know me better than you think,” She said softly.

The silence returned as they walked.

Ash opened the door to his apartment and stepped inside. Faylen followed behind him. Bo and a Catkin with brown hair stood in the kitchen drinking coffee. He recognized her as the one from Mei’s Den. He gave his friend a sly smile, looked like Bo might have caught her eye with his heroics at the restaurant.

“Jacklyn?” Faylen asked.

“Ah, so this is Jacklyn,” Ash said with a nod.

Now that he thought about it she did look like the Beastkin who had stolen Lilly’s bike. Her ears went flat and the fur on her tail puffed up as she looked at both of them. Bo placed a reassuring hand on her back and she calmed down, giving the big Orc a smile.

“Well, I guess we don’t have to do introductions then. Jacklyn and I met last night at Mei’s Den.” Bo said.

He started to take down two more coffee cups and filled them from the pot. He cast a look at both of them, taking in the scrapes and sand caked to their clothing. Looking at Ash he raised an eyebrow in question.

“Last time you came home early from your magic practice it was with a nude Silver wearing just your jacket. This time you come home with both you and Faylen covered in sand and dried sweat like the two of you had been rolling on the beach together.”

Ash took the cup of coffee and sipped it. Enjoying the warmth and caffeine was one of the few joys he had found today.

“That’s because we were rolling on the beach together. Dodging Troll assassins trying to shove magic spears up our asses.”

Bo stared at him as if watching for Ash to smirk or laugh. His eyes widened as the seriousness on Ash’s face remained.

“You’re not joking.”

Faylen stepped up and got her cup of coffee as well, though she went for the cream and sugar sitting on the counter.

“Some friends of Rei tried to surprise us on the beach. Silver is getting answers from them.” Faylen said as she took a sip from her coffee. “The ones still alive, at least. We’re here to get Ash packed since she believes we should stay at Lilly’s for a bit.”

Bo looked like his mind raced with all the information.

“Wait, Silver is alone with the assassins!?” He asked after processing some of it.

Ash smiled and shook his head when he remembered that Bo had never seen Silver in action. Concern was etched across his face and he stared at Ash in disbelief that he would leave her alone.

Faylen cast Ash a confused look at Bo’s shock.

“He’s never seen Silver fight,” Ash answered.

Faylen gave a nod in understanding.

“Don’t worry. That woman is the fucking bunny of death.” Faylen said, taking another sip of her coffee.

Ash slipped into his room and quickly packed a bag. When he came back out Faylen was finished with her coffee and his was cool enough for him to toss the rest of it back.

“Wait. Ash, I need to apologize to you for the bike and thank you for saving my life,” Jacklyn said as they made their way to the door.

“Apology accepted, Jacklyn. Do me a favor and keep that big lug out of trouble.”

He gave them both a warm smile before slipping out the door. Jacklyn may have caused him a major headache in the past, but if she was friends with Bo he could forgive her.


CHAPTER TEN


LILLY WAS WAITING outside her shop for them. The Dryad was wearing a white sun dress and had a larger pink flower tucked behind her ear that matched the smaller ones that grew naturally from her black hair. She was rocking back and forth humming a tune to herself lost in her own little world. Finally, she turned toward them with a smile when they got close enough to her.

“Slumber Party Time!” The chipper Dryad shouted as she jumped up and down.

That was when Ash realized Lilly was not wearing a bra or much else under her dress. Quickly he put both of his hands on her shoulders to keep the ball of chaotic energy that was Lilly grounded. She pouted at him for keeping her from jumping.

“Lilly, stop flashing the neighborhood!” He said looking around, but not seeing anyone else on the street.

The Dryad rolled her eyes at him.

“I own all the buildings on this street, we’re the only ones here.”

Ash looked back at her in surprise. The street had several buildings that could easily be used as places of business and apartments.

“Huh, I always thought they were occupied because of the well-maintained flower beds. You put a lot of hard work into them, Lilly. They’re all beautiful.”

A big smile broke out on the Dryad’s face.

“This is nothing. Back on Vas, I controlled a massive forest and had fields of wildflowers.”

She poked her head around Ash and looked at Faylen.

“Hi, Faylen!”

Lilly looked back at Ash and leaned in to whisper to him. As if Faylen didn’t have the hearing of a wolf.

“I’ll be honest, not the wolf I thought you would be bringing over.”

Ash sighed, most people he could tell to drop it and they would, but Lilly would keep digging so it was best to just get it over with.

“My date with Ember crashed and burned.”

Lilly’s jaw hung open as she stared in disbelief.

“What happened?! I was half expecting the two of you to start fucking on the table at the restaurant!”

“No clue,” Ash shrugged. “After we left the restaurant we went to the beach to cast spells. She had this focus and determination with her movements like she was a warrior-queen heading into battle. So I told her I thought she was fierce and a fighter, then she just up and left.”

Lilly scowled.

“That makes no sense! Wolfkins have a deep warrior culture, calling her fierce and a fighter should have had her tail wagging! Faylen, back me up here.”

Faylen was being weird again. She was staring at the ground and her face was bright red.

“Did you really think she was like a warrior-queen?”

“Absolutely.”

Faylen looked up at Ash with an odd shine in her eyes. Her breath caught and he noticed her tail wagged for a moment. Then she quickly returned to looking at her feet. He was starting to worry about her. Maybe he would get Lilly to check her out. The Trolls could have tried using poison on her or something.

“Well let’s head to my place. We can watch some movies, eat junk food, and trash talk Ember!”

Ash sighed.

“I don’t want to trash talk Ember. Just wish I knew why.”

Lilly rolled her eyes.

“Fine, just Faylen and I will trash-talk her. You can mope.”

Ash shook his head and smiled at the Dryad.

“Lilly.” She turned and looked at him. “We have some dangerous people coming for us. Are you sure you want to do this?”

Lilly cocked an eyebrow and lifted her hand. The air was filled with the sound of thousands of plants rustling and Ash was sure if he looked away from Lilly he would see vines reaching into the air from all the flowerbeds around the street. He could see Faylen doing just that out of the corner of his eye.

“Lilly, I know you’re strong. That was never the question. I’m asking because we’re putting you in danger doing this. You are my friend, not my weapon.”

The sound of rustling plants stopped and Lilly stared at him. Then she walked up to him, stood on her tiptoes, and kissed his cheek.

“Yes, I’m sure. I want to keep you safe.” She said with a smile before it shifted into a grin. “I would never be able to find another employee that worked for almost nothing like you do.”

Lilly laughed at her joke before she started to hum her tune again. She led them away from her shop towards her home. Every once in a while she would do a twirl that would lift her sun dress and Ash would look at the sky to avoid the reminder that Lilly liked to trim her bush into a triangle, and even had pink flowers there as well.

“I’ll see if I can talk her into wearing some panties,” Faylen said behind him.

“Thank you,” Ash replied as he stared at the sky.

After a short walk, they came to a rather large house with a connecting greenhouse. The place was not far from Lilly’s shop but was hidden by a grove of trees that surrounded it.

Lilly did just as she said she would and went straight for the movies and junk food. Popcorn bounced off the TV as the horny camp counselors finally defeated the shrub-man with a makeshift flamethrower.

“I hate how this movie ends,” Lilly said as she pouted at the TV.

Ash watched from the recliner as the popcorn fell to the ground to join the rest. He had thrown a few handfuls himself at some of the stupid parts of the movie, and so had Faylen.

“Yeah, I was rooting for Shrubby to kill all the camp counselors too,” Ash added.

Faylen raised her eyebrow at Lilly who sat on the other side of the couch from her.

“You said you watch this movie all the time. Why if you hate how it ends?”

Lilly looked at her and then pointed at the heroine in the movie making out with her boyfriend, who somehow miraculously survived being thrown into a wood chipper.

“I like how her hair is braided, but I can’t figure it out.”

Ash scratched the back of his head and went to pull out his phone. His high school girlfriend used to have him help braid her hair. So he was sure if he could find a tutorial on how the actress did the braid he could do it for Lilly. Something little he could do as thanks for letting them stay with her. He froze as he saw the new message on his phone, from Ember.

Ember: Ash, I’m sorry about the other night and for not messaging you sooner. The truth is I have a secret that I’ve been trying to work up the courage to tell you. You came close to it the other night, I panicked and ran. Our date was wonderful, you are wonderful.

“What’s up?” Lilly asked from the couch, a handful of popcorn almost to her face.

“Ember just messaged me.”

Ash was still staring at his phone when a force collided with him. The recliner tipped over and a laughing Lilly was prying his phone out of his hands as the chair landed on its side. Her crotch was buried into his face. Luckily Faylen had been able to talk the Dryad out of the sundress and into some jeans, otherwise, Ash would have gotten to know Lilly a little more personally.

Before he could react to what Lilly was doing, the Dryad had flipped around and was clinging to him as her lips pressed to his cheek. The flash of the phone’s camera went off blinding him. As quick as it started. It was over and Lilly was standing again.

“You snooze, you lose! #gardengirls #stealingyourman #whatthosevinescando.” Lilly read out as she typed.

“Lilly!”

Ash crawled out of the overturned recliner and tackled the laughing Dryad onto the couch. She was a giggling mess as he wrestled her for his phone. Ash looked over at Faylen sitting on the couch watching them with an amused look on her face.

“Faylen, help me out!” He pleaded.

“NO! Help me!” Lilly laughed.

Faylen instead chose to throw handfuls of popcorn at them while shaking her head and laughing.

Ash managed to get his phone back before Lilly sent her incriminating pictures. He went back to looking for the hair-braiding video as Lilly came down from her laughing fit. He decided to leave the message with Ember for later.

Lilly was on the floor with a bowl of popcorn as Ash sat behind her on the couch, her hair in his hands. He was playing the tutorial for the braid as he followed it. Popcorn covered every surface of the living room now.

“I still say we should have sent my message, teach her not to be so wishy-washy. What do you think, Faylen?”

Faylen froze at the sudden attention but recovered quickly. She smiled at Lilly.

“I think Ash could have explained what happened in a way she would understand.”

Ash wasn’t so sure he could explain away a Dryad in his lap, kissing him with #stealingyourman and what the hell did #whatthosevinescando even mean?!

“What movie are we watching now?” He asked trying to change the subject away from Ember.

He was happy to finally hear from her, but his mind raced with what secret she was talking about. He kept playing the night over in his head looking for what it might have been.

“A cinema classic! Treemageddon 4: The Re-Rooting.”

Ash was starting to see a theme with the movies. Bo had said he and Lilly became friends from talking about B-horror movies, which was the staple of what Bo watched.

“Let me guess, you don’t like the ending of this one either?” Faylen asked with a smirk.

“No, it’s alright. Spoilers! The trees take out the ‘hero’ with them at the end.” Lilly said as she threw popcorn into her mouth.

“Bet he returns in Treemageddon 5.” Ash chuckled.

Lilly flicked popcorn at him.

“We do not discuss that piece of trash film in this household!”

***

Faylen had just left the shower, letting Ash in to take his turn. Lilly had more bathrooms in her house with showers, but all of them were currently filled with plants save one. So they had to take turns, thankfully the water heater was massive so there was no shortage of hot water. Faylen had taken a long one, she wanted to be very clean in case tonight went a certain way.

Faylen opened the door to her room and stepped inside. She saw Lilly and her heart dropped as she quickly shut the door.

“Bow chicka wow wow,” Lilly said as she shook her hips in front of the mirror wearing Ember’s red wig.

Faylen put her back to the bedroom door and slowly slid down to sit on the floor.

“Hey, Faylen, did you have a good shower?” Lilly asked.

“Yes,” Faylen said with trepidation.

Lilly smiled and gave her a nod.

“Good. Is Ash in the shower yet? I wanted to go make kissy faces at him while wearing this wig. I think it makes me look like Ember, don’t you agree?”

Faylen’s head knocked against the door as she leaned back, eyes closed.

“When did you figure it out.”

“When I came back from the kitchen with more popcorn, I saw you typing the message Ember sent Ash. You were watching him, not me.” Lilly’s playful smile dropped for a more serious look as she crossed her arms. “So Ember, Faylen, Faylen “The Ember”, whichever name you prefer. What is all this? Are you just trying to jerk Ash around?”

Faylen lifted her head and looked at Lilly. She could feel the tears well up in her eyes again. She hated it, she had fought countless battles, suffered grievous injuries, and danced with death many times, all without shedding a tear. Yet lately she has been a sobbing mess.

“I love him.”

Lilly uncrossed her arms and gave her a sympathetic look.

“Then tell him that, you’re only hurting him the longer this is dragged out.”

Faylen sniffled.

“I plan to tonight, I’m just afraid he will reject me once he knows the truth. I’ve hurt him in the past.”

“I know, I was the one that treated his broken bones,” Lilly said as she checked herself out in the mirror.

Faylen grimaced at the reminder of what she had done to him.

“So you’re telling him tonight?” Lilly asked, breaking her gaze from the mirror to look back at Faylen.

“Yes.” Faylen tried to say with conviction.

Lilly nodded.

“Once he is out of the shower I’ll go patrol the perimeter of the house for a few hours and give you both some privacy. Tomorrow if you still have not told him the truth, I will wear this wig to breakfast and tell him myself.”

Faylen wiped away a tear on her cheek.

“Thank you, Lilly.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN


ASH WAS GETTING ready to call it a night in the room Lilly had given him to stay in. A small bedroom with a nightstand and a twin-size bed. He decided to wear a shirt and flannel pants to sleep in since he wouldn’t put it past Lilly to try and sneak into his bed, just because it was closer than her own or some other reason that only made sense to the Dryad.

His phone alerted him to a new message from where it was charging on the nightstand. He practically dove for it. He had been waiting eagerly for Ember to message him again. Sure enough, the message was from her.

Ember: Is now a good time to talk?
Ash quickly typed a reply.

Smoke: Yes.

The message was marked as read, yet there was no typing in response. Instead, the door to Ash’s room opened and Ember walked in. She quietly closed the door behind her. She was dressed the same as their date from the other night. The beautiful green dress hugged her figure tightly and her long red braid was draped over her right shoulder. Her makeup was done in a way that highlighted her eyes, which instead of their normal green were a sapphire blue tonight.

“Hello, Ash, I figured it was fitting for me to wear what I was the night I should have told you everything.”

Ash sat on the edge of the bed and stared at her in disbelief.

“Ember.. How are you-”

Ember smiled and held up a hand stopping him.

“I’m sorry, Ash. I’m very nervous, please let me say what I need to tell you and then I will answer anything you want to know. If you still want me around.”

Ember took a deep breath and exhaled with a shudder.

“Ember is a persona I made to stream about magic. Magic is rare in Beastkin. Our cultural structures back in Vas made it difficult for knowledge to be spread and shared. Here, the Internet makes it easy. So I hoped seeing a Beastkin teaching magic would inspire others to learn it.”

She stroked the long braid of her hair affectionately before reaching up and pulling the red wig off revealing the shorter black hair underneath. Then she lifted a wet cloth and removed the makeup from her face. A scar became visible on her right cheek as she did.

“I needed a persona to hide my real self. So Ember wore makeup, had long red hair, and used a different affinity for magic than what I typically did.

“Then we both met you. Ember falling for you online as you learned magic, and my real self clashing with you. I didn’t know, Ash. Not until the day you invited me in for coffee. I ran from our date because I thought you had pieced it together.

“So no more secrets. This is me, the woman who loves you.”

Faylen stood there face clean as hope and dread warred in her eyes waiting on Ash. There was only one thing he could do in his mind. Ember, the woman he was in love with, had never existed. Ember was Faylen, and she stood right in front of him. She needed him.

Ash stood and wrapped his arms around Faylen pulling her into his embrace. She clung tightly to him and trembled. He took a deep breath of her scent, like cedar and earth.

He looked into her eyes, losing himself in the blue pools of sapphire.

“You were right. I do know you better than I thought. A woman who is fierce and a fighter, one who is my warrior-queen.”

Their lips locked, he wasn’t sure who made the first move, but he didn’t care. Their hands wandered over each other’s bodies. Ash’s hands went to her ass, lifting her. Faylen let out a gasp and wrapped her legs around him. He took advantage of that to kiss her deeply. Their tongues intertwined as they kissed. He could feel the heat of her sex pressed against him through her panties, the faint scent of her womanhood in the air released something primal in him.

He gently threw her onto the bed and reached for his shirt. Ripping it over his head and tossing it towards the corner of the room, his pants quickly following. Faylen worked her way out of the green dress, pulling it the rest of the way up. She was wearing a blue lacy lingerie set under it.

He took a second to take her in. Faylen was not a delicate flower, her figure was that of a well-toned athlete and she had several scars across her body. Ash was sure each one had a story, no doubt many she had earned fighting. She was still gorgeous, the scars just added to her beauty as they were a part of who she was. Like he had told her, fierce and a fighter.

Faylen’s eyes took his body in with a hungry gaze, they lingered on his hard cock constrained by his boxers. Her gaze met his and a pleading look told him how she wanted him to take her.

He joined her on the bed, climbing over her and pinning her hands above her. Her eyes shined as he did and she took a sharp breath. He kissed the side of her neck, every so often giving her a bite instead of a kiss, then licking away the pain. She shuttered when he did that. Her legs locked around his waist and she ground herself against his growing member. She bit her lip and looked at him.

“Fuck me, Ash, fuck me!” Faylen whimpered.

He let her go to pull his boxers off. Her eyes fixed on his erect member, a hungry smile gracing her beautiful lips. Faylen moved to unhook her bra. Her breasts were not big, but more than a handful for Ash, her pink nipples erect with excitement.

Ash pulled off her panties and spread her legs open. Her wet sex was on full display for him. A trimmed landing strip and her inner lips peeked out with a shimmer of her wetness on them. He wanted to taste her. Using two fingers he spread her lips apart, leaning in and sucking and licking on her clit.

Faylen’s hands grabbed his hair, moaning as he went to work. Her legs would twitch and try to close around his head and he would push them back apart. Their back-and-forth game excited her as she moaned loudly while pulling on his hair. He looked up from her sex and locked eyes with hers before he moved back up to her body.

“Fuck I didn’t bring a condom,” Ash said with panted breaths.

“I took a potion, we’re safe,” Faylen answered, giving a seductive smile.

Her arms wrapped around him and pulled him to her. She ground against him, encouraging him. He took hold of his cock and lined himself up with her. Faylen lifted her hips again, taking Ash’s cock inside of her wet pussy. She leaned up with a moan as she took more of him in her. Their lips locked and Faylen greedily devoured his. Soon they found a rhythm and Faylen broke the kiss as she let out moans of pleasure.

Her nails dug into his back and she looked at him with a feral gaze. Burst Training had made him used to pain, so even though he knew the nails had broken skin he barely registered it. He paid her back with a playful neck bite before moving to tease her nipple.

It was hard to maneuver in the twin bed, so Ash wrapped his arms around Faylen’s back and lifted off the bed so he was on his knees, Faylen still on his cock.

Faylen looked back at him with a smirk and used her strength to push him back onto the bed. Ash was on his back and Faylen was riding him, never losing their rhythm. Faylen raised her hips until her lips barely covered the head of his cock. Then she slammed her hips down, taking his full shaft inside her. She repeated the process, building up speed as she did. She looked at him, her face red and eyes filled with heat.

“Fuck me,” She moaned. “Breed me, Ash…”

Her words tickled some primitive part of his mind. Giving into her demands, he gripped her hips and started lifting her, only to slam her down harder on his dick as he stared at where they were connected.

Faylen groaned and her nails dug into his chest, the room resonated with the sound of their flesh smacking together, and the air was heavy with the smell of sweat and sex. Ash could feel Faylen getting close. He moved one of his hands between them. Letting Faylen continue to ride him as his thumb worked on her clit, he could feel her pace start to stutter as she fell apart.

Faylen let out a scream and then bit down on his shoulder, groaning as her sex milked his cock. Ash took control again. Lifting her once, twice, then on the third time he held her down, as he came into her.

Faylen released her bite, her tongue licking the little blood that pooled in the holes. She was breathing heavily and laid her head on his chest, her body wrapped around his, fingers tracing lines on his chest.

Faylen leaned up, giving him a lustful smile as she dragged her nails down his chest.

“Well after we catch our breath, do you want to fuck me against the wall?”

Ash growled as he flipped back on top of her and he started kissing her. Faylen giggled as he did so.


CHAPTER TWELVE


LILLY HUMMED HAPPILY to herself as she leaned against the tree. When she found it two years ago it was a maple sapling, struggling to survive in the rocky soil the seed had the misfortune of landing in. She had transported it to better soil and infused her magic into it to speed up its growth. Now it was one of her favorite shade trees, especially with how colorful its leaves got in fall.

Lilly knew the moment the Troll stepped inside her domain of the small woods around her house.

“Hello!” Lilly said cheerfully.

The Troll froze. Even in the dark of night, Lilly could see the realization of what stood before him sinking in. The air became heavy with his fear, a delightful scent to her nose. Dryads were apex predators of the forests, so the fear fed some primal urge of hers.

That was part of why Ash was so interesting to her. There was no smell of fear on him when she threatened him. He was not fearless, she had smelled fear on him many times, but never because of her. That was why she liked to pester him, she could poke him and he would poke her right back.

A man catching a Dryad’s eye was a dangerous thing. Had Lilly been younger and still on Vas she would have most likely tried to fuse Ash with a tree, turning him into a Dryad Husband. Now, she was wise enough to know that would ruin what she liked about him so much.

As a Dryad Husband, he would have just been a hard cock kept alive and virile by the tree. No braiding her hair of his own volition, fretting about her well-being, or play fighting with her. Just a piece of unmoving, mute, and deaf flesh for her to satisfy her lust and fill her with seed.

The Troll turned and tried to run, his mouth open to perhaps shout a warning to his friends. Vines grabbed and gagged him before he had taken a full step or uttered a syllable.

“Whatcha doing being so sneaky?” Lilly asked as she watched a maple seed twirl to the ground in the moonlight.

She knew exactly what he and his friends were doing here, but she was bored and figured she would play with her prey some. That would distract her from Faylen’s wailing as Ash fucked her. Looked like she wouldn’t get to wear Ember’s wig to breakfast. Shame she looked good in it.

The vines constricted the Troll’s legs to the point that the bones shattered. He let out a muffled scream. He wasn’t going anywhere, but she was feeling a little envious of Faylen and he made a convenient outlet.

“I’m going to let you speak so you can tell me why you’re in my woods,” Lilly said as she threw the maple seed in the air again and watched its descent.

The Troll’s eyes darted around in panic as the vines loosened. Lilly knew he was quickly considering what lie to tell her. His eyes hardened and he fixed a stern gaze at her, Lilly knew the Troll had picked bluster.

“We have a hundred Trolls waiting to set fire to your woods. Release me and give us the Wolfkin and the Human, then maybe we will consider sparing you.”

Lilly rolled her eyes. Even if that was true, which it was not, any Dryad worth her roots could manage a forest fire.

“Oh no!” Lilly gasped for dramatic effect.

Vines creaked and slithered in the woods as dead Trolls were lowered from the tree tops. The scene had looked extremely badass in Treemagedon and she was not disappointed. The Troll pissed himself at the sight of his friends.

“You said it was just five of you. That you were the backup team in case the first team failed at the beach.” Lilly asked a dead Troll propped up by vines.

The vines snaked around the corpse’s head and moved it up and down in a nod. It was a little awkward as the Troll’s neck had been snapped.

“Wait, so is your friend lying?” She asked with a gasp.

The corpse’s head nodded again.

Lilly gave an exhausted sigh, before looking back at the living Troll with a carefree smile.

“Well I guess we are even, you lied to me and I was lying to you. I already know why you’re here in my woods.”

Vines shot into the Troll’s mouth forcing it open. Lilly pulled out a small vial of Truth Sayer Potion and poured the whole thing down his throat.

“Alright so you’re going to tell me everything and we will see how it compares to what the cosplaying Banshee finds out.”

Lilly could not get a read on Silver. She could sense the curse that the Banshee had placed on Ash, but the two were friendly and she seemed to actually be teaching him magic. She smelled a new fear from the Troll and looked curiously at him. Something she had said made him afraid, afraid of something other than her. A smile broke out on her face.

“You seemed worried when I mentioned a Banshee, why is that?”

Faylen’s voice faintly resonated from the house as she started wailing again. Lilly raised an eyebrow.

“Seriously again!? What are they doing? Chugging virility and stamina potions!”

***

Ash flipped the pancake before checking on the bacon in the other pan. He had decided to make breakfast for the girls this morning. Last night had been amazing and he was feeling pretty good, even with the bite and scratch marks.

Faylen hung out near the kitchen island eating bacon from the platter as he cooked it. She was wearing one of his shirts that swallowed the shorts she wore. Every time he looked at her she would smile and her tail would sway behind her.

Lilly was at the kitchen table, happily devouring the last of her chocolate chip pancakes. She could eat them almost as quickly as Ash could get another one cooked.

The doorbell rang. Ash and Faylen both looked at Lilly who happily ignored it, her entire focus on the pancakes before her.

“I’ll get it,” Faylen said.

She kissed him and ran her hand across his back, he smiled as he also felt her tail lightly buff him as she went by. He managed to catch Lilly’s eye roll at the display of affection.

Faylen came back with Silver following her. Silver was looking curiously at the shirt Faylen was wearing and cast Ash a raised eyebrow. He just smiled at the Banshee in disguise.

“Silver, you want pancakes or bacon and eggs?” He asked.

“Coffee.” Silver said with a tired sigh.

Ash quickly made her a cup. The Banshee preferred it black like him. Silver took it with gusto.

“There’s another group of Trolls in the district. They’re the backup group in case the hit at the beach had failed. I spent all night trying to track them down to no avail.” Silver said with an exhausted sigh.

“They are all dead,” Lilly said cheerfully as she held up her empty plate. “I’m ready for my next stack please!”

The entire room stared at the Dryad. Lilly pouted after a few seconds of holding her plate up.

“I’m seeing a lot of stares, but not a lot of pancakes!”

Ash sighed and put a pancake on her plate. She happily doused it with syrup and whipped cream.

“Care to give us some more details on how you know they are dead?” Silver asked.

“I interrogated and killed them when they entered my woods last night,” Lilly said as she shoved a fork full of pancakes into her mouth.

“Wait, you were in a fight and didn’t tell us! What if you had gotten hurt!” Ash exclaimed.

“Well at the time you two of you seemed a bit occupied fucking each other’s brains out,” Lilly said with a mischievous smile.

Silver cleared her throat and looked at Ash and Faylen. Both of them blushed and smirked.

“Well, I’m glad you moved on from Ember. She seemed like a bitch.” Silver smiled as she nodded at Ash.

“Umm, actually I am Ember. She’s a persona I use to stream online.” Faylen said sheepishly.

Silver grimaced.

“Clearly I’m the bitch. Sorry, Faylen.”

“No, I deserve the bitch award. I’m just glad Ash knows now.”

“Sounds like he took the news well, seeing as you are walking a little bow-legged today,” Silver smirked.

“Yes, he was a bigger man than I had expected,” Faylen laughed.

Silver cleared her throat.

“Well, congratulations you two, but let’s return to the dead Trolls. Lilly?”

“Alright, alright. I’ll tell you. Geez! Don’t lock me in a safe and throw me into the ocean.” Lilly said with a mischievous smile.

Silver narrowed her eyes and looked at Ash. He shook his head at her silent question. He was just as surprised as she was at Lilly’s odd turn of phrase.

“I was trying to escape Faylen wailing like a Banshee so I patrolled the woods. Trolls showed up, and I kicked ass, then shoved a truth potion down one’s throat to kill some time. Learned a lot of interesting things.” Lilly said with a sly smile.

Silver stared at Lilly with narrowed eyes. The Dryad’s smile just seemed to grow at her gaze.

“You know..” Silver said with a heavy sigh.

“I’ve always known what you are, but now I know who, Cleo.” Lilly gloated.

Ash’s eyes locked on Lilly at her words. She had just called Silver by a name he had never heard before, and there was recognition in Silver’s eyes at it. The entire room stood in silence for a moment as the three of them stared each other down. Faylen was the only one moving, casting confused glances at each of them.

“Okay I feel like we are not talking about the Trolls anymore, what’s going on?” Faylen asked.

Silver broke her stare with Lilly and let out a disgruntled sigh. Looking around the room she finally came to a decision.

“Not like I could keep this charade up much longer. Destry needs to be dealt with and I can’t wait around until I’ve recovered my strength.”

Fog filled the room as she dropped her Beastkin disguise. Faylen let out a yelp and jumped back in surprise at Silver’s true form.

“You are a Banshee!”

“Damn it, Cleo! I wanted to use more of the Banshee puns I came up with last night!” Lilly pouted as she violently stabbed at her pancakes.

Silver, or Cleo? Rolled her eyes at the Dryad.

“Do the Trolls or Destry know that I am alive and free?”

“No. At least the Trolls I questioned knew nothing. They still believe you are at the bottom of the sea.”

“Cleo? As in Councilwoman Cleo Blackthorn, the Nightmare Queen?!” Faylen asked wide-eyed.

Lilly nodded her head as she shoveled more bites of pancake into her mouth.

“She is, but she is also very weak right now. That’s why she cursed Ash. He is like an IV drip of magic for her.”

Anger replaced the surprise on Faylen’s face as she whirled and snarled at Cleo. A ball of fire appeared in her hand as she glared at the Banshee.

“You cursed my boyfriend!”

Cleo locked eyes with Faylen and stared down at her.

“Yes and kept you from murdering him on the beach as well. Remember how that fight played out? Even weakened as I am, I’m still powerful.”

The room became tense as the two of them stared daggers at each other. One wrong move and the kitchen would erupt into an all-out brawl between Faylen and Cleo. Of course, Lilly could care less as her attention was fully directed to her pancakes. Ash, however, quickly put himself between the two women. He gave Faylen his attention first.

“Silver, or Cleo I guess, has a deal with me. Yes, she’s taking a portion of my magic, but also is training me. Once she’s recovered her power, she’ll remove the curse. I’m also sure she’s going to explain everything to us and tell us about the Trolls that attacked you.” He turned and faced Cleo. “Right? No more secrets.”

Faylen gave one last glare at Cleo before extinguishing the fireball and leaning against his chest. Cleo nodded and took a nearby seat.

“I am Cleo Blackthorn, or as I was known back on Vas, the Nightmare Queen. Until a year ago I was sitting on the ruling Council for De’Vas, before some of my vassals led by Destry, rebelled and trapped me in that safe.

“Destry is claiming I am in seclusion and that he has my voting power on the council, as such he is in a position to influence De’Vas both externally and internally.

“The Frost Trolls are Sero ‘The Bone Collectors’ men. He is the Boss of District 71 and was one of my vassals who joined Destry.

“They are enslaving people for magic reagents, either as workers or ingredients if they are from an innate magical race or have strong enough magical powers. The practice was common to his clan back on Vas, but I had forbidden it once he became my vassal. Destry is willing to overlook the unsavory practice if it grants him wealth and influence. Destry was a King on Vas and he wishes to be one here apparently.”

Faylen went pale and clung to Ash tightly. He could feel her heart start to race as she pressed herself against his chest. He knew she was afraid for her sister. He wrapped his arms around her and held her.

“Cleo, we need to help those people. Do we know where they are keeping them?” Ash asked.

“District 71. It’s Sero’s District and is where the slaves Destry gets end up. The Trolls I interrogated mentioned the slaves wore collars to control them, but not how they were made.” Cleo frowned. “We will not be able to free them unless we can figure that out.”

“The collars are embedded with a Banshee curse according to the Troll who was sneaking around in my woods.

“Apparently, the Trolls have a few Banshees that they force to curse the collars. I can make an alchemical solution that will break the curse upon contact. I have been studying breaking curses with potions since Ash brought you to my shop.” Lilly said.

“So he didn’t kill my sisters, just enslaved them. The bastard.” Cleo said deep in thought. “We can do this, strike a blow to Sero, and then I rejoin the council removing Destry’s power there. That will weaken his little cabal, but will also be the same as kicking a hornet’s nest.”

“I am freeing my sister,” Faylen said with determination.

“They’re already coming after us, I say we hit them back.” Ash agreed.

Cleo stared at both of them intently, as if she was looking for any weakness in their resolve. After a moment she nodded in agreement with them and turned to Lilly.

“How long would it take you to make the solution? We will need a decent quantity of it.”

“I can make you a few gallons in about two hours, I will also give you plenty of healing and magic-restore potions on the house. I would come with you, but without plants nearby that I control, I am not much of a fighter.” Lilly said with regret on her face. “This sounds like more of a fight than a potted fern could handle.”

“Then we will leave tonight for District 71,” Cleo said with determination.

[image: cleardot]


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


THE CALICO MEAT Packing Plant was once the main employer of the small town of Calico Ridge. When the plant was forced to close in the 1980s, due to poor management and embezzlement by its owners, the town went belly up as well. When the rifts started appearing, the abandoned town was turned into a refugee camp for paranormals and then a year later when De’Vas was founded it became District 71.

Since its creation, the District has had a large population of Frost Trolls living within it. Most of which are part of Sero’s Clan or under his control.

There were few lights active around the plant and to all appearances, it looked mostly abandoned. Ash, Faylen, and Cleo watched from the shadows for a while to see if any patrols appeared. Cleo had wanted to come at night since the place would be less active, but the fact there had been no patrols as of yet had been shocking.

“I don’t like this,” Cleo said in a hushed voice.

“Maybe Sero is just confident no one will attack him, or maybe the Trolls he placed here are just too lazy to keep up an appearance of guarding,” Faylen replied quietly.

Cleo shook her head.

“Either way we keep to the plan, once in we split up and free as many slaves as possible. Avoid fighting. If you see a Troll and are unable to silence them, flee and use your phone to message the group. If you get a message then get out of there with everyone you were able to free.”

They encountered no resistance approaching the plant beyond an electronic keypad on the door leading into the building. Ash was quickly able to short it out with his magic and the door swung open. Faylen’s heightened Beastkin’s senses, through hearing and smell, told her which way they would most likely find the enslaved people. They split up with Faylen following the scent similar to Beastkins in hopes of finding her sister and Cleo following the direction that Faylen could only describe as the smell of Death Magic. Ash took the remaining pathway.

The first room he came to had rows of tables that looked more like butcher blocks with bloodstains and cut marks covering them. Meat hooks hung from the ceilings every few tables. The room smelled strongly of bleach and the floor had drains spaced throughout it. Ash felt sick as he took everything in, from what Cleo had said, this room was most likely used to butcher the people to make reagents.

He hurried through a door into the next room. This one was a large warehouse with rows of shipping containers. The containers had been modified like the ones in District 114, but instead of becoming homes, they were turned into prisons. Bars covered the entrances to the shipping containers as eyes stared out at him from the darkness inside them. The air was heavy with the smell of body order and excrement.

“You are not a Troll.” A voice stated as a scaled hand rested on the bars of the cell.

“Don’t draw attention to our cell! He may punish us all!” Someone said in a hushed voice in the back of the cell.

“If I am to be punished for merely stating the obvious then we are all truly doomed and death would be a better fate.” Replied the owner of the scaled hand.

As Ash got closer to the makeshift prison, he could see the individual more clearly. He was a Lizardkin, the same as the rest of the individuals huddled together in the back of the container. The Lizardkin that had first spoken watched Ash cautiously as he approached. More so when Ash lifted a bolt cutter to the lock on the cell.

“Yeah, not a Troll and not a friend of Sero. I’m getting you out of here and somewhere safe.” Ash said as the lock fell to the ground and the door swung open.

“You should leave quickly. The collar is cursed and prevents us from leaving the cell without a guard or from removing it.” He said as a long nail tapped the collar around his neck.

Ash lifted a spray bottle that was hanging from a rope on his side. The bottle was covered in images of sunflowers, which Lilly was very fond of. The Lizardkin looked more confused as he gave the bottle a few squirts aimed at the collar. His eyes widened as the collar made a cracking sound and crumbled to the ground.

“My name is Jek, and I owe you a great debt.” He said as his hand went to his scarred neck. As if in disbelief the collar was gone.

The other Lizardkins rushed forward at the sight of the collar falling apart and pleaded to Ash to free them.

“Silence! You will alert the Trolls to our savior!” Jek chided.

Ash started moving through the other Lizardkins spraying their collars.

“I have yet to see any Trolls, do you know where they are and how many?” Ash asked Jek.

“Many. They have come here the past few nights to process the Ice Salamander clan Sero captured recently. Their race is skilled at Ice Magic, and Sero considers them valuable. He is overseeing his men to process them, instead of forcing us slaves to do his gruesome work. Tonight they murder the last of the clan.” Jek gestured to a door far in the back of the warehouse. A light was visible through the glass window of the door.

Ash looked at the light and his mind was flooded with the memories of the previous room. He handed the spray bottle and bolt cutters to Jek.

“Free everyone, I have friends doing the same on the other side of the building. Meet up with them at the entrance once you’re done. I’m going to see if there is anything I can do to help the Ice Salamander.”

“What is the name of our savior so I may tell the others?” Jek asked.

“Ash. Please get everyone out, Jek.”

The Lizardkins under Jek worked to free the rest of the prisoners as Ash made his way to the back of the warehouse. As he got closer a new odor started to overwhelm the smell of bodies and excrement. The putrid stink of rotten meat and blood. He froze when he found the cause of the smell. A dumpster set off to the side of the doors he was heading to. Trepidation filled him as he lifted the lid, only to quickly close it before vomiting. The dumpster was filled with mutilated body parts. Skinned and butchered of anything Sero and his Trolls considered valuable for reagents in potions or magic items.

Anger filled him as he made his way to the door, his body shook from it. Carefully peering through the window he saw the room beyond it. Frost Trolls moved around under the watchful gaze of a rather large one wearing items made of bones with ruins carved in them. This had to be Sero ‘The Bone Collector’. Ash had only given him and his Trolls a quick glance before his eyes locked on the woman curled into a ball on the floor guarded by a few of the Trolls. She had untamed light blue hair and blue spots on her pale skin that Ash soon realized were scales. A long reptilian tail was covered in those blue scales and wrapped around herself protectively.

The Trolls were setting up a table similar to the one Ash had seen when he first entered the plant. They were even hanging a meat hook nearby on the rafters and laying out knives of various sizes. Coolers with ice were being placed around the table. The poor girl didn’t have much time before they would kill her and mutilate her body.

Ash’s fists clenched and he gritted his teeth. He wanted to barge in there and save her. That would be suicide though, there were too many enemies. He could contact Cleo and Faylen, but the plan was they would flee if they ran into the Trolls and he was sure Cleo would still call for that. Even if it meant sacrificing this girl.

Burst Training allowed him to build up one powerful attack, perhaps he could take out Sero, but then the rest of the Trolls would swarm him. He would need something longer lasting to even hope to deal with all of them. He thought about the winch from the pier. He had used a technique Faylen taught him as Ember. The one where he would flood his muscles with magic to enhance his strength. What would happen if he combined both that technique and Burst Training? A ton of pain and the possibility he would blow himself up, most likely.

He looked back at the girl in the room curled into a ball, and then he looked at the dumpster that contained the remains of her family that the Trolls had no use for. He remembered the cages behind him and the state of the Lizardkins. All of this would be what waited for Faylen if they took her alive, or any of his friends that ended up targeted by Sero and his Trolls. He would not allow that.

He sent the girls a quick message telling them to get out with whoever they had and to not wait for him. Then he started funneling his magic into his muscles, bones, and skin. Pain filled him and his body burned as if it was on fire, but he kept his eyes on the dumpster using rage to push through the pain.

Lilly had given him ten magic-restore potions, and he planned to use them all. By the seventh, he could see small bolts of lightning jumping off his skin as if he were a living Tesla coil. The ninth had the air crackling around him and the sound was even alerting some of the Trolls. He finished the tenth potion when a Troll opened the door to investigate.

Ash threw a punch, his fist flew faster than his eyes could follow and turned the Troll’s head into a blood smear against the door.

With the door open Ash walked in. Several of the Trolls backed up at the sight of him, and Sero’s hands went to one of the rune-covered bones he was wearing. Ash’s body was a whirlwind of pain, and he could even taste blood in his mouth. Only his anger was allowing him to move and ignore the pain.

He saw the girl look up at him. Her eyes were like a serpent, but even with their alien appearance, he saw in them pain and hopelessness. She had given up hope and accepted her fate at the hands of these Trolls.

“You.Will..Not.Hurt…Her…I…Will..Kill..You…All!” Ash said his voice sounding almost like static as the words came out.

The dam burst and blind rage consumed him.

***

Faylen was on her third cage before she found her sister. She had already freed some of her old gang members that Rei had sold as slaves to Destry and Sero. They thanked her for the rescue and asked if Rei was still alive. Most were happy that she was dead, and a few were disappointed they could not do the deed themselves. She also encountered several of her old gang members who were loyal to Rei, the same ones she told to leave District 114. The Trolls had not thought much of them after Rei’s death.

They hung in the back hunching over and fearful of her gaze. She contemplated leaving them, but she was not Rei. She freed them, though she had several of her old gang that were loyal to her keep a close eye on them.

“I’m sorry, I should have never betrayed you. I was a fool to follow Rei, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” One of Rei’s old followers sobbed as she removed the collar.

“Try anything and I will kill you,” Faylen warned.

The Beastkin nodded her head in understanding, eyes wide with fear.

Luna was waiting at the bars of her cell when Faylen arrived. Her sister’s tail was wagging and apart from a few scars her sister seemed to be hale. As soon as the door was open and the collar off Luna wrapped her in a hug.

“Faylen! I knew you would find me. I’m sorry we fought! Rei did this to me and everyone else!” Luna sobbed as she buried her face into Faylen.

Faylen ran a hand through her sister’s hair, it was longer now than what it had been originally. Luna liked to keep her hair even shorter than how Faylen normally styled hers. However, Faylen only kept hers so short since long hair could be a vulnerability in a fight.

“Don’t worry. Rei is gone and I am getting you out of here. The fight we had doesn’t matter anymore, whatever was said I forgive you. I’m taking you home, Luna.”

Faylen only broke her hug from her sister when she felt her phone go off. Even then it took her brain a minute to register the urgency of it.

Ash: Get everyone out of here. Don’t wait for me. Faylen, stay safe.

Faylen stared at the message from Ash. Her blood turned cold in her veins at the words. Quickly she typed out a response, she could already see the dots on the screen saying Cleo was doing the same.

Cleo: Bullshit Ash, we are leaving together. Don’t do anything stupid! If you need help we will help you!

Faylen: Ash, what is wrong? Where are you?

The sound of thunder echoed loudly through the building as Faylen waited for a response from Ash. Those she had freed looked nervously around as the sound of thunder echoed again and again throughout the building. Then the far wall shattered.

Troll bodies flew into the room from the hole in the wall. Several were dead, just smoking corpses with glazed eyes, a few were wounded and fewer were able to stand. A Troll larger than the others held a piece of bone with a glowing rune in front of him, the air rippled before it as if it was an invisible shield.

“Get my sword you fools! I will try to stall him!” The large Troll, that Faylen was sure was Sero, shouted.

Trolls started to run as a flash of blue light collided with the magic shield and sent the large Troll staggering back. A man stood before him throwing punches at the magic shield, lightning danced around his body. A savage snarl was on the man’s face as he hammered the shield with his fist, his eyes glowing bright blue.

“Who the hell is that!?” Luna yelled.

She clung tighter to Faylen and tried to hide behind her. Some of the people she had freed even slipped back into their former cells for protection as the fight took place. Faylen recognized the man instantly, she quickly took a picture and sent it to Cleo, they would need her. She looked a Luna’s fearful face and did her best to give a reassuring smile.

“That’s my boyfriend.” She said.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


THE PICTURE WENT through and Cleo started typing instantly, Faylen was sure she had heard the sound of thunder as well and connected it with Ash. While she waited for Cleo’s response Faylen looked at the Trolls that had been wounded by Ash’s lightning attack. She thought she would need to finish them off, but Ash was not alone.

Through the shattered wall streamed Lizardkins, those armed with knives fell upon the wounded Trolls with savagery and revenge. Another group followed a Lizardkin carrying the sunflower spray bottle Ash had been given by Lilly. They made their way to the cages and started freeing those inside. The last group stood guard around a woman with light blue hair and patches of blue scales on her body, Faylen recognized her race as an Ice Salamander. She had a blanket wrapped around her body and watched Ash with intensity, while the Lizardkins around her watched their surroundings closely for any threat that might come to her. The way she watched Ash made Faylen feel uncomfortable, but that thought was distracted by her phone going off.

Cleo: How the hell did he use the Burst Training and keep the magic in his body?! That much magic could kill him, I will try to drain as much as I can from him once I get there.

Faylen had an idea of how he had done it. She guessed he had combined the training method of Cleo with the strength enhancement method he learned from Ember. That was her own creation, something that suited Beastkins natural tendency towards melee combat. Fae preferred range and tended to look down on melee, so it was not surprising they would never consider enhancing the muscles and bones with magic.

“Your boyfriend!” Luna gasped.

“He’s a really sweet guy,” Faylen said.

Luna turned her gaze back to the fight taking place before them. The magic shield finally shattered under one of Ash’s punches. He almost got his hands on Sero when one of his underlings threw himself between them. Ash quickly disarmed the Troll, literally, he tore the arms from the Troll’s body before crushing his head with a punch. The underling’s life had bought Sero enough time to activate a bone rune that created another shield before him.

“You’ve only said good things to him about me right?” Luna asked nervously.

Three armed Trolls enter the room. Two rushed at Ash with weapons and armor on. The third carried a large bone sword almost as long as his body that looked to have once been the jaw bone of a large wyvern. He made his way to Sero with haste.

The two armored Trolls tried to dance around Ash, but he was a lot quicker than Faylen had ever seen him. His fist collided with one’s chest knocking the Troll back. The blow didn’t kill the Troll, but he convulsed from the amount of electricity that had been sent through his body. His friend was hard-pressed as he tried to keep Ash from finishing him.

“Keep him occupied! After I kill him, I will harvest his bones myself. That much magic will create some powerful reagents and replace those I’ve lost in this fight.” Sero said as he took the sword.

The runes on the wyvern bone sword started glowing green as he drew it back to make a slash. Faylen’s eyes widened as Wind Magic filled the sword. She quickly drew on her Earth Magic. As Sero slashed his sword down unleashing the Wind Magic in a lethal vortex, she pushed a pillar of earth up through the floor shielding Ash. A torrent of wind slammed against the pillar of earth, redirecting it toward one of the armored Trolls Ash was fighting. The wind slammed into the Troll and twisted his body unnaturally as he was thrown through the air, deep cuts lined his body and armor.

The remaining armored Troll stared at his companion’s unmoving body on the ground. Before he could turn his attention back to Ash, a shard of ice pierced the side of his head and he fell to the ground twitching. Faylen was surprised to see the Ice Salamander girl forming another ice shard in her hand as she watched the armored Troll’s life fade away. Ash darted from behind the pillar and hurled one of his lightning bolts at Sero.

The Bolt caught Sero on the side knocking him off balance as Ash dashed towards him. The leader of the Trolls was unable to recover his footing before Ash was on top of him. Lightning-laced fists rained down on the Troll as he tried to position the wyvern bone sword to attack, but the blade was too long. He quickly abandoned the sword as he sought any of the bone runes on his body to activate a magic shield. He had not realized Ash had torn those off of him when he first started throwing his punches.

“Help me you fools!” Sero screamed.

There was no help for him. His men had been killed or were slowly dying, either by Ash or the roaming gang of knife-armed Lizardkins. The floor was lined with bodies of Trolls, and those who once had been in cages now stood out of them, free of the cursed collars and watching as Ash beat Sero.

Ash grabbed Sero’s head between his hands. The air became charged with electricity and the lightning dancing from Ash’s body grew more erratic. Sero screamed as a flash of light enveloped his head before it popped like an overripe melon. The sound of thunder echoed throughout the building. Ash collapsed shortly after, his body convulsing as the lightning still danced from it. Many started rushing towards him.

“Don’t touch him!” Cleo demanded.

She entered the room with a dozen Banshees following her. The Banshees fell upon the dying Trolls and drained the remaining life from their bodies, as Cleo made her way towards Ash. Some of the Lizardkins looked as if they were contemplating attacking her, but one look from her squashed any ideas of that. When she got close enough the lightning jumped towards her, latching onto her.

There was no pain on her face and it took Faylen a second to realize the lightning was not attacking her, she was absorbing it. Cleo looked down at Ash and the body of Sero.

“You keep surprising me, Ash, even if this was a reckless gamble. You managed to kill Sero when he was armed with Torrent his prized sword. If you survive this, then I have big plans for you.” Cleo said.

The lightning finally faded from Ash and Cleo put a vial of healing potion to his lips. She locked her eyes on Faylen once the potion was empty.

“Come get your man! He’ll need to get to Lilly quickly so she can start treating him.”
Faylen made her way towards Ash, and so did the Ice Salamander girl to her surprise. The two of them arrived at the same time and were able to lift Ash. Faylen narrowed her eyes at the girl, who paid no mind to her gaze. Cleo raised an eyebrow but said nothing as she picked up Sero’s sword she had called Torrent.

Ash was looking rough and Faylen let out a gasp when she finally took in the lightning-shaped burn marks covering his body. He had a rather large one that ran down the side of his face to his neck. She dreaded the damage that he had done to his insides, hopefully Lilly would be able to heal him.

“My sisters and I will create a fog to hide everyone as we go through the portal. After I must announce my return to the Council and that could take a few days. I will be in touch and expect updates on Ash.” Cleo said as she leaned down and ran her hand through Ash’s hair.

The Banshees worked together to cast a thick fog that followed the large group of freed slaves to the portal, just like Cleo said they would. A few of the Beastkins that were native to District 114 went to reunite with their families, and others took the portal to other districts. Most of them though followed all the way to Lilly’s shop.

Cleo must have let the Dryad know what had happened to Ash because she was busy setting up potions and bandages by a cot. Vines shot forward as Faylen and the Ice Salamander girl opened the door, taking Ash from them. The vines placed him on the cot. Pulling off his shredded clothes as they retreated. Lilly quickly began examining him.

“He is covered in Lichtenberg burns, the amount of Lightning Magic going through his body to cause that is massive. Has he regained consciousness since his fight?” Lilly asked, her playful nature was gone and replaced by a stern woman who knew her craft.

“No, after the fight he just collapsed and has been out of it since,” Faylen said as she ran her hand through his hair.

Lilly said nothing, instead, she grabbed two potions and forced them down his throat, and then she started applying a healing salve before bandaging his burns. Next, she took a crystal and ran it across his skin, blue light glowed within it. Finally, Lilly stood up and put away the crystal and remaining potions.

“That’s the extent of what I can do for him. He will recover with rest, but some of the burns are embedded with magic. They will become scars that never go away.”

Faylen breathed a sigh of relief and a weight lifted from her shoulders. Lilly gave her a gentle pat on the arm and a warm smile.

“Now let’s get all those the two of you rescued someplace to stay. Like I said, I own this whole street so I can open up a few of the buildings for them to stay in. At least for a bit.” Lilly said.

“I will stay here,” The Ice Salamander declared as she knelt on the floor by the cot.

Faylen gritted her teeth. The way the girl looked at Ash had made her uncomfortable before. Now that they were away from the mass of people that followed them and the sink of the cages she knew why. Beastkin senses were sharper than most other races, and hers were picking up a scent from the girl. Arousal.

“I don’t believe I introduce myself to you. I’m Faylen, Ash is my boyfriend.”

The Ice Salamander girl never took her eyes off Ash.

“I am Naomi, the last member of the Frozen River Clan. Forgive me the translation ring did not give me a translation for ‘boyfriend’ that is known among my people. Are you his friend or mate?”

“Mate,” Faylen said with a blush.

Lilly and Faylen shared a look. There were some terms and ideas that didn’t translate well in certain languages, but even one afternoon of watching TV or browsing the Internet would have bestowed the concept of a boyfriend or girlfriend. The quick understanding of ideas and concepts through translation rings was one of the ways paranormals had been able to adapt to this world so quickly.

“You’re an isolationist,” Lilly stated.

Naomi nodded.

Faylen wanted to let out a groan at the news. Isolationists were the paranormals that had secluded themselves from human technology and interactions with other paranormal races. Many clung to the hope that the rifts would undo themselves one day and transport them back to Vas, others were fearful of the strangeness of technology and humans. That meant Naomi only had an understanding of her own culture and lacked the osmosis of human culture that had spread in paranormal communities since the rifts.

“Sero told my mother, the Matriarch of the Frozen River Clan, that he had found a way back to Vas. The Matriarch parted with many of the clan’s most valuable treasures for passage, only to be betrayed and caged by the Trolls. He killed her first.”

Faylen suppressed any bitterness or rivalry towards Naomi as she laid a sympathetic hand on her shoulder. The girl had lost her entire family due to Sero.

“I’m sorry.”

“My mother, the Matriarch, was so worried about the dangers of this new world that she ignored those of the old. Isolation was a mistake.” Naomi said. Her voice cracked, betraying the knot of emotions she was keeping suppressed.

Faylen’s instincts wanted her to chase Naomi away from Ash, she had only recently claimed him as her man. Yet she needed someone to watch over him and while she wanted to stay by his side, she had to get her sister settled back home and find the other freed slaves places to stay. Naomi could do that. The way she looked at Ash with devotion made Faylen sure she would allow no harm to come to him. She was unsure if that look was from a cultural aspect or just hero worship for the man that saved her, maybe a combination of both.

“Naomi, watch over him while Lilly and I get everyone settled,” Faylen said as she and Lilly left.

She cast one last look at the Ice Salamander girl kneeling before the cot watching Ash. She knew little about Ice Salamander culture, but in most paranormal cultures harems were common. She wondered how Ash would handle this new attention once he woke.

***

Cleo’s sisters were able to clean up District 71 of any remaining Trolls loyal to Sero the next day and installed a new District Boss, a Troll named Raina, who swore fealty to Cleo. She was the daughter of a Troll who had opposed Sero and was killed by him.

Cleo’s sisters were not related to her, much like the Beastkins would form a pack, Banshees formed a sisterhood. She was sure she would eventually need to explain that to Ash. He was still unconscious, but Lilly believed he would make a full recovery and would be stronger. She had shared her plans for Ash with the Dryad and Lilly was already setting things into motion in District 114. The fact Ash had won the loyalty of many of the Lizardkin and Beastkin they had rescued only aided her plans for him.

“Eldest Sister. You called for us?”

The Banshee broke Cleo from her thoughts, and a small group of the most powerful in her sisterhood stood before her. They would accompany her to the Council while their weaker sisters stayed behind and monitored District 71.

“Yes, it’s about time we announce to the Council that I have returned.”

District 1 was the heart of De’Vas, it was also the most developed and would appear the same as a human city. Buildings in various styles lined the streets, many transported by magic to District 1 from other Districts. This was where deals were made by the Council and the world outside of De’Vas. The human governments may want to keep paranormals segregated, but they craved what magic could do for them. Pharmaceutical companies bought magic plants or potions that could cure incurable diseases, hold off aging, or regrow limbs. Magic runes had hundreds of uses and combined with technology readily, allowing companies to make better products cheaper. There were also times when monsters or hostile paranormals slipped through a rift and the governments reluctantly called upon the Council for aid, some magic was difficult for them to deal with by technology alone. All of this fueled De’Vas’s economy.

Cleo and her sisters made their way towards a large building in the Gothic Deco style, before the rifts it had been a historic ballet and opera house. Now it was the seat of power for those who ruled De’Vas to argue, make deals, and thinly veiled threats. The guards quickly open the door for her and welcome her back from seclusion.

“Queen Blackthorn, it is good to see you out of seclusion,” A young woman said with a bow.

Selena wore a formal dress in the style that royalty like her would have worn back on Vas. The style was similar to what was the high-class style during the Victorian Era. Her golden hair was styled in a braid that no doubt took maids hours to assemble. The single horn on her forehead that marked her race as a Unicorn sparkled when it caught the light, perhaps from some wax or oil she used on it. She was a beautiful and proper young woman, but she was also Destry’s daughter.

Cleo examined the girl’s expression and manners. She saw no hostility in her, which didn’t surprise her. Destry was a two-faced man and she was sure he hid his uglier side from his sheltered daughter. Instead, she saw a young girl who was genuine in her words.

“Lady Selena, where is your father? I heard he has been managing Council affairs for me.”

Selena gestured towards the main floor of the Council.

“He is addressing the Council today, his friend Sero was murdered the other night and he is trying to convince the Council to abandon its policy of leaving internal issues to vassals and hunt down his killer.”

Cleo smiled to herself. Destry must be worried if he was going to such lengths. She walked through the doors onto the main floor. This was once the stage that the operas would be performed on. Now the old seating had been replaced with rows of small desks. Each Councilor laid claim to one of these desks. The stage had changed little except for a podium and microphone. Currently, a muscular older man with a long white beard and silver crown stood before it. Destry’s grandfather-like appearance had a darkness that clung to him. Cleo did not know if it was from him being a Kelpie and as such having a connection to Death Magic or because the man was just an evil bastard.

“This is why the Council must act in this case, the Vassal system- ” Destry froze as he laid his eyes on her.

“The Vassal system is perfectly fine Destry. I was told you used my name to call for the floor, something about investigating the death of Sero?” Cleo said with a smile.

She made her way to her desk, knocking some personal items Destry had placed on it into the small bin next to it before taking a seat.

Destry stared at Cleo as if he were seeing a ghost. His hands gripped the podium and his jaw tightened. He was probably waiting for her to launch an attack on him. Tear him limb from limb upon the stage in front of the Council. Unfortunately, that would go against the purpose of the Council, despite how much she wished she could. Vassals handled internal issues, and the Council handled external issues.

“There is no mystery to his death. While in seclusion I learned that Sero was engaged in kidnapping, murder, and organ harvesting to make magical reagents. As such, I instructed one of my vassals to take care of Sero’s little operation. He was appalled by what he found there and in a fit of anger executed Sero and all his men.

“I have placed a new vassal to be leader over District 71 who is loyal to me and my values. My sisters have documentation of the horrible acts committed by Sero if the Council wishes to confirm my justifications for the execution. Also, Destry, I will no longer need you to act in my stead for the Council since I am back from my…… seclusion.”

Murmurs went up through the Council as they discussed what she had just revealed. Some would no doubt consider her actions heavy-handed and just add to her nickname of Nightmare Queen, many would be wondering about her new vassal who slaughtered the warriors of an entire Troll clan in a fit of rage. A few that had profited from Destry and Sero’s slavery were no doubt shitting themselves and would do their best to distance any relation between them and Destry.

Destry couldn’t get out of the main room fast enough. He started moving towards the door as soon as Cleo mentioned she had Sero killed. She could smell the sweet scent in the air, as could her sisters and no doubt any other predator in the Council. The sweet scent of fear wafting off of Destry.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


FAYLEN SCREAMED AS the Trolls hacked her body apart, taking the pieces and dropping them into the cooler beside the table she was tied down to. Ash desperately tried to get to her, but Sero stood before him with one of those magic shields made from his bone rune trinkets. He had already failed to save the girl with blue scales from this fate.

“NO!” Ash screamed as Sero laughed.

Faylen fell silent, her eyes glazing over and going distant. The Trolls kept cutting her body up and filling the coolers. They threw the remains of Faylen into a dumpster before tying down Lilly to the same table. The knives fell upon the Dryad as she screamed. Ash threw everything he had against Sero’s shield trying to break it, then a cool sensation spread over his head.

Ash woke up gasping for air, his heart racing and sweat clung to his body. The room was dark, but a hand was placing a cool rag against his forehead. Serpent eyes caught the little light in the room and he could tell they belonged to the person who was holding the cool rag.

“You were having a nightmare.”

“The Trolls!”

Ash tried to sit up only for a gentle hand to rest against his chest and stop him.

“The Trolls are dead. You are safe. We are safe.”

Ash caught his breath as he realized it was only a dream. The girl with the serpent eyes handed a glass of water to him. He didn’t realize how thirsty he was until he saw it, greedily he finished the glass.

“Is Faylen alright?” Ash asked recalling his nightmare.

“Yes. She is helping her sister settle back into her life, otherwise she would be here.”

Ash finally relaxed, glad that Faylen was safe and they got her sister out. Then he remembered the Ice Salamander who the Trolls were about to butcher.

“There was a girl there, she had blue hair and patches of blue scales on her skin. Did she make it out alright?”

“My name is Naomi and I did make it out. Thank you for saving me.”

The way Naomi’s eyes moved in the low light, Ash was sure she was bowing to him. He was about to protest her doing something like that, but then his stomach started to growl and he realized he was starving. Naomi quickly got up and wandered through the darkness, he was blind for a moment when the fridge lit up the room, and from what little the light caught he realized he was in the back room of Lilly’s shop.

He got his first good look at Naomi as she rummaged through it. Light blue hair that was wild and matched the patches of scales that dotted her arms and lined her neck to face, her long thin reptilian tail was covered in them and trailed behind her. She was wearing what looked like some of Faylen’s clothing, though she was taller and bustier than his girlfriend. Tone abs peeked from under the shirt that struggled to cover her bust. Ash quickly looked away, feeling guilty for checking her out. Soon he heard Naomi making her way back to him.

“I’m sorry, I do not know human technology. Lilly showed me the cold container that held food, though most are strange to me.” Naomi lifted a package of bologna. “Is this meat?”

“That is debatable,” Ash said with a smile.

He talked Naomi through making two bologna sandwiches, which took much longer than he expected. The kitchen might as well have been an alien world to Naomi. Unfortunately, he was dependent on her to make their food since Lilly went overboard with the bandages. He would be lucky to even be able to feed himself with how she bandaged his arms. Naomi devoured her sandwich and quickly made herself two more, much to Ash’s amusement.

“So why are you up so late?” He asked her.

“I had a nightmare as well, so came here to sleep on the floor by your bed. I have been sneaking in the past two days to sleep near you.”

Ash raised his eyebrow at Naomi.

“Why are you sneaking in to sleep near me? Wait, two days! Is that how long I’ve been out?”

“Yes. Faylen and Lilly will be happy you’re awake. Faylen has stayed by your side and only leaves to take her sister home for the night.” Naomi blushed and her eyes avoided his. “I sleep near you because your scent keeps the nightmares from coming.”

Ash’s heart ached as he thought about what Naomi had gone through. He had seen the remains of her family in the dumpster the Trolls had in the plant. The trauma she must have gone through at their hands. If being by him gave her some small comfort he wouldn’t rob her of that.

“The floor is cold. I know where Lilly has another cot stashed. We can get you set up beside me.”

Twenty minutes later Naomi was curled up on a cot adjacent to him. She had fallen asleep almost as soon as her head hit the pillow. He couldn’t imagine she was getting any decent sleep the past two days on the floor. His own eyes felt heavy as he watched her sleeping in the low light and soon was drifting off himself.

Apparently adjacent was not close enough for Naomi. Ash woke up to find her sleeping on top of him. He tried to wiggle himself free from under, but Naomi just snuggled in closer in her sleep. To make matters worse her tail had found his morning wood and wrapped itself around the tent he had pitched in his flannel pants. He was considering his options when Lilly walked into the room and saw him, a smile spreading across her face as she looked the two of them up and down.

“Faylen, Ash is up!” Lilly shouted before grinning at him. “In more ways than one.”

Faylen rushed in and smiled as she saw Ash looking at her, the smile mellowed as she noticed Naomi clinging tightly to him in her sleep. Only to drop off once she noticed the tail coiled around the shaft of his cock with only the fabric of his pants separating them. She came to a stop before the cot and crossed her arms. Before Ash’s mind could think of anything to say Faylen’s foot shot out and hit Naomi in the ass.

“Ouch!” Naomi said as she woke up.

She started rubbing the spot where the kick had landed while pouting at Faylen. Her tail, however, wrapped itself further around Ash’s erection, squeezing tightly. Despite himself, he felt his cock throb, and he saw that Faylen had noticed it.

“Naomi go with Lilly. I would like a word with Ash alone.” Faylen said with a head jerk.

“Come on Scales. Let’s go make some deliveries! Just because Ash is laid up doesn’t mean my shop isn’t getting requests.” Lilly said as she gave Ash a wink.

Naomi reluctantly got out of the cot and followed Lilly, her tail letting go only when she was no longer close enough to coil it around his cock. When both of them exited the shop and the door had closed, Faylen pulled a chair up next to the cot and took a seat. Her hand slipped into his pants and started pumping his member as she gave him a mischievous smile.

“Faylen, I promise I did-”

Faylen to lean in and kiss him. She smiled and shook her head as she stroked him up and down.

“We have caught her every morning snuggled up to you in that cot. I’ve been jealous of that, unfortunately, Luna has not felt safe to be by herself. So I’ve been staying nights with her.”

Faylen bit her lower lip as her hand pulled him free of his pants. Her eyes fixated on his shaft as her hand gently ran up and down it. Teasing his head.

“My little sister is back home safe and sound because of you, Ash, and I want to show you my appreciation. Though what I had hoped to do might still be too much for you, so here is a little taste of my appreciation until you recover.” Faylen said hotly.

She leaned down and ran her tongue along his shaft, from head to base. Then kissed along the base of his cock before repeating what she had done in reverse. Once back to the head, she wrapped her lips around it and her head started to move up and down. Her hand caressed his balls as she worked to take his full girth in her mouth, sucking on it greedily.

She went at the task with enthusiasm. Experimenting with her tongue and lips and watching his reaction to the sensation they created on his erect member. She stopped only for a moment to unzip her pants and pull them partly down, then she resumed giving him a blowjob as she worked the fingers of her free hand between her legs. The air took the scent of sex as she picked up pace and her masturbation grew more aggressive. She let out moans that vibrated against the half of his cock that she could fit down her throat.

“Faylen, I’m about to finish,” Ash warned.

Faylen locked her eyes on his as she picked up pace. Her tongue rubbed against his head. When he shot his load, she sucked it down eagerly, all while keeping her heated gaze on him. She swallowed and he noticed her body shuttering, she had finished herself off at the same time he came.

After setting their clothes right, the two of them spent their post-coitus bliss cuddled together on the cot. However, unlike Naomi, Faylen’s tail didn’t coil itself around any of his appendages. Instead, her furry tail repeatedly bopped against his midsection as she cuddled closer to him, a reminder of his woman's happiness. If he ever wanted Faylen’s true feelings on something he would just need to look at her tail.

“Luna is alright during the daytime and it’s almost like she never left. Nighttime though, she becomes afraid of her own shadow and has bad nightmares. She said that was when the Trolls would normally pick someone to harvest if they showed any magical potential.”

Ash felt Faylen’s nails sink into his skin slightly at the thought of what her sister had gone through. She did worse during sex and his body was tougher than it had been from all the training he had done. Still, he was surprised at how little he felt it, maybe Lilly had him stuffed full of painkillers or his gamble could have changed his body some from all the magic he pumped into it.

“I’m glad you killed that bastard,” Faylen growled.

Ash thought about his nightmares. Were they caused by what he saw at the plant? Or were they the result of him killing all of those people? He could remember brief glimpses from his blind rage and he knew it was a massacre. He had crossed a line now and there was no going back. He worried about the effect of it on his psyche. He focused on the good he had done by tainting his soul.

“What happened to the people we freed?” He asked.

“A few left for their old districts, those who were originally from District 114 returned to their families. Most though are right outside the door of the shop. Lilly owns the whole street and opened up all the buildings to any that would take up residence there. A Lizardkin Town has sprung up overnight.”

Ash ran his fingers through Faylen’s hair. He hoped the Lizardkin would settle well into District 114, maybe he could check with Jek and see if there was anything he could do to help them.

“Have you heard anything from Cleo?”

“Yes. She’s back as a Councilwoman, which she says weakens and isolates Destry. She also set up a new leader for District 71. The daughter of a Troll who opposed Sero and was killed by him. She swore her loyalty to Cleo and vowed to never allow the horrors that Sero committed to exist again in District 71.

“Cleo has plans for our district and is working with Lilly on that, but I’ve been sworn to secrecy by Lilly so I can’t tell you anything more,” Faylen said as she buried her face into his chest.

“We should probably get up before Lilly comes back,” Ash said.

“Do we have to?” Faylen mumbled with her face buried in his chest.

“Yes. I just remembered we didn’t clean up that chair you were sitting in earlier.”

Faylen’s head shot up from his chest. Her eyes widened as she stared at said chair and the rather large wet spot she had left in it. Faylen’s face reddened with embarrassment.

“You know where Lilly keeps the cleaning supplies?”

Faylen scrubbed the chair as if her life depended on it, which with how erratic Lilly was it just might. Ash had intended to help her, but those plans fell apart the moment he caught his reflection in the bathroom mirror. His finger traced the jagged scar that ran from his cheek down his neck, it branched out and reminded him of lightning. He was tempted to take off his shirt and see just how far it went along his body, but he was covered in bandages.

“Scars gained in battle are something to be proud of among Beastkins,” Faylen said when she caught him looking in the mirror.

Ash grimaced at the reflection.

“Even when it disfigures half my face.”

Faylen rolled her eyes as she left the chair and made her way towards him. She pressed herself against him and ran a finger gently along the scar.

“It’s far from disfiguring your face. Honestly, it gives you a sense of danger that excites me. Especially as I know how you got it.”

Faylen grabbed him by the chin and pulled him into a kiss.

“Why does my shop smell like sex!”

Lilly glared at Faylen as Naomi slipped over to stand beside Ash. Neither he nor Faylen had heard them return to the shop. Ash coughed, pulling Lilly’s attention away from Faylen before he could hear vines moving around the shop.

“Faylen said you have been getting those we rescued from District 71 settled on your street. Thank you for that, Lilly.”

“Yep, we’ll have to show it to you once you’re healed enough. Since you’re awake now that means it’s time for a check-up.” Lilly said, breaking her glare at Faylen.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


WHILE LILLY WAS normally a goofball of chaos, she did know her stuff. She was the only healthcare option in District 114 if you considered an alchemist to be healthcare, which many from Vas did. Still, she was Lilly, and Ash was not surprised when she started to open up boxes that contained medical equipment both mundane and magical that more than a few had candy stashed in them. After carefully selecting what sucker she wanted from the candy stash she started his check up.

She mumbled to herself as she checked his blood pressure, listened to his heart, and ran a large crystal over his body that glowed. When she passed the crystal over the lightning-shaped scar on the side of his face it glowed almost blindingly bright. Lilly focused on the scar after that, examining it closely. It ran from the left side of his face down his neck and to his chest. Not something he was thrilled to learn.

“I want you to use your magic,” Lilly stated as she put away her equipment.

Ash held up his hand and pulled on his magic. Lightning made arcs that jumped between his fingers in a bright display, Ash stared dumbfounded at it. The magic came to him quicker than before and was much stronger. He was only trying for a small jolt between two or three fingers. This was enough flowing through his hand to rival his Lightning Claw spell. He heard a gasp and looked up to see Faylen and Naomi staring at him with wide eyes, Lilly just wore a smug smile on her face.

“It’s glowing blue,” Naomi whispered.

“What’s glowing blue?” Ash asked slightly worried as he looked down.

“Not that. Your scar. It’s glowing blue,” Faylen answered with a small chuckle before she looked at Lilly. “What does that mean though?”

“It means he got damn lucky. That is an elemental scar. What you did flooded your body with enough magic that it was trying to convert you to an Elemental, basically turning you into a monster of pure magic. Would have happened if Cleo hadn’t pulled the overabundance of magic off of you, her curse saved your life.” Lilly answered as she took the sucker out of her mouth.

Ash froze and stared at her. He knew about elementals from the various fantasy games he had played. Some stuff that had been considered fantasy on Earth was reality on Vas, which led credence to the ‘Thin Veil’ theory that a lot of ideas and notions subconsciously slipped between the two dimensions before they started to merge.

He had also seen the reality of them once they started merging from the rifts. They were small packaged natural disasters and could ruin a city if not countered quickly. A Wind Elemental had appeared in Detroit two years ago and wiped out three city blocks before it was taken care of. Lilly smiled and gave him a head pat to bring him out of his thoughts.

“Don’t worry. You’re no longer at risk of becoming one. In fact, it made you stronger. The scar is the part of your body that started to turn into an Elemental. It’s packed with magic. Think of it as a natural rune carved in your body that will make your spells stronger and faster at the cost of glowing when you use them. Probably will also increase your physical strength as well.” Lilly reassured him.

Ash cut off the pull on his magic, ending the arcs of lightning dancing around his fingers. He liked the idea of being stronger, he had wanted to become stronger to protect himself and those he cared for in the lawlessness of De’Vas. The place was dangerous and cruel as District 71 had shown him and there would be other threats to him and those he cared for. He resolved to start getting used to his new strength as soon as he could.

“Well, you have recovered nicely. Mostly just bruises and sore muscles. You’ll be fully healed in a few days, just take it easy. With that being said…”

Lilly slapped him across the face. The blow surprised Ash more than it had hurt.

“Don’t ever do anything that reckless again! You could have died!” Lilly pouted.

Ash swore he could see tears in her eyes and was about to say something when Faylen delivered her own slap. Directing his attention to her.

“I am very grateful to have my sister back as I told you, but I have just gotten you. I don’t want to lose you, Ash! No suicide missions or gambles, I need you in my life!”

Faylen was giving him a glare that said she was willing to fight him if he tried to argue. Still, there was a redness in her eyes from where the tears had been before she had quickly wiped them away.

“Faylen…” Ash smiled at his lover as he rubbed his cheek.

Naomi looked at Lilly and then Faylen before she turned and gave Ash a gentle slap across the face. She just smiled at him and said nothing.

“Does this mean he’s healthy enough to see everything?” Naomi asked Lilly.

“Yes, I know what you want to do since you have not shut up about it. Head over there and we will bring Ash by once he is dressed.” Lilly replied.

Naomi nodded her head happily and darted out of the shop. Lilly and Faylen shared a look after she was gone, Faylen sighed and nodded her head.

“Right, so now to talk about another matter, which has just left the building. Ash, I’m sure you noticed Naomi has an interest in you. The tail trying to jerk you off through your pants should have been a big clue. Naomi’s clan was isolationist. They had shunned everything including other paranormals when they arrived in this world, so she’s pretty clueless about anything that isn’t Ice Salamander Culture. Which according to what I have learned….”

Lilly stopped her explanation and looked at Faylen, who was currently rubbing her temples. As if the entire subject matter was giving her a massive headache. She noticed Lilly looking at her and sighed.

“The clan is very important to Salamanders, only the males ever leave them and that’s only to join another clan they have no blood relation. Since you saved her life and got revenge on her clan’s killers, she’s going to swear herself to you. Her culture states her life is yours and she hopes to create a new clan with you.” Faylen finished.

Ash’s jaw hung open.

“What?! We just met! She barely knows my name and I know nothing about her. Also, I’m in a relationship with you!”

“Yeah, we thought you’d say that. You’re seeing it from your culture. While your culture places a lot on the individual, hers places it all on the clan. When she swears herself to you, if you reject her then you are rejecting her life. That’s a road you don’t want to go down.” Lilly responded ominously.

“That’s horrible! She shouldn’t let such a backward culture dictate her life! Also, I am with Faylen. What does she think my response is going to be?!” Ash stated firmly.

“Ash, back on Vas I wore animal hides and used stone tools,” Faylen said. “My culture was not much better than hers, the only difference is I’ve had a lot of exposure to other cultures in the past five years. Most of which was human.

“Haven’t you noticed there are more female Beastkin than males? Harems are common in my culture, like many other cultures from Vas. A strong male will make a pack of females. Naomi recognizes our relationship, she just doesn’t believe it’s an issue.”

Ash stared at Faylen and rubbed the back of his head with his hand. His brain was telling him this was a mistake as he knew little about Naomi and he didn’t want to hurt Faylen.

“So both of you believe I should accept her swearing herself to me. Faylen, are you sure you’re okay with this?”

“Ash, I had no delusions about keeping you all to myself when I started pursuing you,” Faylen stated as her eyes darted to Lilly before focusing back on Ash. “Monogamy is common among humans, but few paranormals expect to be in such a marriage. This is De’Vas and you’re a catch. There will be more women trying to insert themselves into our lives. I’m just happy I am the first.”

Ash opened his mouth to say something, only to be struck in the face by a pile of clothing. Turning he looked at Lilly who had thrown them, she was now sitting down in a nearby chair opening a can of soda.

“Get changed. We take too much longer and Naomi will start to panic.” Lilly leered as she took a sip of her soda.

“How about some privacy.” Ash deadpanned.

“Nope,” Lilly replied.

Lilly tapped her phone and music started to play that had some suggestive lyrics. Professional Lilly had left the building and Chaos is The Agenda Lilly had taken her place.

Faylen gave the Dryad a stern look. “Seriously?”

“What? It’s a second quick medical examination, in case I missed anything on the first one. The music is just to help me relax.” Lilly grinned as she took a sip of her drink.

“We’ll be outside Ash.”

Faylen grabbed Lilly by the collar of her shirt and hauled her out of the shop. Lilly didn’t resist but gave sad puppy dog eyes to Ash as she was dragged away. He just shook his head and smiled at Lilly’s antics.

Ash blinked in disbelief when he left the shop. The street around Lilly’s Shop which had always been vacant due to the closeness of the Dryad was now bustling with activity. Many of the Lizardkin they had rescued seem to be settling down and some even had businesses open. Which was amazing considering it had only been two days since they were rescued.

Lilly was standing at a small food stand that looked like it sold kabobs, eagerly taking five kabobs of what the Lizardkin vendor was selling. Faylen was off to the side and wore a face that told Ash she had tried to convince Lilly to wait for him, but the Dryad’s demand for food won out. Faylen saw him and made her way over.

“Cleo sent a lot of supplies and aid to help the Lizardkins settle in once she returned to the Council,” Faylen answered his unasked question.

“That’s generous of her.”

His tone said otherwise. He liked Cleo, the two of them had gotten to know each other and he liked to think their mutually beneficial relationship had led to friendship. That didn’t mean he was under any delusions that she would do anything out of kindness of her heart. She would only do something if it benefited her.

Faylen shrugged.

“She has a reason. She talked about it with Lilly, Naomi, and me while you were out. I’m sure she’ll tell you herself. She wanted us to contact her once you woke up.”

“Anything I should be worried about?”

“Just Council politic stuff, nothing to worry about.”

Faylen smirked and the way her tail started to wag behind her told Ash something was up, but he doubted he could get any more information. Faylen was more stubborn than he was. However, that did make him recall a name Faylen had called Cleo the night she revealed herself. He hadn’t pressed for more information at the time as they had greater concerns.

“Before, why did you call Cleo The Nightmare Queen?”

Faylen’s smile dropped and her tail stopped wagging.

“Back on Vas. Cleo was a warlord who carved out her own Queendom. She was known for attacking at night and leaving very macabre displays to those that angered her, which earned her the name The Nightmare Queen.

“I think she’s changed from who she was on Vas though. I don’t know if it was just exposure to this new world, the betrayal, or you, but she’s different from the stories I’ve heard.”

Ash’s eyes widen. He figured a name like The Nightmare Queen wouldn’t be good, but he had trouble picturing Cleo as a femme fatale version of Vlad the Impaler.

“Alright, I’ll share. Geez. You can drop the mile-long stare, the vendor was already throwing some more on the grill.”

Lilly snapped him out of his head as she held a kabob out for him to take, albeit one that had more veggies than meat. She thought his vacant stare was due to her buying out the vendor.

“Thanks,” Ash said as he took the kabob from Lilly.

“It’s good to see you up and about Boss.” A male voice greeted.

Jek was strolling at a leisurely pace toward them. The Lizardkin was looking much better than the last time Ash had seen him. He still bore the scars on his body from his time enslaved by the Trolls, but no longer was he in rags and covered in filth. Instead, he was wearing a crisp white dress shirt with a sunflower pinned to it and black slacks, he was also carrying a bouquet of sunflowers.

“Boss?” Ash asked.

Before Jek could respond Faylen interrupted.

“We are on our way to the shrine to meet Naomi.”

Jek eyes widen at what Faylen said. The Lizardkin smiled and ignored Ash’s question.

“Ah. So the young miss is finally going to make her declaration. You are a very fortunate man. I’m on my way there as well to pay my respect to the dead.”

“A shrine for the dead?” Ash asked giving up on his earlier question.

“Yes. Your mate, Faylen, was wonderful enough to create it with her Earth Magic and Miss Lilly has placed her plants around it for both aesthetics and protection. We have laid to rest the remains of the Troll’s victims, some as bones and some as the reagents the Trolls crafted from their remains. We will never know all the names of those the Trolls harmed, but we hope this will help their spirits rest.” Jek answered.

Ash’s mind clicked with the gravity of what Naomi was doing. She was planning to swear herself to him in front of the graves of her family. Any thought of him being able to dissuade or shift the conversation ended there. With resignation, he followed Faylen, Jek, and Lilly.

The shrine was an obelisk of stone with ivy growing along it, though none of it blocked the plaque on the front of the shrine. Cherry trees in full bloom surrounded it, despite them being well out of season to be blooming. He would have praised the girls then and there for the work they had done, but he did his best to be silent. Naomi was praying before the shrine.

“…this is not the end of the Frozen River Clan, I will not fail you, Mother. Today I take the first steps..”

He barely heard what Naomi was saying before she noticed their approach. She finished her prayer in silence before standing and facing him. Her serpent eyes held in them a mixture of hope and fear. The wind tossed her long wild hair behind her and for a moment Ash was paralyzed by her beauty. Naomi stood in that moment as a woman who had been through hell itself and came out the other side stronger, she had an aura of determination and purpose. Then she knelt before him.

“I, Naomi of the Frozen River Clan before the graves of my clan swear myself to Ash. Through his power, my life has been saved and the crimes against the Frozen River Clan have been avenged.

“I swear myself to be his blade in battle. As he has fallen the enemies of my clan and myself, so too shall I slay his.

“I swear myself to be his friend and offer advice and aid. As he showed kindness to me in a time of distress.

“I…I swear myself to be his… lover. So that I may continue the Frozen River Clan.”

Naomi turned bright red while saying that and Ash could hear Lilly snicker off to the side. Which was followed by a small yelp of pain, and he knew Faylen had punished the Dryad. Naomi paid no mind to anyone but Ash. Her eyes filled with the same hope and fear he had seen earlier locked in on him. This was more than just words and a promise. There was a gravity to what she was saying as if it was bound to her very soul. He understood why the girls had warned him about this and pushed him to accept, this was all that Naomi had left, her reason to live.

“Ash, will you accept me?” Trepidation clung to Naomi’s voice.

“Yes, I will.”

Ash took her hand and helped her up, Naomi wore a beautiful smile as she gazed at him. He smiled back at her, before wrapping his arms around her in a hug. There was time, the two of them could talk about taking things slow later. Let her expand her knowledge past the culture she grew up in. For now, she needed him and he planned to be there for her. His eyes met with Faylen, she smiled and gave a nod of approval.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


“WHY IS MY phone smashed?” Ash asked as he held up the broken remains of his cellphone, though the culprit was fairly clear.

Naomi was trying to make herself as small as possible and was curled into a ball in her chair. Her tail was wrapped around herself protectively. Lilly was laughing so hard that she had fallen out of her seat and was now on the floor. Faylen was just shaking her head at Lilly while giving Naomi a reassuring pat on the back.

Naomi’s face was buried into her knees as she mumbled something.

“I don’t think he can hear you,” Faylen whispered to Naomi.

“I’m sorry! It started screeching and I thought it was dangerous so….”

Lilly sat up, her laughter finally dying down.

“Not the smash you were hoping for was it, Ash?” Lilly managed to say before breaking out into laughter again.

Naomi buried her head back into her knees and Faylen scowled at Lilly. She looked like she might pick a fight with the Dryad despite them being in her shop with all of her plants.

Ash let out a laugh, which caused both Naomi and Faylen to look at him in surprise.

“Yeah, I can see how if you’ve never been around a cellphone before, the alarm clock would be startling.”

He tossed the busted piece of tech into the trash bin before going over to Naomi and giving her a warm smile.

“Don’t fret about it, Naomi. I needed to upgrade it anyway and while we do that we can get you one as well. Faylen and I can teach you how to use it.”

Naomi smiled at him, while Faylen gave him a small kiss on the cheek as she slipped by him. She had decided what to do about Lilly and returned a moment later with a blanket. She laid it out in front of Lilly, then proceeded to roll the laughing Dryad up like a burrito and kept rolling her right into the supply closet. Lilly didn’t stop laughing the entire time. Faylen then propped a chair against the door with an evil smirk.

“Do you need me to reach out to anyone?” Faylen offered.

“I was just going to touch bases with Bo. The last time I spoke to him was when we were running from the Trolls, so he is probably worried.”

“Chuckles, was supposed to keep him updated, but I found out from Jacklyn that she was just sending emojis of eggplants, hearts, and wolves when he asked how you were doing,” Faylen said as she gestured to the closet with Lilly in it. “Thankfully Jacklyn and Bo are spending a lot of time together so she relayed to him that we are both alright. I didn’t tell her everything we went through, just that we are safe.”

“Thanks, Faylen. Knowing Bo, he would start freaking out if left in the dark. He may be a lug head sometimes, but he’s a good friend.”

Faylen smiled at Ash and laid her hand on his chest, the smile shifted to one more seductive and her nails raked against his shirt. She took a deep breath in and Ash knew she was scenting him. She exhaled and patted his chest.

“Let’s go get you and Naomi phones, then we can swing by and see Bo.” Faylen leaned in and whispered in his ear. “Otherwise I may drag you off somewhere to have you to myself.”

“I’ll get your sword!” Naomi stated, shooting out of the chair.

“Sword?” Ash raised an eyebrow at Faylen.

Moments later Naomi returned with the sword Sero had wielded. The thing was a long piece of a wyvern jaw bone that was sharpened and etched in Wind Magic runes. Naomi knelt and presented it to Ash.

“I have no idea how to use a sword.” He stated as he looked at the six-foot-long blade.

“I can teach you. I was a sworn sword for my mother, the Matriarch of the Frozen River Clan.” Naomi offered.

Ash recalled the few times Bo had tried to teach him the martial use of weapons. It had not gone well. His mind whirled with what to do with the blade. Bo knew weapons, but he had disdain for swords and Ash would rather not provoke another rant about how axes were superior. Faylen was out because the blade was longer than she was. Then it dawned on Ash, Naomi knew how to use a blade and she was tall enough to probably wield the ungainly sword.

“Why don’t you wield it for me, Naomi? You can be my sworn sword if you like.”

He wasn’t sure what being a sworn sword entailed, but the way Naomi’s eyes lit up he figured it was the right call. She held the blade tightly by the hilt and grinned as she looked at it.

“Are you sure? This blade is powerful.” She asked with hesitation.

“It would be wasted on me, Naomi. It would be put to better use in your hands.”

Giddily, Naomi set to work making a quick sheath for the blade out of some old blankets, partly to hide what it was and partly to have a convenient way to carry it. Once done they were ready to head out.

The girls walked on either side of Ash, Naomi on his left and Faylen on his right. They made some small talk along the way and pointed out various places to Naomi. They also covered what she could do with a phone, which made the Ice Salamander believe they were picking up a rare and powerful artifact.

Like most of De’Vas, District 114 didn’t have any big box or dedicated electronics stores. Most local shops were stocked with supplies they had ordered in bulk online and had shipped across the De’Vas border. Stores could vary greatly in what they had to offer as a result. Thankfully Faylen knew a store that carried cellphones at a reasonable price.

Unfortunately, when they arrived at the store, a large Minotaur was making a scene. Ash wasn’t sure what the issue was about, but as they looked at the phones available things got more heated between the nine-foot-tall Minotaur and the four-foot Ratkin woman that was working the register. Her large ears went flat and she was shaking with anger, the big Minotaur just grinned.

“I will not be talked to like this in my family’s shop! You can leave sir, and don’t come back!” The Ratkin woman shouted.

“Oh? And how are you going to kick me out? I should just take what I want, screw your ridiculous prices!” The Minotaur sneered.

Ash sighed and shook his head. The smart thing to do would have been to leave the shop and go somewhere else, but he knew he seldom did the smart thing.

“Hey things are getting too heated, why don’t you take a step back and cool down some? Think with a clear head.” Ash tried to reason.

The Minotaur sneered at him and quickly launched a punch towards him, Ash saw it coming and was already pulling on his magic. He never got a chance to use it. The Minotaur flew backward through the glass door and slammed into the building next door. Ash turned his head and saw a determined Naomi holding the bone sword, green runes of wind magic glowed on the blade. Before Ash even thought of something to say. Ice started forming on the blade working its way up from the hilt that Naomi held. She slashed the blade and sent shards of ice towards the Minotaur.

Faylen had also been watching the events unfold and reacted quickly. She called on her Earth Magic and pulled a pillar of earth up to shield the Minotaur from the ice shards. The way the shards had been able to pierce the surrounding wall spoke of how deadly the attack would have been.

“You don’t kill the stupid, if you do then they will not be able to apologize and spread the warnings about such stupid behavior,” Faylen said to Naomi.

Her tone was the same as she had used when she was a gang boss. She made another gesture with her hand and the pillar of earth shifted around the Minotaur, encasing him except his head. His face was stricken with panic and one of his horns had even been broken off from the wind slash. He started to tremble as Faylen approached him.

“You get one chance,” Faylen warned him as she pointed towards Ash. “Apologize.”

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry…” the Minotaur cried out.

Faylen snapped her fingers and the earth crumpled around the Minotaur. She leaned towards the Minotaur whose teeth were chattering in fright.

“If you had so much as ruffled the hair on my man’s head, then you would have wished for the ice shards over what hell I would introduce you to,” Faylen said softly, but still loud enough for Ash to hear. “Now get out of here and tell everyone you know not to fuck with us. Or else.”

The Minotaur nodded and quickly ran away in such a hurry he almost tripped. Faylen pulled a business card from her pocket and approached the Ratkin woman working the counter. Her demeanor shifted to one that was less intimidating and she even put on a fake smile.

“Sorry about the damage. Call this number and they will ensure that everything is repaired,” Faylen said as she handed the card to the Ratkin woman.

The Ratkin woman read the card and visibly paled.

“This… this is the card for The Nightmare Queen…you want me to call her number?!”

Faylen still wore her fake smile and nodded.

“She is a close friend of ours.”

They left the shop shortly after with two new cellphones, which the fearful Ratkin woman heavily discounted. He cast Faylen a look when they were far enough away from the shop. Naomi was focused on the box with her phone in it as if imagining all the things she would be able to do with it.

“Cleo thought there might be some… growing pains with the changes in the District. She offered to cover any costs that might occur during it.” Faylen answered his unasked question.

“Growing pains?” Ash asked.

Faylen shrugged.

“It’s related to what she wants to tell you. Sorry, I’m not pissing off the Banshee by spilling it early. She’ll tell you soon.”

Faylen looked over at Naomi who was picking at the corner of the box as she fought the desire to open it up. Faylen smirked at Ash and leaned on him, intertwining her hand with his.

“Would you care if we stopped by my place? I can properly introduce you to my sister and we can set up Naomi’s phone. I doubt she’ll make it much longer before she tears the box open.”

“Nice. Switch the subject by being cute,” Ash said before pulling Faylen in for a kiss. “Also I would love to meet your sister. She probably has a ton of embarrassing stories about you.”

Faylen chuckled.

“If she’s smart she won’t bring those up.”

Loud music greeted them as they neared Faylen’s home. Luna was jamming out apparently. A table with two Beastkin playing cards was set up nearby. One was a female mink with a long white fluffy tail that matched her short hair and small round ears. She twirled a knife in her hand mindlessly but set it down when she saw them approach. Her card partner was a hulking bear covered in scars and with one of his round ears torn jagged, he took one last look at his cards before setting them down. Ash caught the barest smirk on his lips as he looked at the mink when he did, it seemed they had shown up when he had a good hand.

“Morning boss.” The mink said with a nod to Faylen, the bear did the same.

“Celeste, Ruben. Everything going good here?” Faylen nodded back.

“Cards have been shit, but no trouble has shown up. Luna has just been trying to destroy her ear drums all morning.” Celeste stated as she picked the knife back up and began cleaning under her nails.

“She’s probably sitting on her ass playing video games. Explains why she’s ignoring my texts.” Faylen shook her head as she made her way to the door of her home, the two Beastkins went back to their cards.

“Getting your gang back together?” Ash asked from behind her.

Faylen’s ears twitched and she scratched her cheek.

“Rei used the Trolls to get rid of anyone loyal to me in the gang. When we busted the place up, a few of my old gang members were there. Some were those who had been loyal to Rei and caught by the Trolls after I killed her, but I am not allowing them back into the gang.

“Those that I know are loyal, I’m taking and rebuilding the 114 Pack. I promise I’m not going to let anyone manipulate me again like Rei did.”

“Like my Scales.” Naomi chimed in cheerily.

Ash turned and blinked at the blue-haired Salamander who was beaming a smile at him. His mind was trying to dissect her statement since he saw no way it had correlated with what he and Faylen were talking about.

“I don’t think Ash knows about them yet Naomi.”

“Okay, who are the Scales?” Ash looked between the two girls.

“My gang.” Naomi smiled.

“The Frozen Scales. As you saw just a little bit ago Naomi is a capable fighter. While you were out, the more combat-capable Lizardkins formed a gang and placed her as their leader. Jek is her second in command.” Faylen explained.

Ash looked between the two of them with narrow eyes.

“This isn’t going to cause problems right? Like gang wars?”

Faylen and Naomi both laughed and shook their heads.

“I wouldn’t worry about that,” Faylen said before turning her attention to the door of her home.

Faylen unlocked the door before swinging it open. Ash made it two steps past the threshold before Faylen rushed back to him and covered his eyes with her hands.

“Damn it, Luna!” Faylen tried to shout over the music.

“Huh? Sis, what the hell!” A female voice which Ash assumed was Luna tried to shout over the music.

“CLOTHES! NOW!” Faylen yelled.

The music cut off and Ash heard footsteps rush past them and a door slam shut. Faylen stopped covering his eyes. She scowled down the hallway at a closed door, her face beat red. Faylen’s hand went to rub her temple and she closed her eyes, a heavy sigh escaped her. Moments later a door quietly opened and a Wolfkin who looked like a shorter version of Faylen with freckles meekly walked down the hallway. Her ears were flat and her tail almost curled under her with how much it drooped.

“Hey Sis, I didn’t see your text that you were bringing company over.”

Faylen’s eyes were still closed and she was rubbing her temple.

“Ash, Naomi. This is my little sister, Luna, who is apparently a nudist when I’m not home.”

The meekness left Luna in a huff and she crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes at Faylen.

“It’s not my fault you refuse to get air conditioning! I got hot!”

Faylen’s eyes popped open, locking on Luna and she spoke through gritted teeth.

“Your bare ass was on my couch..”

Luna rolled her eyes and then smiled at Ash and Naomi.

“Nice to meet friends of my sister. You must be very patient people.”

Luna stared at Ash for a moment before her eyes widened and she paled.

“Wait! You’re the lightning guy that killed Sero!”

Luna took a few steps back as she locked her eyes on Ash. Her tail was frizzed out and her canine ears pointed straight up as if on high alert. She was so intent on Ash that she never saw the throw pillow coming at her. When it hit, she toppled over to the floor in surprise.

“Yes, Luna. He is my boyfriend, I’ve told you about him a few times if you were paying attention.”

Faylen latched on to his arm and leaned against him, he could feel her tail lightly brush up against his leg. Luna pushed the pillow off her and stared up at the ceiling for a moment. She lifted her head and looked at the two of them. She eyed Ash cautiously, but then came to a decision about him and smirked.

“I’m so glad you met someone, Sis! You were so bummed out when you lost your old boyfriend due to the rift, good old Woody. You spent a lot of time carving that piece of oak into the shape of a thick, hard….”

Faylen had jumped on her sister and tried to smother her with the throw pillow. Her face was crimson red and she was growling. Muffled peals of laughter escaped through the pillow.

Faylen eventually got off her sister when Luna had almost passed out. Not from the pillow, but from the fit of laughter that had overtaken her.

After the sisters were done play fighting, they all moved to the living room to set up the new phones.

“You need this music app, when it’s done downloading I’ll help you pick out some good bands. Don’t listen to any of the crap Faylen suggests. My Sis can fight, but her taste in music sucks!”

Luna had latched on to helping Naomi with her new phone. The two of them were in their own little world consisting of websites, games, and must-have apps. Naomi just stared wide-eyed at everything. Ash had his new phone set up and his normal assortments of apps were downloading.

Faylen cuddled him on the couch. Her tail rested on his lap and he was currently running a brush through it, much to Faylen’s delight. She had originally been brushing it herself but appeared to struggle with the task. So, Ash offered to do it for her. With how much she was enjoying it, he was now wondering if her struggle was just a ploy to get him to brush her tail.

He looked over at one corner of the room with a computer and desk and recognized the wall behind it. Hand-drawn diagrams about magic affinity and an assortment of magic items on shelves decorated it, he had seen this wall hundreds of times. This was the wall that was behind Ember in all of her videos. He knew there had been a lull in new content by her, though Faylen had said nothing. He figured it was just due to all that had been going on in their lives recently.

“So when is Ember going to put out her next video?” He asked as he ran the brush along her tail again.

“Wait. He knows about Ember?” Luna called out, she had a shocked look on her face.

“Yes.” Faylen narrowed her eyes at Luna.

“That’s, like, your biggest secret, Sis.”

“Faylen and I initially connected through Ember. I didn’t know Ember was Faylen until she revealed her identity to me.” Ash stated.

“Huh. I’ve asked Faylen how she met you, but she only says it’s complicated and switches subjects.” Luna looked at her sister who clung tighter to Ash.

“Because I was an asshole to him as Faylen. He started talking to Ember in order to get strong enough to fight me, and as I got to know him as Ember, I fell for him.”

Luna’s jaw hung open as she looked at Faylen.

“Sis you were trying to pick a fight with a guy that nuked an entire Troll clan!”

Ash laughed.

“Your sister mopped the floor with me the first time I met her.”

He saw Faylen’s ears droop, but she didn’t say anything. He had already told her to stop apologizing for it.

“I’ve been putting it off. We have been busy lately, but I do have some ideas.” Faylen said, returning back to Ash’s question. She bit her lip and looked up at him. “Some of them I would need help with if you’re interested.”

“Sure, though I don’t really have a face for a camera now with this scar,” Ash said as he pointed to the Lichtenberg scar running down the left side of his face.

“It makes you look like a badass honestly.” Luna voiced her opinion.

“You’re too hard on yourself,” Faylen said as her fingers reached up and traced the scar on his cheek.

Naomi’s attention shifted from her phone to Ash and Faylen. Without a word she left Luna’s side and made her way over to the couch, plopping down on the other side of Ash and leaning against him. Her well-endowed chest pressed into his side and started to make Ash’s blood run hot. Faylen took a breath that Ash knew meant she was scenting something and she narrowed her eyes at Naomi. Naomi ignored her and instead showed some of the new apps on her phone to Ash.

There was a slight tension in the air and Ash was wondering how okay Faylen really was with Naomi’s plans to insert herself into their love life. He had thoughts about setting some boundaries with the Ice Salamander. So the two of them could get to know each other and for her to have time to experience other cultures from her own before anything serious happened. She might change her mind about pursuing him once her horizons broaden. Unfortunately, he had neither the time nor an idea of how to breach the subject, which in his mind was the equivalent of walking through a field of landmines.

“Since Naomi’s phone is set up, we should probably make our way to your place, don’t you think, Ash?” Faylen said, never breaking her glare at Naomi.

Faylen stood up and dragged a reluctant Naomi to her feet. Ash said his goodbyes to Luna, who seemed to become very meek during their parting. He didn’t know if that was because he was in a relationship with her sister or if she was slightly afraid of him after what happened with the Trolls. He hoped it wasn’t the latter.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


ASH HAD HIS key out and was about to unlock the door when it flung open and Bo greeted him. The Orc had a big, dumb grin on his face and started to say some smartass remark or at least Ash assumed it would have been smartass. He froze and let out a gasp.

“Your face!” Bo exclaimed.

He reached out and started rubbing his thumb on Ash’s cheek as if he could rub the scar away. Ash batted away his hand and glared at the Orc.

“Quit it! It’s just a scar. Hell, you always told me I looked like a pampered child in Orc society because I didn’t have enough scars. I figured you would praise me on it or some shit.”

“Not one on your face! That evil woman you call a mother will see it next time you video call her, and I don’t doubt she’ll blame me for it!”

Ash rolled his eyes.

“Bo, she’s back in the States. Even if she does get pissed and blame you, what is she going to do about it?”

“The borders are not secure, not for someone like her,” Bo said with a serious face.

That was when Bo finally noticed the two women standing behind Ash.

“Oh, hey Faylen. Who’s your friend?”

“I’m Naomi. Ash is my boyfriend!”

Ash’s eyes bulged as Faylen’s head snapped towards Naomi. He was wondering if Naomi was about to be murdered on his apartment’s welcome mat.

“Our boyfriend!” Faylen growled.

The venom in Faylen’s voice didn’t seem to register to Bo. The big lug just grinned at Ash and crossed his arms.

“You sure have been a busy boy. No wonder you’ve been ignoring my calls.”

Ash sighed and pushed Bo out of the doorway.

“Move your green ass and let us in. I’ll explain what all has happened over the past few days.”

Jacklyn was in the kitchen by the coffee machine making a fresh pot. She was wearing a shirt that hung to her knees and Ash recognized it as one of Bo’s. She smiled at Ash and pulled out three more mugs.

“Glad to see you’re alright Ash. Bo was very worried about you.”

“Apparently for nothing. He ran from the Trolls that attacked him at the beach into the arms of these two ladies for safety.” Bo chuckled.

Jacklyn gave Faylen a nonplus look and she took a deep breath, much like Faylen does when she’s scenting something. A coy smile appeared on Jacklyn’s face which she hid behind a sip of her coffee.

“I see, well congrats you two. Glad you were able to work out your differences so well.” Jacklyn said between sips.

Bo took a seat on the couch and Jacklyn came over and joined him. Ash didn’t need a Beastkin nose to know the two of them were sleeping together.

“So how did you two cross that bridge? No offense, but it wasn’t too long ago that Ash was not that fond of you.” Bo said.

Jacklyn elbowed Bo and scowled at him. Bo pouted and rubbed where she had hit him. Ash was wondering if he should go into the story or just leave it as it’s complicated and save it for a later date. Faylen beat him to it though.

“Hello, again viewers! Welcome back to Ember's Study of Magic! I’m your hot-head instructor, Ember!” Faylen said the opening for all of Ember’s videos and in Ember’s voice. She even summoned a small ball of fire in her hand when she said ‘hot head’ just like Ember did in the videos.

Bo stared, confused, for a moment, and then his eyes lit up as it all clicked. He burst out into a fit of laughter and Jacklyn stared at him as if he had gone mad. Bo had been around Ash enough times when he watched Ember to know the opening fairly well.

“You’re Ember! That had to be a shocker. Oh. That’s why you bailed on your date with Ash. He got too close to figuring out who you were! Damn does Silver know?” Bo asked between his laughs.

Faylen gave a sly smile, she hadn’t been the only one with a secret identity.

“Yes. She found out at the same time she revealed her identity to me. I’m sure it’s safe to tell you as she won’t be masquerading as the Rabbitkin Silver anymore. Now you can just expect Councilwoman Blackthorn to show up as her usual Banshee self.”

Bo’s laughter died and his jaw hung open. He looked around as if expecting them to start laughing and state it was a joke.

“Shit… Silver is the Nightmare Queen…. Wait! Ash was being “trained” by the Nightmare Queen!” Bo said with air quotes around trained.

“Hey, what’s with the air quotes? She did train me and still is. I think.” Ash exclaimed.

Bo raised an eyebrow at him.

“You brought her home one day naked except for your jacket! Also, she was clingy to you and got jealous about Ember constantly. Ember, who is actually a gang leader! Do you just have a thing for dangerous women? What about her?” Bo asked his eyes darting to Naomi.

“I’m just his sworn sword. Oh, also I’m the leader of the Frozen Scales.” Naomi said happily. She pulled the bone sword out of the makeshift sheath as if to show off the sword part of sworn sword.

Bo’s eyes locked on the blade.

“Wait, Frozen Scales? As in the new gang of Lizardkin that moved into the district recently?” Jacklyn asked wide-eyed.

“That’s Torrent isn’t it,” Bo said as he gestured at the bone sword.

“Yes. It belonged to Sero, but Ash killed him and gave it to me.” Naomi smiled.

Bo stood up and walked to the fridge, he grabbed a case of beer and returned to his seat. He cracked one open. Ash raised an eyebrow.

“A little early for that isn’t it?”

Bo downed the beer and then opened up another one.

“Not when I just learned my best friend took out a Troll warlord. I’ve seen what he could do back on Vas when I was a mercenary. That sword tore through rank and file with its Wind Magic.”

Faylen’s phone chirped.

“It’s Cleo.” She said as she read the message. “She wants us to join her for dinner at Mei’s Den tonight. We should probably go clothes shopping for something to wear.”

Ash nodded.

“Bo, you going to be okay, man?”

Bo finished another beer.

“Yeah, just got to process this all.” Bo sighed. “Where did I go wrong with you? Was it all the femme fatale horror movies? Not enough hugs? Too many hugs?”

Ash caught a small smirk on the Orc.

“Dumbass,” Ash said with a shake of his head.

Bo laughed and shrugged.

“Won’t lie it is a lot to take in. Still, you’re my best friend.”

Ash had one beer with Bo before he and the girls left to shop for tonight. Leaving his best friend on a high note. Jacklyn promised to keep the big lug out of trouble and Faylen agreed to try and do the same with Ash.

***

Mei paced around her kitchen. It was a nervous habit common to Rabbitkin. Being on the move had kept her ancestors alive when things got stressful. There was no running from tonight though. Honestly, she should be excited, a Council Member was coming to dine at her restaurant. Unfortunately, that Council Member was Cleo fucking Blackthorn, the Nightmare Queen herself. She shuddered at the thought of the stories she had heard of her back on Vas. She also knew this was not just a social visit to try her establishment. Too many changes have happened in District 114 recently. Something was up.

She could feel the eyes of her staff watching her. Not all of them had shown up yet, the ones here were her trusted inner circle, the beating heart of her kitchen as she would tell them. She had a hard time keeping her cool when she told them who was dining at the restaurant that night. Then Maggy showed up with a story about Faylen and a Salamander wielding a giant bone sword throwing a Minotaur around like a rag doll at a local store. Maggy’s cat tail had swished nervously as she told them, especially when she said Faylen had given the store owner the card of Councilwoman Blackthorn and said she would cover any damages.

Had Faylen finally caught the attention of the Council? District 114 was fairly small and should be below the interest of most of the Council Members. After all, Faylen had operated as the District Boss without Council backing for years. Still, there were recent changes that didn’t make sense, like the large group of Lizardkin that had moved in recently. Members of their Frozen Scales gang had already stopped a few fights and pickpockets around town. So far they had not clashed with Faylen’s new 114 Pack.

“Jessy, you dated an Elf that worked at a coffee shop in District 1. Send her a message to see if she has heard any rumors about The Nightmare Queen.” Mei was grasping at straws, but maybe she would get lucky.

Jessy made a face that told her his relationship with the Elf might of turned sour, he grimaced and his canine ears went flat. Still, he took out his phone and typed a message. There were a few exchanges and he shifted in his seat uncomfortably, the Elf must have had a few choice words for him. Finally, his ears shot up and his eyes widened.

“Yes, Chef. There are some rumors.” He gulped.

Mei felt her blood run cold as the Wolfkin stared at his phone.

“Go on. What are the rumors.”

Jessy grimaced.

“Apparently, The Nightmare Queen ordered the extermination of the warriors of a Troll clan, not sure what they did to piss her off.

“Sent in some powerhouse who massacred them all in one night. No one knows much about the powerhouse except they used Lightning Magic and a lot of it. Some are even referring to the person as The Storm.”

Yeah. This was bad. Mei felt her hair start to rise and her leg twitched demanding she get the hell out of there.

“I can’t go out there!” Sara cried.

Mei’s attention snapped to her head waitress. Sara was a Satyress, her instincts were the same as Mei’s. That of prey. She held one of the serving trays in front of her as if it were a shield and trembled. Her eyes were unfocused and Mei knew she was thinking of all the ways tonight could go horribly wrong. As the normal waitress for VIPs, she would be one of the first staff they would interact with. Their first target. Mei approached the frightened Satyress and put her hands on her shoulders.

“You won’t be out there, Sara, none of you will.” Mei could hardly believe the words were coming out of her mouth, her instincts kept yelling at her to shut up. “My name is on the restaurant sign. I will be their server. If they have any issues, I will deal with it.”

Sara dropped the serving tray and threw her arms around her in a hug.

“Thank you, boss!”

The rest of the staff looked at her with respect. Not for the first time, but it always felt odd to her. Several of her staff were predators at least by their instincts, she would never have thought a Wolfkin would look at a Rabbitkin with respect back on Vas.

“Alright, let’s make preparations. We only have a few hours people!”

Sara rushed into the kitchen a few hours later. They were on the back end of the dinner rush and the kitchen was in orderly chaos as meals were prepared.

“Chef, Faylen just entered with a group of people!” She said.

The kitchen went silent except for the sound of cooking food. Mei frowned at the sudden pause in work.

“Back to work! Maggy, you’re head chef while I am out.”

Mei took her apron off and did a quick check of her hair in the reflection of one of the hanging pots, then made her way to the kitchen doors. She stopped briefly, snagged a bottle of wine from the rack, popped the cork, and took a deep swig. She passed the bottle to Sara before walking out onto the dining room floor.

Faylen stood at the entrance, she wore a black jacket and a stone gray dress. Her arm was entwined around the right arm of a man standing beside her. Behind her stood a few Beastkins that Mei believed were the new captains of the 114 Pack.

A Salamander woman clung to the left arm of the man. She wore a light blue fur-lined jacket that should have been too warm for the season. Though given how it matched the blue of the few scales that dotted her face and covered her long tail, she was most likely an Ice or Water variant and the heat wouldn’t bother her. She wore a long sword sheathed on her back, the handle visible over her shoulder. Mei thought it would be difficult to draw such a large blade, but the sheath was most likely magic and aided in drawing it. Behind the Salamander were several Lizardkins wearing suits and jackets, they too had swords. Though theirs hung from their hips. The Captains of the Frozen Scales no doubt.

The man both women clung to surprise Mei. He was human. He wore a black dress shirt and slacks with a red tie. It fit him exceptionally well. A long scar was visible on the left side of his face that branched out and snaked down below his collar. It reminded Mei of a lightning bolt on a stormy night.

She gulped at her last thought before plastering on her best fake smile and walking to the podium to greet them.

“Welcome to Mei’s Den. I am the owner and the head chef, Mei, how may I help you?”

The human followed her eyes to the armed lizards and gave her a warm smile. A disarming smile. A very dangerous smile.

“Sorry about the weapons. They insisted on bringing them.”

Mei cursed herself silently for letting her eyes linger on the blades, not dropping her fake smile.

“Not a problem. Protection is important for those in your position.”

The human’s eyebrow raised for a second before he gave a small nod. His smile never left his face.

“We are meeting a friend here. Our reservation should be under the name Cleo Blackthorn.”

He said her name so casually. Mei’s long ears could pick up the sound of plates clanking, silverware being dropped, and hushed conversations. Some of the Beastkin diners no doubt had heard him as well. Coming in with a group like this they would be the focus of eavesdroppers.

“I’m afraid Councilwoman Blackthorn has not arrived yet. I can show you to your seat while you wait?”

He laughed.

“Figures, we barely make it a minute before the reservation time and Cleo is late. That’s just like her.”

Mei led them to the VIP seating area. The diners they passed either stared dumbstruck or did their best to avert their eyes and appear small. They soon arrived at a large table tucked away from the main dining area that offered some privacy.

“I will return shortly with complimentary wine, a bottle of red and white, the best the house has to offer,” Mei said with a small bow and tried to make her escape.

“Oh, Chef Mei.” The human said before she had made it four steps.

She froze and her instincts yelled for her to run. She turned and faced the man, doing her best to keep the fake smile on her face.

“Thank you, for your hospitality.”

He wore that disarming smile, the one that made every part of her prey instinct scream. It was the smile a spider would give the fly that flew into its web. She kept her fake smile on and gave a nod of her head before racing towards the kitchen.

As she got near she could see two faces staring out of the windows of the kitchen doors. Maggy and Sara both watched her approach and quickly moved out of her way. Any other day and Mei would have scolded the two of them. Instead, she made for the bottle of wine she had opened earlier and took another deep swig of it.

“I can’t believe Ash is meeting with Councilwoman Blackthorn!” Maggy said excitedly, the fear from earlier gone.

“Ash? You know the human?” Mei asked as she pulled out the most expensive wines they had.

“Not personally. He came in a while back and had a date with that redhead Wolfkin streamer who makes videos about magic. He was polite and a decent tipper, seemed like a sweet guy.”

“Oh, Ember! I’ve watched some of her videos and even made a small flame. Just didn’t have enough time to dedicate to learning magic.” Sara chimed in.

“First Ember and now Faylen. He clearly has a thing for Beastkin girls.” Maggy bit her lip and her tail swished in the air. A hand went up to her shirt and popped a few of the buttons revealing a decent amount of cleavage. “Maybe he would like to play with a kitty next. Chef, I wouldn’t mind taking over for you.”

Mei scowled at Maggy as she set up a tray with wine glasses. Sara spoke before she could lambaste the Catkin.

“You can’t be serious!” Sara said.

Maggy smirked at Sara and threw an arm around her shoulder pulling the Satyress close to her.

“Come on, Sara. Like you’re not a little tempted? He’s cute and powerful enough to get the attention of the Nightmare Queen. He would probably treat a sweet busty Satyress like you as a princess, and mercy to anyone who wishes to mess with The Storm’s princess.”

Maggy gave a toothy smile showing off her canines as Sara blushed. Maggy was getting through to Sara with her madness! Mei slammed the bucket of ice on the counter, and not just to help spread the ice in the bucket. The sound snapped Maggy and Sara’s attention towards her.

“You could do that, hell it might work,” Mei said. “Only how do you think Faylen and the Salamander carrying a sword longer than you will react to you making moves on their man? Make no mistake, he is their man. They both are covered in his scent.”

Mei could see the lustful thoughts fleeing the girls and replacing them with a healthy dose of fear. Fear was good. It would keep them from doing stupid shit that could get them killed. She quickly made her way out of the kitchen carrying the tray with wine glasses, and the bottles. Hopefully, she had not been gone too long.

Thankfully there was no negative reaction when she returned and she quickly started setting up the glasses of wine, pouring what preference each person had. As Maggy had said, Ash was polite and thanked her with that smile as she poured his glass. She was about to make a retreat back into the kitchen with the excuse of getting bread rolls when the doors of the restaurant swung open.

Jets of fog shot in and raced around the restaurant as a woman with silver hair and red eyes entered. Gasps of surprise, murmurs, and a few startled screams filled the restaurant. The woman wore a shimmering silver cocktail dress with a white gold necklace.

The fog returned to her side and shifted into women with red eyes wearing similar dresses, though not as extravagant. Councilwoman Blackthorn had arrived with her Banshee sisters. The Councilwoman’s eyes locked on where Mei was standing and a smile appeared on her face. Once again Mei’s instincts were screaming at her to run.


CHAPTER NINETEEN


SELENA SIGHED AS she looked out her window over District 208. She had been confined to the upper floor of their home since she and her father returned from District 1. He had been very distressed when he had returned from speaking with the Council and no matter how much she prodded, he would not tell her anything about what had happened. She was pretty sure her efforts were why her father had restricted her to the upper floor and limited who could see her.

In times like these, she wished she had one of those human instruments called a cellphone. Her father and many of his guards had them and she knew what they could do. Access the mythical Internet, something like a great library with oceans worth of knowledge. Even the humans in the Elven smut novels back on Vas did not have such an extravagant instrument.

She often wondered if any of the authors of those books found a rift and discovered humans were more than flights of fantasy. She had certainly been shocked. The humans also had stories of the various races of Vas and had been surprised by their arrival into this world as well.

There was a quiet knock on her bedroom door.

“You may enter,” Selena called out, never looking away from the window.

“Jeans and a T-shirt! I’d heard the rumors, but never had I thought I would live to see the day, Lady Selena.”

Selena smiled and turned to face the speaker. Ella, her personal guard and best friend, bowed towards her just outside the doorway. She had tan skin and light brown hair which showed off her Desert Elf heritage.

“You may stand, Ella, as I have said there are no formalities inside my room. It is my domain, not my father’s.”

Ella stood and closed the door. Her demeanor changed from that of a dedicated guard to a more relaxed pose as her friend. Ella looked up and down at Selena and smiled.

“Well, you rock the look, Lady Selena.”

‘Rock the look’ was one of those human phrases that Ella had picked up, a positive one from the smile she gave her. The phrases could be strange and Selena had trouble understanding some of them, but the guards readily absorbed them into their lexicon. The five years here had changed more than just the way people spoke, but also their thoughts and ideas. Even her father was not immune to the effects. Selena felt stunted by her lack of exposure to human culture and its strangeness.

“Thank you, Ella. The outfit is a small consolation from my father for confiding me to the upper floors. As few would see me in such an outfit he finally allowed me to have it. Though he is still of the opinion it is not suited for a woman to wear and forbids me from wearing it outside or on the lower floor.”

“Well, what do you think of it now that you finally can wear it.”

Selena grinned at Ella.

“I got dressed in mere seconds this morning and without the need for maids. Also, I did not know clothing could be so comfortable or offer such a range of movement. I dread the next time I must wear those dresses.”

Ella nodded her head in agreement.

“Still surprised you got him to cave on this. Maybe one day he’ll even relent on getting you a cellphone.”

“The day he does is the day I worry he has become ill. Though speaking of cellphones how did your bare-chested fighter do in his match?”

Ella’s eyes lit up and she quickly pulled out her cellphone. Selena did not have the same love for the bloodsport as Ella, but it was the most promising way to get her to bring out the strange instrument. Quickly she typed in something and turned the cellphone sideways before handing it to Selena.

“The match was great! Mark “The Bull” was tough, but Jin “Killer Wasp” kept his distance and eventually found an opening to get the pin!”

Selena watched as two human males wearing scandalously little circled each other in a caged ring. Ella had become obsessed with the human bloodsport, as had several of the other guards. They would use their cellphones to rewatch the matches and even get into heated discussions about the fights.

“Ella, could you get one of the maids to bring me something? I am a bit peckish.”
Ella nodded and made her way to the door.

“Keep an eye on Mark’s right arm, he almost grabs Jin in the first round!” Ella said as she slipped out the door, closing it behind her.

Selena swiped the screen of the cellphone with her fingers. She felt a little bad about taking advantage of her friend like this, and she knew Ella was taking a risk by letting her use her cellphone even if it was just to watch a bloodsport match. Still, this was her best shot at answers.

Selena may never have had a cellphone of her own, but she had watched others ‘like a hawk’ use theirs, as the humans say. She had an understanding of how to navigate the strange instrument. Soon the fight was no longer on the screen and she had made her way to the messages. The top one was from the Captain of the Household Guard.

Captain Dalton: King Destry has an important visitor, so keep an eye on the Princess.

So that was why Ella was here. She might be her best friend, but she was still her personal guard and had a job to do. She brought the fight back on the screen and continued watching. Hopefully, Ella would return soon.

Selena forced herself to finish off the tray of meat and cheeses the maids had prepared for her. She did not want Ella to have doubts that she had been hungry. After she returned, Ella kept talking about her MMA as she called the bloodsport. She was excited as some of the guards were going to get together at a local tavern and view the match there. Ella apologized with sincerity that she could not bring Selena to join them.

“Ella, I think I would like to retire to the library and read.”

Ella nodded and the two of them made their way down the hall toward the house’s library. The room was lined with bookshelves and was much the same from when its occupants were humans that once lived here, before the rifts. As such, most of the books were human works, though her father had managed to add several works from Vas. Unknown to her father, Ella had covertly brought in several newer human works of a romantic nature for Selena. Many of them had an Elven love interest and Selena wondered if they were originally Ella’s or if she bought them with Selena in mind.

“Ella, I am a little hot-blooded from watching the human bloodsport. Would you mind standing guard at the door and allowing me to read alone?”

She needed to keep Ella out of the library for what she had planned and to keep out any visitors. There would be a fuss if she vanished from a room she was supposed to be in.

Ella blushed deeply and looked away from Selena.

“Sure, umm, yeah. Those fights can make a woman feel hot.” She said softly.

Ella fought to keep her eyes from going wide and her jaw from dropping. She had just wanted to convey her desire for privacy. Not allude to her reading smutty novels while ‘flicking the bean’, as she had heard Ella refer to it once.

Still, the results would be the same. Ella might even be more apt to ensure she was left alone. So, to her horror, she smiled and nodded at her personal guard who was still blushing before slipping into the library. Locking the door behind her.

She moved quickly. There was a secret to this room, one only she knew. She had discovered it in a journal of one of the former human owners of the house. The house was once something called a ‘Speakeasy’, which meant it was an illicit house that served as a tavern. The owner would host ‘Book club meetings’ in the library and his guests would take a secret passage behind one of the bookcases to a hidden basement that served as the tavern.

Selena had discovered in her investigation of the secret passage that it went by the room her father used as a study. She had even made a small spy hole that allowed her to view inside the room but was hidden in the bookshelf. Only by removing the books from the shelves and actively looking would someone notice the small hole in the wall below the upper shelf of the bookcase. The spy hole gave her a direct view of her father’s desk and the chair his guest would sit in.

Selena quietly approached the spy hole and peered through it into her father’s study. The room appeared as it always did. Several animal heads preserved in the human method called taxidermy covered the walls, as did a large painting her father had commissioned. The painting was of their castle back on Vas, Selena was sure her father had it painted to deal with his homesickness. He was at his large oaken desk, his hand pouring whiskey from the bottle she had gotten him on his last day of birth celebration. An Elven man she did not recognize sat in the chair before his desk. The important guest of her father.

Her father poured the whiskey into two glasses and handed one of them to the Elf. The Elf looked at the drink with distaste, but still took the glass when it was offered to him.

“To Sero.” Her father said as he downed the glass of whiskey.

“Sero.” The Elf said as he did the same, with a sour look on his face.

Her father set the glass back on his desk. He gave the Elf a somber look as his hand wiped his beard, checking for any drops of whiskey that may have escaped.

“Fargo, it would seem our plan for Councilwoman Blackthorn has failed.” Her father said as he tapped his fingers on his desk.

“I provided the potion to paralyze her. You lured her to the ambush location. Sero was the one who came up with the plan to lock her in a safe and throw it into the sea.” The Elf named Fargo said with a frown. “Not my fault he relied on his Wolfkin lover, Rei, to do the job and she messed it up.”

Selena covered her mouth to muffle her gasp of surprise. Surely this was a jest or something. Her father would not try to betray Councilwoman Blackthorn.

Her father shook his head.

“I’m not pointing fingers at whose fault it is that Councilwoman Blackthorn is still alive. I asked you here to figure out a solution to this. She will want my head, and it will not take her long to figure out you were the one who created the paralyzation potion. Then she will come for yours.”

Fargo’s hand rubbed around his neck and he grimaced.

“She is back on the Council. Which means she can’t come for us directly, she will have to rely on her vassals.” Fargo said with false confidence.

Her father picked up the glass and rolled it in his hand as if considering whether to refill it or not. After a moment he did just that and filled the container halfway full of the amber liquid.

“Which brings us back to Sero’s death. I’m sure you have heard the rumors even in that small District you call home. Councilwoman Blackthorn’s powerful new vassal, the one that supposedly killed Sero. The one they are calling The Storm.” Her father said as he took a sip of his whiskey.

Fargo shrugged.

“Rumors, I don’t put much stock in them. Councilwoman Blackthorn is weak right now, she is doing all she can to project power.”

“You seem confident about that.” Her father stated with a raised eyebrow.

“I am,” Fargo said with a nod. “I had someone bring me a list of the Districts that are vassals for Councilwoman Blackthorn. There are only two, District 71 and District 114.”

Her father leaned forward, steepling his hands.

“District 71 was Sero’s District. After his death, Councilwoman Blackthorn placed a Troll named Raina as the District Boss. Sero killed her father, I doubt she would be much of a threat.

“District 114 was the District Sero’s lover, Rei, lived in. She ran with the District Boss, a Wolfkin named Faylen.”

Her father gave a nod of his head.

“You think this Faylen was the one that killed Sero?” Her father asked.

“I do. Rei was subverting the gang from her. She even sold some of those loyal to Faylen to your Butcher Shop that gathered slaves for Sero’s reagent operation.

“Sero told me Faylen found out and killed Rei. He sent some of his men to get revenge for his lover. Faylen killed them and then struck back at Sero, killing him.

“She’s strong, I don’t doubt that. Just not the monster Councilwoman Blackthorn is portraying this rumor called The Storm to be. I have little doubt my pet would be able to handle her.”

A smile took over her father’s face.

“So that’s your plan then? Send in your pet?”

Fargo tapped his chin for a moment then gestured to his empty glass. Her father responded by filling it with whiskey.

“With enough resources, my pet will be able to take out Faylen and any escaped slaves in the District that might tell unflattering stories about us. Once District 114 has been taken care of, we will do the same thing to District 71.

“This will remove her vassals and leave Councilwoman Blackthorn without any power inside De’Vas. She will not be able to attack us without the ire of the Council, and it will buy us time to figure out a more permanent solution for her.” Fargo raised his whiskey and took a sip.

Her father slapped the desk with the palm of his hand.

“May take a few days, but resources you will have. Anything in particular you need?”

Fargo smiled and he tried to hide it behind his glass.

“I do have a few ideas, you know how I love irony. Can you get me the bodies of Sero and his men?”

Selena had heard enough and quickly made her way out of the secret tunnel and back into the library. She felt tears drip from her cheeks onto her hands as she sealed the tunnel entrance with the bookshelf.

She stared at the book before her, she had no clue what it was about or even the title. She had returned from the secret passage and unlocked the door. Now she was pretending to read as her mind tried to process all of what she had learned.

Her father had conspired to murder Councilwoman Blackthorn and the bosses of Districts 114 and 71. He was a slaver. He was far from the kind of man she thought he was. The bile in her stomach started to rise and made her regret eating as much as she had. She stood and paced around the library, hoping it would help settle her anxiety and her stomach. Instead, it did the opposite, and she released the bile on the floor.

“Lady Selena, Are you alright? May I enter?” Ella said through the door.

“Yes, and you may. Unfortunately, I do not believe my meal set well with me.”

She would apologize to the maids later for this embarrassing mess.

Ella looked at the bile on the floor only once before she rushed over to her. Ella placed a hand on her forehead.

“You don’t feel warm. Do I need to fetch some medicine?”

Selena shook her head.

“No, I think I just need rest. My mind is overstimulated.”

Ella smirked.

“I’m sure you overstimulated something.”

Selena raised an eyebrow and Ella’s eyes went wide when she realized she had said that out loud. Selena smirked and laughed. She had to force it, but it would be convincing enough that Ella would not be fretting about her off-handed comment.

“Apologies, My Lady.” Ella blushed.


CHAPTER TWENTY


ASH SIPPED HIS white wine. He had no idea about what wine was good or what it paired well with. A cold beer was more to his taste. Wine just tasted like punchy grape juice to him regardless of where it was grown, how long it was aged, or what grapes were used. Still, he didn’t have the heart to ask for anything different. For one the restaurant was giving this to them for free, probably to impress Cleo or something. Secondly, because their host looked like she was about to have a heart attack. She said she was the head chef and owner of the restaurant, so maybe she didn’t socialize much with her customers and it made her nervous. He did his best to give her a reassuring smile whenever she was around.

A scream broke Ash from his thoughts about wine and he instinctively pulled on his magic, standing up to fight. Faylen’s hand clasped his wrist as if she was afraid he would charge forward.

“Cleo has just arrived. The screams are because her sisters are checking out the place to make sure it’s safe.”

Ash felt his body start to relax, the screams had flooded his system with adrenaline. Now he could see Cleo standing at the entrance with several women. She looked stunning in her silver dress. Her red eyes were locked on him, she smiled and started making her way towards their table.

“Are you alright miss?” Ash heard Jek ask.

He turned and saw the Lizardkin offering his hand to a trembling Mei who was sitting on the floor. Her eyes were fixed on Ash, he frowned wondering why. It was Cleo and her sisters that had made the dramatic entrance. Yet she sat there trembling and refusing to take her eyes off him.

“Well, Ash, that is a lovely shade of blue, though it doesn’t match your tie.” Cleo grinned. Her sisters watching him intently.

Ash grimaced when he realized why the attention was on him. His scar. He pulled on his magic so it was probably glowing like a blue neon sign right now. He quickly cut off his flow of magic and retook his seat. Jek helped Mei to her feet. Her face was a deep red and he was sure she felt just as embarrassed as him. She said a quick thanks to Jek and made her way to the kitchen.

“You look lovely today, Cleo. Silver suits you well.” Ash said.

Cleo took the seat facing Ash at the table, soon all her sisters were seated as well and Ash wondered if there was a hierarchy or rank in how they had picked their seats.

“You look very sharp yourself, Ash. Having seen how you normally dress I take it I have Faylen to thank for you being fashionable for once?” Cleo said with a smirk aimed at Faylen.

“Took forever to convince him to go shopping for himself and then he kept trying to find the cheapest thing.” Faylen laughed.

Ash scratched his cheek.

“Hey, I’ve got decent clothes! Remember what I wore to our date here?”

Both Faylen and Cleo started laughing. Naomi gave him a sympathetic pat. Ash reached for his wine and took a drink.

“Let’s get the business out of the way first,” Cleo said once the laughter had died down.

Cleo stapled her fingers and smiled as she leaned back in her chair. Her pose reminded Ash of a supervillain about to announce her diabolical plan.

“I’m vassalizing District 114 and putting you in charge of it.”

Ash choked on his wine at her words. The vassalization of the district didn’t surprise him, he already assumed that was likely with the financial assistance to the Lizardkins that had chosen to resettle here. Putting him in charge though? That thought never crossed his mind.

“What! Why me?”

Cleo smiled and held up her index finger.

“First, you are a powerhouse. Even before you got that elemental scar. You have a natural talent for magic, hell you even flipped my curse back on me when we first met. I’m sure Faylen considered you a valid threat when the two of you were on less friendly terms.”

Faylen frowned but nodded in agreement. Cleo raised another finger after Faylen’s acknowledgment.

“Second, you already are the Boss of this District, you just haven’t realized it yet. The two most powerful gangs in this small District are 114 Pack and Frozen Scales both of which are loyal to you. Also, you have your own powerhouses in Faylen, Naomi, and Lilly who would tear into any threat against you without hesitation.”

Ash started to say something, but Cleo cut him off, raising a third finger.

“Third, you are the best person for the job. I lived with you for a short while and got a good idea of the kind of man you are, Ash. You would strive to improve District 114 and can do it given you have a degree in business and the tutelage of your mother. You would improve the District greatly.”

Cleo's hand opened up to show her palm when he was about to interrupt her.

“I know you hate business and only got the degree because your mother pushed for it. Still doesn’t change the fact you have the knowledge.”

Ash shook his head and looked around the table.

“You seriously think I am the best person for this?”

“Yes,” Everyone at the table said.

Ash sighed and tipped back his wine glass, finishing it off. Naomi and Faylen both smiled at him and each placed a hand on one of his legs. Jek, Celeste, and Ruben gave a small nod in his direction reinforcing their agreement. Cleo sipped her wine with a victorious smile.

Ash narrowed his eyes at Faylen who gave him a devious grin. She had been stating all day that Cleo wanted to talk to him, but refused to say why.

“You knew she was going to do this.” He said with an accusatory glare.

“Knew and fully supported it. Same as Naomi and Lilly.” Faylen said with a sip of her wine.

Ash knew arguing was pointless. He quickly considered a few things he could do to help improve the District, but soon he was dragged into the conversations around the table. Some of it was about Cleo settling back into her council positions, others were about how Lilly would have joined them if she hadn’t been banned from the restaurant. However, they did plan to ask Mei for a carryout order of her favorite dish, and of course an extra basket of rolls for her.

Mei returned with the rolls breaking the conversation. She took orders and soon everyone was enjoying their meals while conversations picked back up.

Faylen and Cleo bantered a little about training him. Cleo even admitted that her hostility towards Ember was because of how well Ash had learned from her and she had seen the redhead Wolfkin as a rival of sorts. Faylen laughed and brought up their fight on the beach.

The table had learned together that Naomi was clueless about wine or alcoholic beverages in general. Apparently, Ice Salamander’s Culture didn’t have any adult beverages. She had gone through a bottle of wine by herself before any of them noticed and now she was drunkenly snoozing, with her head down on the table.

Dinner was shortly wrapped up after they had noticed Naomi. Everyone gathered outside the restaurant to say their goodbyes, Naomi clinging to Ash as he piggybacked her. Her tail wrapped around his waist as she drifted in and out of sleep. Faylen was carrying her sword.

“There is just one last matter to attend to,” Cleo said before she and her sisters departed.

She placed a finger on his forehead and he felt a tingle run through his body. She then turned and started to walk away with her sisters.

“What was that?” Ash asked rubbing his forehead.

“I removed the curse,” Cleo said without turning back.

Cleo and her sisters vanished into the night. Had she removed it in a moment of generosity? Had she finally gained enough magic from Ash to fully recover? Or did she believe he would need his full power as the Boss of District 114? Faylen broke his thoughts by wrapping herself around his arm.

“We should probably get Naomi back to Lilly’s shop to sleep off her wine.”

Ash nodded to Faylen.

“Hey Boss, night’s still young and there’s a band playing at The Twins in about an hour,” Celeste said looking at her phone.

The Twins like to post information about events on their website. Everything from bands, contests, and even fights. Orcs liked their entertainment.

“Sorry, Celeste, that’s not really my jam,” Faylen said as she shook her head.

Ash was surprised that Celeste had suggested it. Everyone who knew Faylen knew she wasn’t big on crowds. The mink girl was Faylen’s second-in-command, she should know that about her boss.

Celeste smirked at Faylen.

“No, but it is Luna’s. How about I get a few more girls from the pack to agree to go and talk Luna into going with us? I know nights are tough for her. Hell, they are for me too after all that shit, but being in a pack should help. Also, it would let you and the Big Boss have some time alone.” She said with a wink.

Faylen’s grip tightened on his arm and he could feel her tail repeatedly hitting his leg. A smile bloomed on his face. He knew he was going to get laid tonight.

“Thanks, Celeste, that would be great. Just keep her out of trouble, she’s a magnet for it.” Faylen said giving Ash a lustful gaze.

Celeste grinned.

Lilly was waiting for them once they got back to the shop. She was already in her pajamas, the same blue bunny onesie that she had worn the first time Ash had met her. She quickly grabbed the takeout they had brought her from Mei’s Den and tore into it with gusto. She informed them that she was planning on sleeping at her shop tonight and could keep an eye on Naomi. After that, she was too occupied with shoving rolls into her mouth to say much else. Ash was unsure who would be more responsible, Lilly or a drunk Naomi.

He had to abandon his button-up shirt when they tried to lay Naomi down for the night, leaving him in his tank top undershirt. The drunk Salamander had clung to it like a vice. Once he got it off, she curled up around it.

“It’s the scent,” Faylen said as they left the shop. “That’s why she wouldn’t let go of your shirt, it smells like you. Will probably help her sleep through the night.”

Ash scratched his cheek wondering if he should breach the topic that had been on his mind. Especially since they were on their way to Faylen’s place for an ‘intimate night’. Finally, he decided to roll the dice.

“You alright with, well with Naomi swearing herself to me and trying to be in our lives? I’ve noticed some… tension between the two of you.”

He felt like the question he just asked was mentally the equivalent of break dancing in a mind field. Suicide.

Faylen laughed.

“I knew we would have this talk, just not so soon. You haven’t even fucked Naomi yet.”

Ash stared as Faylen smiled and shook her head at him. His next words were the equivalent of doing the worm. That shouldn’t set off any of the land mines.

“What talk?”

“Harem politics and why you should stay out of them. Right now, Naomi is just testing her boundaries and what I will allow as the Alpha of your harem. It’s a normal and healthy thing for a new member of a harem. It lets her find the place she best benefits the harem and also tests if the Alpha is up for the task of leading.”

Faylen stopped and pointed her finger at Ash’s chest sternly.

“Never get involved in harem politics, no good comes from it. If there is an issue that needs your intervention, then someone will let you know.”

Ash nodded his head in agreement and Faylen removed her stern finger.

“She pushes things a little in regards to showing you affection, but she’s respectful to me and my position.

“I tried to explain to her how relationships form in your culture and that may have made her nervous that she could be rejected. There are a lot of foreign concepts that she’s trying to understand.”

“You have thought a lot about this,” Ash stated.

“Like I said, harems are a part of Beastkin culture. My mother taught me about harem politics.”

“Anything I can do, or should do?”

He struggled to navigate one relationship, he had no idea how he was going to handle multiple. Maybe Bo had received similar advice as Faylen and could give him some tips.

“Fucking her would ease her mind, but I think you’re making the right decision to take it slow and build the relationship.

“I’m also not just saying that because I want you to myself for a little longer. She needs to understand there is more to being your mate and in our harem than just pushing out a brood.”

“Huh? I seem to remember you being pretty focused on that last time we were together. Kept asking me to breed you.” Ash teased with a smile.

Faylen blushed and slugged him in the shoulder.

“Bastard! What if someone heard you?”

Ash laughed.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


CELESTE AND LUNA were gone by the time Ash and Faylen arrived at Faylen’s place. Faylen wasted no time once she confirmed her sister wasn’t home and latched onto Ash. Her legs wrapped around his waist as she franticly kissed him.

Ash closed the door with his foot and carried the horny Wolfkin to the couch. He pinned her there and started kissing up and down her neck. Faylen squirmed in his grasp and bucked against him. She could easily break his grip if she wanted to and she probably would when she was done being the submissive one. Right now though, she was at his mercy.

Faylen ground her crotch against his jeans and let out a pitiful whimper. Her dress was inching higher up as she thrust her hips at him and he soon saw the lace of the lingerie panties she was wearing. Ash grinned when he saw them, looped his thumb around the hip, and slid them off Faylen. He teasingly dangled them in front of her.

“Were you planning to drag me into your bed tonight from the start?”

“Yes,” Faylen moaned still grinding against him.

Ash shook his head as he tossed the panties onto the floor. He slid Faylen’s dress up farther and spread her legs apart before burying his face between them. His tongue teased her lower lips before dancing around her clit. She tried to wrap her legs around his head, but he kept a firm grip on her thighs. Fingers ran through his hair as she moaned holding him against her pussy.

The move only made him more greedy for her. He ate at her with a fever. When that wasn’t enough for him he eased one finger and then a second into her wet sheath. Pumping them in and out. Her quickening whimpers let him know she was close. He turned his hand palm up and curled his fingers, reaching her G-spot, he moved his fingers in a come hither motion as his mouth latched onto her clit.

Her body shuttered, her orgasm clamping down repeatedly on his fingers and her hips trying to pull back from his face. As she grew too sensitive from his ministrations. He pulled back and gave her a reprieve, moving back up her body. Once Faylen caught her breath, she came at him with a fever.

Their lips met, she didn’t seem to mind the taste of herself on him and greedily kissed him. As she kissed him she pushed his shoulder back, guiding him to lay back on the couch. Now straddling him. She sat up, hands on his chest, and a dazed look on her smiling face.

Ash loved that he had put that smile on her face. As he waited for her to come back to herself. He ran his hands up under her dress. Moving them gently up and down her sides. He could tell when she got her wits back. She started rocking against his hard cock. She took hold of his arms, encouraging him to sit up.

She pulled at his undershirt. It was somehow still tucked into his slacks. He pulled his hands out from under her dress, lifting them above his head. Faylen pulled the shirt up and off of him. She couldn’t help but push him back down, going with him.

Faylen kissed and sucked her way down his neck, then chest, onto the happy trail ending at his slacks. She leaned up, reaching for his belt, then the buttons on his slacks, releasing it. Then she pulled down the zipper. She was surprised as his dick greeted her, having slipped through the opening of his boxers.

She licked her lips and reached for the material at his hips. He helped her and lifted himself up. Allowing her to pull both his pants and boxers down. As soon as his clothes were out of the way, she leaned down and took him into her mouth. Faylen gave him a few bobs up and down, wetting his dick before pulling it out with a pop and licking down the underside of his shaft.

When she got to the base. She kissed her way back up, stopping to lick the sensitive seam beneath the head. His lover took him back into her mouth, still paying attention to that seam, her tongue going back and forth while her head went up and down. She gave him a long hard suck that almost made Ash jump off the couch. It took a force of sheer will for him not to cum.

Faylen must have been able to tell he was close as she released his cock with another audible pop. She took no time at all to move back up his body, hovering over him. She smiled as she took his cock in her hand and slipped him into her wet hole. Sinking to the hilt, a gasp escaped her as he stretched her tight opening.

When she had adjusted to his size, she started riding him, her hands on his chest for leverage, nails digging into his skin. She was looking down at him with heat in her eyes. She picked up her pace.

Faylen broke their gaze at the same time her pace started to stutter. She closed her eyes and threw her head back. Ash took over. Grabbing her hips and holding her still, he began to thrust into her. Her sex was still quivering when he came inside her, her orgasm still milking his cock of all he had. As their orgasms waned, Faylen collapsed on top of him.

The two of them cuddled together on the couch breathing heavily.

“This doesn’t count.” She said with panted breaths. “I’m still in my dress, you got to fuck me again.”

“Gladly. Though I’m going to need to rehydrate after that.”

Faylen giggled as she gently raked her nails across his chest. She pushed herself up, reluctantly leaving the couch.

“My legs are still like jelly from the orgasm.” She said as she stood.

“Leave the dress,” Ash said. She wasted no time removing it and headed into the kitchen.

Faylen opened the door of the fridge and peered inside it. Ash rolled off the couch, tossing his pants and boxers on the floor, before joining her. Though he mostly did it to get a better look at her bare ass as she bent over to search the fridge. A little of his seed was leaking out of her slit and working its way down her leg. Faylen looked back and caught him looking at her, her tail wagged and she smiled, slowly standing up to face him.

“We have orange juice,” She said while shaking the container.

Ash filled a glass and drained it. A few minutes later Faylen was leaning against the kitchen table as Ash plowed her from behind, he pulled on her hair with one hand and had the other on her hip. Pulling her against him with every thrust. Faylen let out moans and whimpers. He was surprised she had been so submissive for the second time.

They finally made it to her bedroom for round three. This time Faylen was in charge again and Ash had a few scratches and bite marks by the time they both came again. Exhausted and in post sex bliss they both dozed off cuddled together.

Ash was woken the next morning by Faylen stroking his morning wood. His sleep had been free of nightmares and he wondered if it was due to exhaustion or if having Faylen next to him kept them away. Naomi said his scent did that for her.

“Good morning,” Faylen greeted as she kissed him.

His arm was still wrapped around her naked body and he gave her ass a firm squeeze. It was only fair since she was already getting handy with him this morning.

“I know what kind of meat I want for breakfast,” Faylen said as she stroked him up and down. “You seem game for picking up where we left off last night?”

There was a loud thud against the wall.

“I don’t want to listen to my sister getting railed! Bad enough you two left clothing scattered everywhere and the place smells of sex!” Luna’s voice echoed through the wall.

Faylen turned bright red.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


NAOMI SIPPED THE black soup Lilly had given her in a small cup. The Coffee, as Lilly called it, was still very bitter, so she put another scoop of the white sand into it. The white sand made everything taste wonderful. The black soup seemed to have some magic in it as it made her feel like she had more energy the more she sipped it. Lilly said it would help with her throbbing head.

She placed the small cup back on the table and buried her face into the shirt draped around her neck, inhaling deeply the scent. His scent. She was mad at herself for falling victim to the sweet berry drink at the restaurant, had she kept her wits about herself she might have created the ‘spark’ Faylen told her about with Ash. The concept was still confusing and the translation ring seemed to fail in Faylen’s attempts to explain it to her. She appreciated the Alpha’s help though. Human relationships were as strange as their foods and the magic they call technology.

The shop’s door opened and Lilly walked in carrying a rectangular box, which she set on the counter and opened up. The Dryad placed two circular breads with holes in the center in front of Naomi. These must be the Donuts she had been talking about. A tiny bite filled Naomi’s mouth with flavor and she quickly devoured both of them.

“Maybe I should have got two dozen instead of one,” Lilly said as she pulled the box closer to herself.

Lilly was the friendliest Dryad Naomi had ever met. Most would try to kill you the moment you enter their woods. Jek said they were not as aggressive here as they were on Vas due to necessity. He did concede that Lilly was the most social he had ever met. She had worked hard to welcome the Lizardkins and though they were fearful of her at first, many now held her in high esteem.

With some reluctance, Lilly gave Naomi two more of the Donuts and she tried to eat them slower than the first two. Not an easy task with how delicious they were, much better than the bologna sandwiches she had shared with Ash.

“What is the human mating ritual?” Naomi asked.

Lilly froze mid-bite of a Donut that did not have a hole in its center. She set it down and picked up another one that did.

“I’m going to skip the cream-filled ones if we are going into sex talk. So are you talking about porn? Because it sounds like you are unless you can give me more details.”

“Faylen tried to explain it to me. Humans seek a ‘spark’ with their mate, I am trying to figure out how to create that ‘spark’ for Ash.”

This was the most she understood about what Faylen had told her, much of it was about feelings and she understood little of that. Perhaps the ‘spark’ was this ‘porn’ Lilly talked about.

Lilly nodded her head and took a bite of her Donut. Naomi perked up, Lilly knew about the ‘spark’.

“Dating and romance, gotcha. Not porn, sadly. There’s a way I can explain them to you, it’s a human ritual and we will need to recruit some help to perform it.”

Naomi steeled herself and nodded.

“I am willing to do whatever is needed to understand what my mate desires of me.”

Whatever dark ritual the humans used to pass the knowledge along she would endure it. Lilly smiled at her acceptance of the ritual, almost as if the Dryad had been waiting for a reason to perform it.

“Alright! I’ll call some people and go grab some supplies, we will perform the ritual.” Lilly grinned at Naomi. “I’ve always wanted to do an all-girls slumber party!”

An hour later they were at Lilly’s house, as those who Lilly called came to join them for the ritual.

“You know slumber parties usually happen at night right? Not ten in the morning.” Celeste said as Lilly held the ritual garment before her.

“Shut up and take the onesie!” Lilly replied.

Celeste shrugged and took the garment that represented a flightless bird called a penguin. Naomi had looked up the adorable animal on her phone once she learned the name. She had done the same with her garment which represented an animal called a tiger. Lilly wore one that was a bunny, though Naomi had never seen a blue one before.

“I don’t care what time it is. As long as we have junk food and some good movies to watch I’m happy.” Faylen’s sister Luna said, her garment was that of a turtle.

“And it has nothing to do with the fact your place probably smells like sex this morning.” Celeste laughed.

Luna scrunched up her nose.

“Please don’t remind me. I could’ve gone without knowing my sister had gotten banged on the couch and kitchen table when I got home last night. Some major disadvantages to having a heightened sense of smell.”

Lilly walked into the kitchen with the bag of seeds she had gotten from the store. She proceeded to pour them into a strange device on the counter.

“At least you didn’t have to hear her. Your sister’s wailing hurt my eardrums and I was even outside the house fighting Trolls!” Lilly said from the kitchen.

Luna let out a sigh.

“I should just be happy, Sis, found a mate. Was a little worried she would grow into an old spinster.”

Celeste nodded.

“Yeah, it definitely can be tough for strong girls from some of the Beastkin groups to find a mate. At least if they want to do it the traditional way.”

“Why is that?” Naomi asked.

“Traditionally, at least for most predator Beastkin, the guy is supposed to challenge a girl he is interested into a duel. If she accepts and he defeats her then they are mates, also traditionally the duel is to the death for the guy if he loses.

“So hence why a powerhouse like Faylen didn’t get a lot of interest from the opposite sex, despite her being a knockout,” Celeste said as she opened one of the colorful beverages Lilly had called soda.

“Yeah, mom and dad would probably be pissed that Faylen broke with tradition if they were here. I know she and Ash didn’t do a mating duel.”

Celeste laughed.

“Shit, after seeing what he did to those Trolls! I think even the most traditionalist Beastkin girl would just roll over and spread her legs if he challenged her to a duel.”

Naomi frowned. She did not know Ash and Faylen’s mating would be controversial for Faylen’s parents. Her mother would have been proud of her to acquire such a powerful mate, even if he was not a Salamander. The Beastkin ways were strange.

“Would that be a problem if your parents came to this world?”

Naomi just asked the question when a series of loud pops echoed from the kitchen and made her jump. She was worried someone was hurling spells at Lilly and was about to rush in there to help protect her friend.

“Relax. It’s just the popcorn,” Luna said gesturing for her to sit down. “As for being a problem, no. Faylen is stubborn and independent. Our folks might bitch, but she’ll just ignore them and live her life like she wants to. Don’t know about Ash though.”

“I don’t think he will care much. Last night Councilwoman Cleo said something that made me think Ash clashes a lot with his mom.” Celeste said as she sipped her green-colored soda.

“Ha! Like a perpetual war!” Lilly said as she returned from the kitchen with a bowl of what Naomi assumed was Popcorn. It had an inviting smell.

“Oh? Do you know the details? Gossip is an important part of slumber parties after all.” Luna leaned forward eagerly, her ears perked.

Lilly took a seat in a nearby chair after setting the large bowl of popcorn on the coffee table. Celeste grabbed a handful of the stuff and popped it into her mouth.

“Not from Ash, he doesn’t talk about her much. Bo has told me a lot though.” Lilly said.

“Bo was concerned about Ash’s face being scarred. He was worried about his mother’s response.” Naomi said recalling when she had first met the Orc.

“Oh, Bo is terrified of her. He once told me he would rather fight a dozen dragons with a spoon while in his underwear than be in a room with that woman for five minutes.” Lilly said. “She probably would throw a fit about the scar.

“She had wanted Ash to be her heir, but he fought her every step of the way and now that he is in De’Vas, any hope of that is squashed.”

Silence filled the room as all of them stared at the smiling Dryad. She had just thrown out bait that had all of their attention. As one they all asked the same question.

“Heir?”

Lilly’s smile grew bigger.

“His mother’s name is Vivian Grayson, look her up.”

Naomi saw Luna and Celeste pull out their phones and start typing. Quickly she did the same. The search brought up several results about her.

Vivian Grayson ‘The Empress of Business’ fails in the challenge of International Mage Laws.

Vivian Grayson ‘The Empress of Business’ third hostile takeover of a rival company in as many months! Can monopoly laws keep her conquests in check?

Vivian Grayson ‘The Empress of Business’ newest book on business debuts “Take Heads, not Prisoners”

Celeste let out a whistle.

“Damn, Naomi, looks like you and Faylen snagged a rogue prince as a mate.”

“Holy Shit! Does Sis know?” Luna gasped.

Lilly shook her head.

“Doubt it, Ash’s mother is a very sore subject for him. Probably best to not try and bring her up around him.”

The doorbell chimed. The noise still startled Naomi, but she had learned it was just announcing someone at the door. Human technology was usually noisy.

“That has to be Jacklyn with the Ice Cream!”

Lilly shot out of her chair for the door. With how quickly the Dryad had moved Naomi knew that this Ice Cream must be something good.

Apparently, the Ice Cream was the last component of the ritual called a Slumber Party. Naomi sat before what the girls referred to as the TV with a bowl of mushy cold stuff as did the other girls. There was some debate as to which ‘Movie’ to start with, but soon they had decided and the TV became alive with color. It reminded Naomi of a larger version of her phone and they were watching the lives of two humans on it.

The two humans were rivals forced to work together. As they were forced to spend time with one another they soon learned about each other and their hostility started to fade. Eventually, they agree to go on something called a ‘Date’ with one another. Naomi’s heart raced as the two humans bonded over activities together, then near the end of the ‘Date’ the ‘spark’ happened.

Naomi let out a gasp when she realized it was happening.

The two humans embraced each other and the ‘Movie’ suggested they had mated. There was more that came after such as another rival male, but Naomi was not interested in that. The first human should have just slain the rival male and been done with him. The important part was the ‘spark’.

They played several more of the ‘Movies’ and they all were about different humans obtaining their mates in different ways. The girls all had their preferences. Such as Luna sighing dreamily at the human with a leather jacket and a metal mount called a motorcycle. Celeste was interested in the humans that could fight, she had picked a movie where the male human was an assassin and the female was supposed to be his target, but they became mates instead. Lilly cheered during the film she picked which involved humans called ‘Firefighters’ trying to save a forest from burning.

Every ‘Movie’ had a different scenario, but the constant in each one was there was always a ‘date’ and a ‘spark’. The ‘spark’ seems to make the humans stronger mates for each other. Naomi had just wanted the ‘spark’ for Ash since Faylen said it was needed for her to fully become his mate. Now she had more of an understanding of the ‘spark’. It was still a hard concept to fully grasp for her, but she knew she wanted it for herself now.

Luna and Lilly were quietly laughing as they drew crude symbols and designs on the face of a sleeping Celeste. Something that was supposed to be done to the first girl who fell asleep during the sleepover ritual, or so she was told by Lilly with nods of agreement from Luna. Jacklyn was finishing off the popcorn and watching the two of them instead of the movie.

“Did you and Bo have the ‘spark’?” Naomi asked her.

Jacklyn almost choked on the popcorn and turned red.

“Yes.” She said shyly.

“How did it happen?” Naomi had a guess, but she wanted to verify.

“Well, Bo kinda rescued me from some guys that wanted revenge on me for running with a bad crowd. I was pretty distraught and didn’t want to be alone, so he took me to The Twins and we did karaoke.” Jacklyn smiled and laughed. “He’s a horrible singer, but he’s also a nice guy. That night of karaoke was the start of what I guess you could call the ‘spark’.”

“The start?” Naomi asked.

“Yeah. We went on a few more dates after that. Sometimes going to The Twins for a meal, or coffee at his place. Once he even cooked for me, though that caused a small fire. One morning I just couldn’t get the big lug, as Ash calls him, out of my head and decided to take him as my mate, tradition be damned.”

Naomi smiled and nodded her head at Jacklyn. The answer to the ‘spark’ was ‘dating’ after all. She needed to go on one with Ash, a good one. The movies gave her several ideas of potential ‘dates’.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


ASH WATCHED THE sunrise over District 114, he knew the view from the office would be spectacular—his office. The thought still left a bitter taste of defeat in his mouth. He had swore he would never have one, that he would pursue a career where he wouldn’t be in his mother’s shadow. He could already picture her smirk when she learned all those years of rebellion amounted to nothing.

Ash lifted his phone and took a picture of the sunrise. He would send it to Cleo closer to the time he knew she got up.

He closed his eyes and took a sip of his morning coffee. He still couldn’t believe Cleo was giving him this place. She had sent the text shortly after Luna had left to go to Lilly’s slumber party.

Cleo: If we were in Vas I would have given you a castle that would fit your status as my vassal. Unfortunately, this is the best I can do. The address is below, one of my sisters will be there waiting to turn the key over to you.

Curious, he and Faylen hopped in the shower, had shower sex, then cleaned up and went straight there from Faylen’s house. The building was familiar to Ash, it was the tallest building on the street by Lilly’s shop. Cleo must have gotten Lilly to give it to her. The five-story tall Flatiron building rested at the end of the street and had once served as a high-end hotel back when the town that became District 114 survived on tourism.

A woman with red eyes greeted them when they entered and immediately handed Ash the keys. She then gave a rather quick tour and some recommendations from Cleo that drove home this place would serve as more than just a home. Such as converting the first two floors to barracks for both the 114 Pack and the Frozen Scales. The Flatiron might not be a castle, but Cleo intended for him to use it as one.

The entire top floor had been the penthouse and included a rather large master bedroom, bathroom with a massive tub, well-stocked kitchen, living room, and an office located at the point of the Flatiron. The office desk had a folder with a flash drive on top of it. Their Banshee tour guide quickly pointed it out to him and stated it contained financial information on District 114 and its businesses, as well as a budget.

There had been pillow talk between Ash and Faylen about some of his responsibilities as the District Boss. He would be expected to maintain some order in the District and to help it grow economically. While she bashed herself pretty hard on maintaining order, Faylen was pretty proud of helping raise funds to build the fish farms that employed and fed a lot of people in the district. She said such projects would be easier for him since he had financial backing as a vassal.

With another sip of his coffee, his thoughts went to Faylen, still curled up in the master bedroom fast asleep. The temptation to go back to bed and cuddle his Wolfkin lover was strong. Instead, he dove into the information Cleo had left for him. He was starting to get a good picture of District 114’s financial state by the time Faylen joined him.

She was wearing his T-shirt from yesterday and not much else. Something he had learned about Beastkin was they liked to wear their lover’s scent. Salamanders were probably the same given how Naomi slept with one of his old shirts as if it was a teddy bear.

Without a word, she crawled into his lap and took a sip of his coffee, her bare ass resting in his lap. Her nose scrunched up as she set the mug back onto the desk.

“I don’t see how you can drink it black.”

Ash smiled at her and took a sip from the mug.

“It’s an acquired taste. The more you drink it, the more you get used to it. Eventually, it becomes your preferred way to have it.”

“I’ll stick to my sugar and cream thanks. Oh wow, is that the budget Cleo gave you for the district?” Faylen said as she looked at the spreadsheet on his laptop.

“It is. I already plan to use it to expand Lilly’s greenhouse and the fish farms, both of which are the top earners for the District. I also want to create a few start-ups to try and diversify the economy. Not place everything on magic plants and fish.”

Faylen gave a nod in agreement.

“Cleo should be able to negotiate some trade deals with the human governments for what we produce. One of the big perks of being a vassal.” Faylen stated.

Ash knew exporting magic goods was the money maker, but he also wanted to strengthen internal revenue within De’Vas. Call him paranoid, but he had already been screwed over once by a human government.

He had some rough ideas but would need help smoothing them out. Unfortunately, the best person to help him was his mother. With a lot of bluster, he sent her an email detailing his ideas and information about the District. Hopefully, she would do more helping than gloating once she got back to him.

Faylen leaned her head against his neck and he felt her nip his ear. She had a playful smile on her face when he looked at her.

“Well, we broke in the master bedroom last night. Should we break in the office this morning?” Faylen said as she ground her ass against his lap.

Ash liked that idea, but unfortunately, that was when his phone started ringing. The caller ID said Bo and it was way too early for him to be up normally. Not unless Jacklyn was doing a major overhaul of his life.

Faylen pouted as he picked up the phone and answered it.

“Hey, Bo, what’s up?”

Ash shook his head and let out a laugh at what Bo said.

“Keep Lilly from tearing the door off its hinges while we get dressed and we’ll be right down.”

Ash hung up the phone and looked at Faylen. His hand grabbed her ass and squeezed while he let out a growl. Faylen must have liked that from the heat in her eyes.

“Sorry, going to have to take a rain check on the office sex. We’ve got company downstairs.” Ash said to a pouting Faylen.

A few minutes later an exhausted-looking Bo stood by the coffee pot in the kitchen of the penthouse, while Faylen gave the girls a tour of the Flatiron. The entire slumber party had come to look at the place and Jacklyn had roped Bo into coming.

“Nice place,” Bo said with a yawn as he held his cup of coffee.

“Late night?” Ash asked.

He thought about making a joke about how Bo didn’t sleep well because Jacklyn was crashing at Lilly’s for the slumber party, but that was hypocritical. He was dreading a night without Faylen beside him. When the nightmares of Sero and his Trolls hit, it was only by seeing Faylen sleeping safely next to him that he could fall asleep again.

“I tried to catch up on some horror movies with Jacklyn out of the apartment for the night. Stayed up late and only got maybe two hours before she called and we paid you a homewarming visit.”

“She not a fan of them?” Ash asked.

“I am a fan of the good ones. Not the trashy ones I know Bo was binge-watching while I was gone.” Jacklyn said as she broke away from the girls to join them.

“They are good. Attack of the Robo Barista and its sequels should be considered cinema classics.” Bo said defending his taste in movies.

Jacklyn rolled her eyes.

“It’s nothing but boobs and gore. Not even scary!”

“What movie are we talking about?” Lilly asked.

Apparently, the tour was over and Jacklyn was just the first to break away. Now all the girls were gathering around the coffee pot in the kitchen.

“Attack of the Robo Barista,” Jacklyn said with an eye roll.

“Oh, that movie is so good, like when the Barista reveals that her tits are really Gatling guns that fired poison coffee beans. Also had the best one-liner, ‘You should have ordered the decaf’.” Lilly laughed.

Bo pointed to Lilly as if the opinion of the crazy Dryad was a valid argument for the quality of the movie. Jacklyn’s sigh and head shake said it was not.

“You’ve got this.” Ash heard someone say softly.

Turning towards the voice, he saw a nervous Naomi approaching him with Luna and Celeste backing her up. Naomi was blushing and fidgeting with her hands. She was looking at the ground and only gave darting glances at him.

“Ash..”

“Everything alright, Naomi?” He asked.

Naomi nodded.

“I…I was wondering…would you…would you..umm take me on a date tomorrow?”

Ash smiled. This was exactly what he wanted from Naomi. Dating would let them take things slow and get to know each other. He wondered if the idea was planted at the slumber party, maybe that was Lilly’s idea all along.

“I would love to, Naomi.”

Naomi let out a happy squeal and jumped up and down. Celeste and Luna both looked embarrassed for the Salamander girl at her sudden outburst of excitement but congratulated her.

“Faylen! Would you help me learn how to do makeup?” Naomi asked as soon as she calmed down.

Faylen gave Naomi a big smile.

“Of course! Though I don’t know much about makeup with scales. My YouTube channel gets shout-outs from a dragon that does make-up tutorials. We can watch a few of her videos and get some ideas.”

Celeste’s brows furrowed.

“Wait. You have a YouTube channel, Boss?”

Faylen gave her second-in-command a sheepish smile.

“Yeah, I used to keep it a secret. I made videos about magic theory under the name of Ember, and even have a few hundred followers.”

Celeste’s eyes widen.

“Wait, you don’t mean the redhead Ember? The Ember’s Study of Magic Youtube channel?”

Faylen blushed.

“Yeah, that’s me. Kinda surprise you know about the channel.”

Celeste smiled.

“Every Beastkin that I know who can use some magic learned it from that channel. There is a trio of Otterkin sisters at one of the fish farms that use water magic for their job and are basically her fangirls. Well, your fangirl’s boss.

“Damn. That means you also have two affinities for magic. That’s badass, Boss. You care if I let the rest of the gang know about the channel and that you’re Ember?”

Faylen was bright red and grinning. Ash knew she had made her Ember persona in hopes of teaching magic to more Beastkin. He was happy that she knew she had achieved that goal.

“Sure. My identity as Ember is going to be less of a secret, at least to those that I know. It’s probably a good idea as Ash will start to appear in some of her videos soon.”

A blushing Faylen looked at Ash and he knew she was going to use him to escape the attention.

“Ash, do you care if Naomi and I borrow your laptop for a bit?”

“Sure. It’s still in the office.”

Faylen grabbed Naomi’s hand and the two of them hurried off to the office. Naomi giggled excitedly and already talking about the date, asking Faylen what she and Ash had done for their date together. He would need to take Faylen on another one soon.

“Hey Bo, can I ask a big favor of you?” Ash asked as he turned to the Orc refilling his coffee mug.

Bo smiled and gave a nod at him.

“Of course. What do you need?”

Ash smirked and raised an eyebrow.

“No quip, like saying you’ll let me borrow your book of 101 pick-up lines or something? Just agree to help me like a normal person?”

Bo gestured to him with his coffee mug.

“You have two girls, I have one. I need to borrow your book of pick-up lines. Also, don’t have enough sleep or caffeine for me to be witty yet, give me an hour.”

Ash laughed. Especially when Jacklyn smacked Bo on the shoulder for his comment about borrowing his fictional book of pick-up lines.

“You are the only person I know with some military knowledge. Would you be up for helping the 114 Pack and the Frozen Scales convert the first two floors of this building into barracks, also anything else you think we would need for defense? Cleo gave me a decent budget just to make the Flatiron defensible, so don’t worry about cost too much and I’m also going to pay you for doing this.”

Bo had a big grin on his face. Not the usual dumbass smirk Ash had gotten used to seeing on the Orc’s face. This was a grin Bo only had when he’d first arrived in this world. A mixture of confidence and savagery.

“Oh, I can make this place defensible.”

Ash nodded and looked at Celeste.

“Celeste, do you care to get a hold of Jek and the two of you go help Bo?”

Celeste pulled out her phone and started typing a text.

“You got it Big Boss. Getting a hold of Jek’s scaly ass right now.”

“Ash!” Faylen’s voice called out from the office.

***

Faylen had brought up her friend’s channel, Those Beautiful Scales, and Naomi was browsing through the many videos, Coral, the pink-haired dragon, had posted. Dragons in their humanoid form were identical to Salamanders except for the two horns on top of their head and wings, they were cousin species after all. So Coral’s make-up tutorials would work well for Naomi.

Naomi selected one with the title “Steal your date’s heart with your eyes” which was about how to contour. Though Faylen was sure Naomi picked it since it referred to dates. When Naomi was about to hit play, an incoming video call alert popped up on the screen, making her accidentally hit accept instead. The video call opened and showed an imperious-looking woman with salt-and-pepper black hair and wearing business attire. She scowled at the two of them.

“Matriarch Grayson!” Naomi said as she bowed her head.

Faylen stared at her in confusion, how did Naomi know this woman? Then she realized what Naomi had said. Matriarch Grayson. Ash’s full name was Asher Grayson.

“Who are you and where is my son?” Matriarch Grayson demanded.

“Ash!” Faylen called out.

She could hear the fear in her voice and she saw a small smirk formed on Matriarch Grayson’s face. Ash had heard the fear too, as he came in quickly with a concerned look on his face.

“Everything okay, Faylen?” He asked as he placed a hand on her back.

“Ah, there is my son.” Matriarch Grayson said. Taking a look at him, she scowled and asked. “What happened to your face?”

Ash let out a sigh and looked at the laptop with a forced smile.

“Hey, Mom. I didn’t expect a video call, figured you would respond with a text or email.”

“Face?” His mother demanded.

“I pushed myself too far with magic and it backlashed. Lesson learned.”

His mother grumbled but didn’t press anymore on the subject. Faylen and Naomi both stood and turned to leave, so Ash could have privacy. Judging from how Naomi looked she was just as uneasy as Faylen was about meeting his mother.

“Now, girls don’t leave. I believe I asked who you were, I expect an introduction and an explanation of your relationship with my son. Let’s start with the young woman who referred to me as Matriarch Grayson.”

Naomi gulped and Ash frowned.

“Mother..”

His mother steepled her fingers and smiled at Ash. Though her eyes were hard and broker no argument.

“We will get to the business side of things in a moment son. I just want to meet your friends.” She said the last word with a smirk. “Now, young woman, talk.”

Naomi bowed at the screen again, she looked terrified.

“Yes, Matriarch Grayson! My name is Naomi, I am your son’s sworn sword and leader of the Frozen Scales one of the gangs loyal to him. I swore myself to him after he saved my life and avenged the deaths of my family. We also have started dating.”

Faylen heard Ash’s hand smack his forehead. On the screen, Matriarch Grayson blinked twice before opening a drawer on her desk and pulling out a bottle of whiskey and a crystal glass.

“Alright then, Faylen, was it? Your turn.”

Faylen bowed her head towards the screen mimicking what Naomi had done. She had laid all the cards on the table already, so no point in hiding things.

“I am Ash’s girlfriend. I’m also the leader of the 114 Pack another gang that is loyal to your son.”

Matriarch Grayson filled up the glass with the whiskey, held it up, and examined it before setting it down on her desk.

“Faylen, Naomi. Why does my son have two gangs loyal to him? Also, why did he send me an email containing financial information about a District in De’Vas, along with ideas on how to expand that economy that he wishes my help with?”

They said it both at the same time.

“He is the District Boss.”

Matriarch Grayson let out a laugh before slinging back the whiskey. Then picked up the bottle and looked it over.

“I’ve held onto this bottle of bourbon for years. I had planned to share it with you once you finally ended your rebellion and took your place in the family company. I knew your deportation, or exile as you call it, to De’Vas would be the end of that dream. I never expected this, though.”

Ash frowned as he put his arms around Faylen and Naomi, pulling them close to him.

“Well sorry, I’m a disappointment.”

“Oh you are no disappointment, honestly I am disappointed in myself that I underestimated you. A few of my companies do business with De’Vas, so I understand what your girls mean when they say you are ‘The District Boss’.”

Matriarch Grayson trained her eyes on Ash.

“I had hoped this was the case when I looked over your email. Not even a year there and you have carved out a place of power. I’m not disappointed in you son, I am proud of you. You can expect this bottle of bourbon in the mail soon.

“Now. Shall we go over your ideas for your District? You can expect the full support of Grayson Industries.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


ASH ROLLED OUT of his bed, he had slept like hell last night. He missed Faylen being by him, especially when he had nightmares. Any other day he would roll back over and doze off. It’s not like he had to go to work. Lilly had fired him from his delivery job yesterday for moonlighting for Cleo, which was the cheeky Dryad’s way of freeing him up to do his job as the District Boss. Especially when his ‘Severance Package’ included making him a partner in her business.

He staggered out of his bedroom, ambled to the kitchen to start the coffee pot, and began working on a high-protein breakfast. He was going to need it today. Ash took his breakfast and coffee to his office, watching the sunrise over District 114. People started moving around on the street below, even the locals had begun calling it Lilly Street much to her delight. He thought about commissioning a sign, but he was sure the Dryad would steal it.

He watched the kabob seller set up his stall and a family of Beastkin become his first customers. The mother was holding a small child in her arms, the little one could have been from Vas and the family a more recent arrival. Most likely the child was born here, the little kid’s whole world was District 114. The District didn’t even have a playground, let alone a school.

Ash looked at the notepad on the desk that had a list he and his mother had worked on yesterday. Three columns represented the goals of the District, immediate, short-term, and long-term. Taking a pen he wrote down ‘Temporary school’ under immediate, ‘playground’ under short-term, and ‘actual school’ in the long-term. He would need to see how other Districts were tackling the school issue or even if they were at all.

Once the sun was up enough that it was no longer the crack of dawn, he sent ‘Good Morning’ texts to Faylen and Naomi. Ash had given Naomi a room in the Flatiron, just as he had with Faylen. Still, neither of them stayed there last night. Faylen stayed at her apartment because Luna was still having a rough time at night. Naomi stayed over so that Faylen could help her get ready for today. He was supposed to swing by Faylen’s apartment in two hours to pick Naomi up for their date.

Bo had wasted no time in building the barracks and fortifying the Flatiron. The building went from empty to bustling once he got to the second floor. Lizardkins and Beastkins were moving around bricking in windows or converting what was once hotel rooms into barracks or armories.

Bo was on the first floor overseeing everything. The Orc shot him a big smile when he saw him.

“Morning, Ash. Hold on a second I got you something.” Bo said before disappearing into a room. Moments later he came back with a bouquet and handed them to Ash.

“Flowers?” Ash said with a confused look.

“Jacklyn was watching Naomi closely at the slumber party and said her eyes would light up when the guy gave the girl flowers in the movie. There’s no florist in District 114 and only someone with a death wish would try to steal flowers from Lilly’s flowerbeds, but I know someone that grows roses, called in a favor for a small bouquet.”

“Thanks, Bo!” Ash smiled at his best friend.

“Don’t mention it. Now get out of here before you’re late for your date with the woman who wields a giant magical sword and I get blamed for it.”

Ash looked at the dozen blue roses tied together with a violet ribbon. He wondered how well a florist would do in this District, maybe a side business Lilly would like to boost? He shook his head, his focus needed to be on Naomi right now.

Ash knocked once and the door swung open. Naomi stood there smiling. She wore jeans and her blue fur line jacket over a black ‘Blind Love’ t-shirt that depicted a Gorgon wearing a blindfold. The shirt clung tightly to her and showed off her well-endowed chest. Her hair wasn’t its usual wild mess, but pulled back into a ponytail, showing off her pointed and scaled-tipped ears. Her makeup drew his eyes to hers and the scales that ran up her neck and face seemed to sparkle. Ash was stunned by her.

“Are those for me?” Naomi gasped when she saw the blue roses.

Ash smiled, he owed Bo.

“Of course.”

Naomi took the flowers and blushed.

“Faylen, do you have something to put these in?” Naomi asked into the house.

“Sure I’ll get a vase set up with them. You two have a good date.” Faylen said as she took the flowers, giving Ash a wink as she did. No kiss today. Today was Naomi’s day.

***

“That charming bastard. Where did he find a bouquet of roses?”

Faylen sighed as she looked at the blue roses in the vase on the kitchen table. Naomi had left a few hours ago with Ash. She was excited for her. The more time she spent with Naomi, the more she knew she would fit well into the family. She was very sweet, even if she was also very naive. The two of them bonded last night as she helped her prepare for the date today. She wished her the best, but she was also a little envious.

“I’m sure he’ll get you some next time he takes you out, Sis, especially if you mention it to him.”

Luna responded from the couch. She was playing some video game where she was a cowboy and spent most of her time roping people and placing them on train tracks. Faylen had watched her play for a bit but was already getting bored. She was debating if she should make a video as Ember, or just play some games of her own on her computer. Neither was appealing to her right now, she wanted Ash.

“We do need to go on another date soon. I kinda messed up the last one where I went as Ember. Just sucks waiting my turn.”

Luna rolled her eyes, which Faylen only caught because she looked her way.

“What’s with the eye rolls.”

Luna paused her game and gave Faylen a look.

“You get dates and dick, I get depression and my fingers. Sorry, you have to wait a day or two to get wine, dined, and fucked, Sis.”

Faylen grimaced.

“I did not need the mental image of you Hittin’ the Kitten, Luna.”

“Consider it payback for you making every room smell like sex in the house. I could even tell you two fucked in the shower when I went to use it yesterday!”

Faylen blushed at getting busted.

“Well, he has his own place now so that won’t happen again. Probably.”

There was a knock at the door. Faylen’s entire demeanor shifted as she got a scent of who was on the other side of it. She swung the door open with a scowl on her face.

“What do you want?”

Cowering before her were a few of Rei’s lackeys. She had originally told them that she would kill any of them she caught in the District after she had killed Rei. Only for several of them to end up in the Troll’s clutches as slaves and back in the District when she and Ash had freed them. She allowed them to live in the District, but it was tedious at best and they knew it.

“We wanted to let you know it wasn’t us.” Linda, a Lynxkin said with flat ears.

“You can give us the truth potion if you want, we will gladly take it.” A Jackalkin named Brooke, added with her tail tucked under her.

Faylen crossed her arms, she had already pulled on her Earth Magic and was ready to unleash spells on the two of them if this was some kind of trap or trick.

“What are you talking about?” Faylen asked narrowing her eyes.
The two looked at each other and gulped.

“Someone dug up Rei. We don’t know who, just that there’s a hole in the ground where you buried her. Bruce and Cole fled the District, but I don’t think it was them. They were with us when we saw it this morning.” Linda answered.

Faylen sneered.

“If they’re innocent why did they run?”

Brooke was the one who answered.

“They were part of the group that tried to mug The Storm and his Orc friend on Rei’s orders. They figured this might draw his attention to them, and if he recognized them they were dead.”

The Storm took Faylen a second to register as Ash. She had heard a few of those they rescued use the term to describe him, but never as a moniker. This was also the first time someone had used it in a conversation with her. Faylen’s eyes hardened and Brooke flinched.

“Why the hell did they even stay in the District if they were worried Ash would kill them if he ever saw them.”

Faylen knew Ash would never be that bloodthirsty, but she wasn’t going to tell that to these traitors.

“We fucked up, badly. The gangs all watch us closely knowing that we’re..we’re traitors. Word is even spreading around the District that Rei was selling people into slavery and that we were loyal to her. We are despised and outcasts, but this is still our home. We have family here.

“Also, Jacklyn is a beacon of hope. She was one of us and even crossed The Storm by wrecking his bike, but she’s not an outcast. She’s actually on friendly terms with both The Storm and you. The rest of us hope we can earn such a redemption with time.” Linda said with her ears still flat.

“Jacklyn apologized to both myself and Ash. She also has been striving every day to make amends for all the damage she has done. Time won’t earn you redemption, you need to work for it.”

“So someone dug up the bitch, why?” Luna asked, no longer playing her game.

“That’s what I’m about to find out, and these two are going with me,” Faylen said, giving Brooke and Linda a look that brokered no argument.

“I’ll tag along,” Luna said as she hopped off the couch.

Faylen was about to protest, but she knew that would just spur Luna on. Having Luna close by where Faylen could protect her was probably better than leaving her home alone without protection.

“Fine, but you will listen to me and do everything I say. Especially if a fight breaks out.”

Luna nodded and grabbed her jacket. Faylen had been very protective of her since she came back into her life, but Luna was no pushover. The sisters had survived the wilds of Vas together.

Faylen took out her phone and shot a text to Celeste telling her to keep the 114 Pack on alert. She almost sent one to Ash, but she didn’t want to interrupt his date with Naomi.

Linda and Brooke followed a few steps behind them and never said a word. Luna wouldn’t shut up for the entire trip to the empty lot. She kept trying to think of reasons someone would dig up Rei, and most of the reasons she thought of had Faylen worried that too many video games had rotted her sister’s brain.

There was indeed a hole in the empty lot that had served as Rei’s grave. No effort had been made to cover it up or fill it in. Dirt was thrown haphazardly everywhere and Rei’s body was definitely gone.

“They weren’t trying to hide it. Even chain-smoked while they dug her up, the litterbug.” Luna said as she pointed to a few cigarette buds on the ground.

Faylen bent down and picked one up. The butt of the cigarette had a picture of a rose with black petals.

“Linda, Brooke. Do either of you recognize this brand?” Faylen asked as she passed the cigarette end to them.

“Obsidian Rose,” Brooke answered right away.

Faylen figured she would know, the Jackalkin had kicked the nasty habit a few months ago. Faylen had even treated her out to dinner at Mei’s Den when she made her first month without the death sticks.

Faylen grimaced at the memory. The night had been a fun one, but now was a bitter memory. The knife of betrayal does that.

“Know anyone that smokes them?” Faylen growled, the anger of the memory slipping through to her voice.

Brooke shook her head.

“No, not a common brand around here. Our District normally gets European brands, this one is a rather small American brand.”

“Sis, we got company.” Luna’s voice had an edge.

A blood-covered Cole was approaching them, the male Wolfkin had not left the district like Linda and Brooke had suggested. He held a long metal pry bar in his hands. Faylen quickly checked Linda and Brooke, they both looked as surprised as Faylen was by the arrival of the armed Wolfkin.

“Cole! What the hell are you doing?” Linda shouted.

“Cole, you take one more step towards me armed with that pry bar and I will put you down,” Faylen warned.

The warning was ignored, so Faylen pulled on her magic and formed a spike of earth. She shot it straight through where Cole’s heart was, leaving a bloody hole in its place.

Cole staggered backward, then with a hole where his heart had been, started towards them again. Faylen cursed and drew in the scent of Cole, she got a strong smell of death on him. The blood that was covering him was his own, Cole was already dead. Linda was a step quicker with the discovery and shouted.

“He’s a zombie!”

Her next earth spike went through his head and he dropped to the ground like a sack of rocks. She then used a fireball to set the body on fire, just to be safe. Some of the more powerful Undead could even function without a head, or even use magic to rebuild their bodies.

Faylen pulled out her phone and started typing a text. This was bad and she needed to mobilize everyone as soon as possible. She sent a mass text out to everyone on her contact list.

Faylen: Necromancer somewhere in the District, Undead are attacking!

Linda let out a scream and started backing away, her face full of fear. Faylen turned and saw Rei standing before her, a malevolent smile on her unnaturally pale face.

“Hello again, Faylen,” Rei said.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


ASH THOUGHT HIS and Naomi’s date was going very well. Though he owed part of that to the girls who had been at the slumber party with Naomi. Counting Jacklyn’s suggestion to Bo about the flowers, every attendant to the slumber party had sent him advice or suggestions of where to take Naomi on their date. The cheerful Salamander girl had a lot of people in her corner.

The first stop on the date had been suggested by Luna. She had sent him a text saying that Naomi seemed very interested in the beach where Ash and Faylen would practice magic together. Though he would say practicing together was a stretch, they just stood as far apart from each other as possible and still be within spell range of the rusted cargo ship. That was then, now he was sure Faylen would be right next to him, if not on top of him with how secluded the spot could be.

Naomi seemed excited about the idea and clung tightly to his arm as the two of them walked along the beach to the cargo ship. They hurled spells at the old ship for a few minutes and Ash was impressed by Naomi’s Ice Magic. Her preferred offensive spell was an ice shard that froze a few inches around whatever it pierced. However, it became clear to him that she was not that interested in magic practice.

Naomi’s eyes kept drifting towards the rocky area along the beach by the cargo ship. At first, he thought someone was over there and she was keeping an eye on them. Once he figured out there was no one there, he realized it was the water drawing her attention. She had never been to the ocean before. Ash asked her if she wanted to explore the tidal pools by the rocks, she hesitated for a moment before agreeing.

The tidal pools were a hit with Naomi and Ash enjoyed watching her explore them. She would get hyper-focused on trying to catch a crab in one of the pools or watching one of the smaller fish in them. More than a few times he let out a laugh at her antics.

She apologized to him for not being as interested in magic practice as Faylen and him. Ash waved it off saying he and Faylen were ‘magic nerds’, it was the building block of their relationship. He and Naomi would find their own thing that they shared an interest in. Though he didn’t think it would be tidal pools, he did enjoy watching her have fun in them.

After she had explored enough of the shoreline, Naomi opened up about her life back on Vas to him. The Frozen River Clan had lived in a barren tundra along a river that would freeze for part of the year. The river was life for the clan providing food and transportation for hunting parties to where game was more plentiful. The land was harsh and the ocean was something of a myth in the clan, stories told by traders or hunters who followed the river too far. Seeing the ocean and so much life in the tidal pools was just validating the stories she heard as a young girl sitting around the fire.

After working up an appetite at the tidal pools they moved on to their next location. A small restaurant, suggested by Celeste, that was operated by a Naga family. Naga’s lower body was serpent-like, just like their Lamia cousins. The difference is that while Lamia’s upper half appeared more human with skin and hair, Naga’s upper half tended to have more scales, and fins instead of hair.

They saw Mei, the head chef and owner of Mei’s Den, sitting at a table having lunch when they entered. Ash took that as a sign the food was good, he waved and shot her a smile. That was a mistake as Mei stared wide-eyed at him, frozen as the host led them passed her table for an empty one in the back.

He also saw Jek eating lunch but didn’t wave at him. The second-in-command of the Frozen Scales was currently in a deep conversation with a Naga waitress, perhaps one of the daughters of the owner, who was hanging on every word he said. Ash didn’t want to interrupt what looked like the beginning of a relationship.

The food was good and the two of them made light conversation while they ate. Their waitress raved about Naomi’s makeup and complimented how her scales glittered, which made Naomi blush, especially when Ash agreed with her. The two girls talked for a short while about make-up and found out they were both fans of Coral and her Those Beautiful Scales channel. Naomi and the waitress said goodbyes to each other as Ash paid the bill.

The next stop on the date was a bit of an odd one, a small grocery store. Lilly had sent two suggestions to Ash. The first one was for him to win Naomi a prize. Carnival games were a common theme in rom-coms and Lilly said the idea of Naomi’s mate overcoming a challenge to gain something for her would be an appealing concept to her Salamander Culture. The problem was, that there were zero arcades in District 114 and despite the ease of travel, Ash could find no Districts hosting festivals or anything that would have prize games. Something he noted in his list of economic ideas for District 114.

Instead, the only game of chance and skill that gave prizes he could find was a claw machine at a small grocery store. He spent almost as much money on the machine as he had for his and Naomi’s lunch, but it was worth it. Naomi’s eyes lit up and she jumped up and down with excitement when he handed her the stuffed crocodile he had won. She immediately named it ‘Crocy’ and gave Ash a hug and a kiss on the cheek for winning him for her.

They had just arrived at the last stop on their date and the other suggestion Lilly had. A movie date, which thankfully District 114 did have a movie theater. The theater was not an official one and didn’t show the latest hit movies. Instead, some locals just cleaned up the old theater, got a digital projector and a popcorn machine, then started playing movies. Ash doubted the owner knew his operation would be illegal back in the States, but De’Vas was its own country and played by its own rules.

They got a large popcorn to split and two drinks, then made their way into their theater. The movie was the horror classic The Thing and had been Naomi’s choice. Lilly had introduced the girls to horror movies once they had their fill of rom-coms at the slumber party. They picked some seats in the back where things were more secluded from the other audience members. Ash pulled out his phone, setting it to silent, and showed Naomi how to do the same, explaining it was common courtesy for a movie.

The movie was the farthest thing from Ash’s mind in the dark theater. He felt Naomi’s tail wrap itself around his leg and she leaned against him, her head resting on his shoulder as she snagged pieces of popcorn from the bucket in his lap. During one of the scenes in the movie that lit up the theater the two of them caught each other staring at one another. She did look beautiful, her eyes had a heat to them and her lips looked incredibly inviting. Ash leaned in and kissed her. Their lips locked and Naomi drew a sharp breath. Her arms wrapped around him. Soon the bucket of popcorn was on the floor as the two of them made out in the dark theater. There was enough screaming, yelling, and explosions to muffle out Naomi’s soft whimpers and moans. Then the lights came on. Much sooner than expected.

Naomi and Ash broke off their make-out session and looked around the theater trying to figure out why the lights had suddenly been turned on.

“Dear patrons, we have a situation outside. Please remain calm and stay seated. I would like to ask the District Boss if he would please join me up front and help aid us in resolving this situation.” A nervous voice echoed over the speakers.

Naomi’s face was a sad pout and she gave him a final kiss before releasing his leg from her tail. They stood and Ash took her hand in his. They made their way to the front of the movie theater to see what the situation was that required their attention.

It was clear as soon as they stepped into the lobby. The theater staff was working to barricade the door, as strange-looking people tried to force their way in. The group of people was made up of different races, but they all had sickly pale complexions, and many had wounds or missing body parts. The scene looked like something from a zombie movie.

“Thank you for coming, District Boss. I apologize for disrupting your movie-going experience, but as you can see the situation is dire.” An older Orc who Ash guessed was the theater owner said with a bow.

Naomi walked up to an employee who was holding a push broom as a makeshift weapon and took it from him. She unscrewed the base until she had just the handle. She sneered at the mass of people trying to break in.

“Damn Undead, trying to ruin our date! We were just having the ‘spark’ between us!”

Her magic flared up and ice started to form on the broom’s handle, soon it was turned into a frozen sword just a little shorter than Torrent was. Ash had little doubt the ice blade would be a very lethal weapon in Naomi’s hands.

The theater owner let out a yelp that he tried to cover with a cough.

“Of course, we will compensate you for missing out on today’s movie and for your assistance with several free tickets. Many wonderful dates soon at our lovely theater.” The owner said with a nervous smile.

Ash felt his phone vibrate in his pocket. He thought about ignoring it, but decided against it, as it might be related to the Undead. After he pulled the phone out he noticed it was a group message from Faylen.

Faylen: Necromancer somewhere in the District, Undead are attacking!

This was not an isolated event. The thought made his gut sink and he wanted to rush to Faylen. He couldn’t, despite how much he wanted to keep his lover safe he had responsibilities and she could hold her own. He and Naomi would need to get the other moviegoers and staff somewhere safe. But where? Lilly Street. With all Lilly’s plants there she could hold off an army. He quickly typed out a reply to the group message.

Ash: Get everyone you can to Lilly Street, those already there fortify the place and listen to whatever Lilly tells you to do to help with that. Set up an emergency medical station just in case. Stay safe and don’t be reckless.

A little hypocritical of him to tell them not to be reckless given the stunt he pulled back in District 71, but he wanted them safe. He sent a separate text to Faylen.

Ash: Please stay safe. I love you, Faylen.

“Get everyone together in theater 1. Do a head count, and compare it to your ticket sales. I want no one left behind. Once Naomi and I clear out the Undead we’re moving everyone somewhere safe and will be doing it quickly.” Ash told the theater owner before looking at those barricading the door. “When I tell you to open the door, open the door and stay back.”

Ash’s scar lit up from his Lightning Magic. He caught a few of the staff clearing the barricade eyes going wide from the sight. He cast a glance at Naomi, he didn’t need to tell her anything, she had her sword ready to dash in.

“Now! Open the door.”

The door swung open and the Undead tried to push through all at once. The sound of thunder boomed in the theater’s lobby as Ash unleashed his Bolt. His elemental scar made the spell powerful enough that it was no longer silent. Three zombies were blown apart by the spell creating a gap in the mass of bodies trying to enter. Naomi raced into this gap with her sword ready, Ash followed behind her with his Lightning Claw active.

“Close the door when we are out.” He shouted to the staff.

Naomi hacked at the Undead with her ice sword as he slashed with his Lightning Claw. Together they made a path through the Undead bodies into the street. There were about twenty zombies pressed against the building entrance that turned to pursue them.

Had they tried to face them at the entrance, the zombies might have been a challenge. Out in the street though, where they had room to maneuver, the Undead were little more than moving targets. Naomi laid down a sheet of ice leaving only a small pathway clear. The ice caused them to fall unless they took the cleared path where she was ready for them with her sword.

Ash was darting in and out of the small groups of Undead with his Lightning Claw, taking out a leg to cripple a zombie or if the opportunity presented itself a strike at the head to kill them. He was now noticing a decent portion of the zombies were Frost Trolls. He doubted that was a coincidence.

As they were finishing off the last of the zombies, the people started to make their way out of the theater. The moviegoers cast fearful and disgusted looks at the butchered remains of the zombies. The staff though just gave him and Naomi wide-eyed stares. Their fight with the zombies had left an impression on them.

The sound of scraping drew his attention away from the mass of people. A hulking headless Undead was approaching them, dragging a large crude sword behind it, making a scraping sound against the road. The rotting brute held a blood-stained bag in its right hand.

“That’s a Dullahan, one of the Greater Undead. It will be tougher than the zombies.” Naomi said as she readied her broom handle ice sword.

“Naomi, get these people to Lilly Street. I’ll hold the Dullahan off.”

She didn’t argue, instead, she gave a nod and then grabbed his shirt, pulling him to her. She deeply kissed him.

“Be safe. Run if you must. I will get my sword and come find you if you do not join us there soon.” Naomi said before calling to the crowd of people. “Follow me!”

Ash pulled on his magic and ready a Bolt. The zombie Frost Trolls they had already taken down gave him a good idea who this Dullahan had been before the Necromancer gave it an undead life. Even headless Ash recognized the corpse. He had thought he would only face Sero again in his nightmares.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


REI LAUGHED MANIACALLY as Faylen threw an earth spike at her head. The spike struck its target only for Rei’s head to turn into a wisp of black smoke before reforming and continuing her laughter. Faylen sneered at Rei, it was just her luck the Necromancer brought the bitch back as a Wraith. They were a troublesome Greater Undead. Faylen was either going to need to keep hitting her until she ran out of magic and could not reform, or get her hand on salt or iron which would slow down her recovery.

Black smoke billowed off of Rei’s hand and she charged. The black smoke formed long sword-like claws at the end of Rei’s fingers and stabbed at Faylen. Faylen jumped out of the way, the Shadow Claws striking the ground where she had been. Pulling on her Fire Magic Faylen sent a blazing wall up where Rei stood. However, all that earned her was a grunt from the Wraith as she reformed a few feet away, smiling.

“Pulling out your secret Fire Magic against me? Guess I do have you on the ropes Fay.” Rei grinned.

Faylen spared a glance at Luna and Brooke since Rei was gloating. Linda ran the first chance she got despite all the talk about redemption from her. Brooke, though, was backing up Luna, and the two of them were fighting off a few zombies Rei had brought with her. Brooke was armed with the pry bar Cole had, while Luna used a folding knife she carried and had already decapitated the zombified Bruce. The two of them had things under control as long as Rei didn’t join in.

“Not really, just worried you might have caught something from fucking all those Trolls,” Faylen said with a grin of her own.

The plan was to antagonize Rei and keep her focus on her.

Rei stared at her for a moment then snarled.

“Bitch! You went through my stuff didn’t you!”

Faylen laughed. It was forced, but she doubted Rei noticed.

“You always did claim you could take on three guys at once.”

Rei’s face looked as if it would have turned bright red had she not been undead.

“I was going to kill you slowly. Now I’m going to make you watch as I kill everyone you know.” Rei snarled. “Only when you have nothing left and beg me, will I end you, Fay.”

Rei did her Shadow Claw attack again. Faylen suspected since she didn’t use magic while alive it was the only spell she had figured out since becoming a Greater Undead. Still, Rei was an experienced fighter, as Faylen was reminded. She dodged the claw again, only for Rei to shift into a kick that caught her in the ribs. Faylen flinched and was sure one or two now had a fracture in them.

She threw a wall of fire, with a pillar of earth hidden inside it as a shield while she got space from Rei. It was a good thing she did, as Rei followed up with her Shadow Claw, heedless of the firewall. Had the pillar of Earth Magic not been there, Faylen would’ve taken the Shadow Claw in the gut.

“Oh, did that hurt?” Rei taunted.

A knife whipped threw the air and stuck itself into Rei’s head through her temple. Her head went with the momentum and flopped to the side. She went cross-eyed for a moment then her head became a billow of black smoke, the knife falling to the ground, as her head reformed. She had a small scar even after reforming where the blade had struck her. Steel would hurt her, but not as much as iron would.

Rei looked towards Luna, who had thrown the blade. Her sister stood her ground and stared down the Wraith. Faylen would have been proud of her sister if that wasn’t the stupidest thing she could have done.

“Are you ready to watch your sister die, Fay?”

The Shadow Claws formed on Rei’s hand as she charged at Luna. Faylen pulled on her magic to throw an earth spike or conjure an earthen wall between Rei and Luna, but she knew deep down there was not enough time for her to do so. Luna stood her ground fearlessly, but she didn’t make any moves to fight.

Luna was nonplus as Rei drew closer to her, the only movement she made was to flick her hand up, right before Rei got to her. Another knife embedded itself into Rei’s forehead. As before, there was a moment where the steel damaged her and her head whipped back as she was briefly incapacitated.

Luna quickly sidestepped Rei, grabbed her, and shoved her down an exposed manhole that she had been standing in front of. Brooke rushed over and helped her push the cover back over the hole. They were a lot heavier than the movies always depicted.

“You okay, Sis?” Luna called out.

“Yeah, just a mini heart attack from your crazy plan.” Faylen frown.

Luna just smiled at her and pointed at the manhole cover. A muffled Rei yelled curses and obscenities at them.

“Those covers are mostly iron. They will zap too much strength for her to be able to move them.” Luna laughed. “That talking corpse is going to have to wander around the sewers until she finds a way out.”

Brooke leaned against the pry bar that had served as her weapon. She was catching her breath and looked ragged.

“What do we do now?” She asked.

Luna pulled out her phone. Faylen had felt hers go off during the fight. Maybe someone had responded to her group message.

“Sis, your lover-boy has a plan of action,” Luna smirked.

And there was the ego Luna always got when one of her plans worked. One of the reasons Faylen seldom praised her for them, even if they were good ones.

Rolling her eyes at her sister she pulled out her phone. She had two messages, both from Ash. The first message said to meet up at Lilly Street and rescue anyone they could on the way. Good plan. Regroup somewhere that will be a safe place for non-combatants and form a counterattack to take out the Necromancer.

The second message was also from Ash but was not sent to the group.

Ash: Please stay safe. I love you, Faylen.

Faylen’s heart skipped a beat as she read it. If Naomi didn’t drag Ash to bed tonight then she was. Faylen grimaced as she took a deep breath. Well, she would if her ribs healed fast enough.

“Alright let’s go,” Faylen said to Brooke and Luna.

“Bye, Rei. Have fun swimming in shit!” Luna shouted at the manhole cover with a laugh.

Rei replied with a muffled yell that sounded like a “Fuck you”.

***

Asphalt exploded into the air as the oversized crude blade struck the road. Sero, as a Dullahan, was deceptively quick, having shifted from dragging the blade in a slow stagger to an overhead strike in the blink of an eye. While it had power and speed, its accuracy was piss poor. Not surprising for something wielded by someone without a head. The blade would’ve missed Ash by a good foot, even if he had not put distance between him and the monster.

He let a Bolt fly at the behemoth of a corpse, striking it in the chest. The blow knocked it back a few steps, leaving a decent-sized gash where the lightning had ruptured and burned the flesh. Only for black smoke to bellow out of the wound a second later, Ash watched as it healed to little more than a scratch.

Okay, I see why Naomi suggested running. A lot tougher than the zombies.

“Well tough is good. Time to see what this elemental scar can do.” Ash said to himself. He doubted Sero could hear without a head, though he was targeting him somehow.

He flooded his body with magic using Ember’s Body Enhancement technique, feeling it gather in his muscles and bones, strengthening and reinforcing them. He then activated Lightning Claw. The air crackled as the currents of electricity jumped between his fingers.

The Headless Sero swung his sword towards him. As before he was easily able to sidestep it and the blade missed him. Ash rushed Sero, his Lightning Claw striking the Greater Undead’s leg and the currents of electricity dropped him to his knees. Ash slipped behind him and started slashing away at his back with his Lightning Claw, billows of black smoke started to engulf him. When Sero started to get back on his feet, Ash backed off.

The Dullahan threw the blade wide in a slash which Ash knew he was out of range from. Only Sero released the blade sending it hurling towards Ash. He had to throw himself to the ground to avoid the giant spinning blade, which tore through a street lamp and a postal box that was behind him.

He heard Sero’s heavy footsteps as he rushed towards him. Rolling he avoided a stomp from the oversized Troll that would have crushed his head. The attack had been a lot more accurate than what the Troll had shown earlier, though there always was the chance he had gotten lucky. Ash doubted that. Sero held up the bloody bag in his hand like someone would a lantern. He had been wondering what purpose it served for the Greater Undead.

Figuring it was worth a shot or at least could serve as a distraction, Ash readied a Bolt as he rolled from Sero’s stomping feet. The Bolt struck the bloody canvas bag exploding it and the hand that had been holding it. Bloody chunks of what looked like hair fell to the ground. Ash grimaced at the sight. The bag had held the remains of Sero’s head, or at least what was left of it.

Sero stopped attacking Ash, scooping up the remains of his head became his only priority. Ash stood back up and went over to the giant crude blade. He was able to lift it thanks to the Body Enhancement, otherwise, he doubted he could do more than drag the blade behind him. Pumping it full of Lightning Magic he approached the crouched Sero, still scraping his head off the pavement. Ash raised the blade over his head and cleaved it into Sero’s neck stump, embedding the blade. Still holding the blade, he used the hunk of steel to send Bolt after Bolt into the headless monster.

The billowing black smoke stopped after the fifth Bolt and Sero collapsed on top of the bloody mess that was his head. The Bolts had blown up Sero’s left arm and a portion of the left side of his chest. Ash kicked the now unmoving Sero.

“Stay out of my District and out of my dreams!”

He turned and started making his way towards Lilly Street. Hoping to meet up with Faylen, Naomi, and the rest of his friends there.

He had already recovered a portion of his magic used fighting Sero by the time he encountered more zombies. Three of them huddled over a screaming woman in a side alley. Ash rushed in and took all of them out with a Lightning Claw before they even knew he was there.

“Hey, are you alright?” He asked the Lynxkin who the zombies had been attacking.

She looked at him but was still trembling and curled up in the fetal position. He could see she was covered in scratches and bite marks. Even Ash knew that unlike in the B-movies, a bite from a real zombie wouldn’t turn someone into one. However, if they manage to kill you, then you become one. Her worst injury was a rather nasty bite on her calf where the zombies had taken a chunk of flesh. Tearing the sleeve from his shirt, he did his best to bandage it.

“Don’t worry. I am going to get you out of here, but I’ll need you to help me, okay?” He asked, trying to make his voice sound calm and reassuring.

She gave a small nod to him.

“Okay good. My name is, Ash, what’s yours?”

“Linda,” She said softly.

“Okay, Linda. I don’t think you can walk with your leg as it is. So I’m going to piggyback you to Lilly Street where it’s safe. I just need you to hold onto me okay.”

She gave him another nod and soon she was clinging to his back. Linda was pretty light, but he still pulled on the Body Enhancement and flooded his muscles with magic. Best to be able to react quickly in case of attacks. After all, there were more than just zombies wandering around.

They were halfway to Lilly Street before Ash was forced to fight again. This time about a dozen zombies were trying to break into Mei’s Den. One of the windows was already broken and Ash could make out what looked like a wooden barricade in its place. Which the zombies seem intent on demolishing.

“Hey Linda, cover your ears.” Ash requested.

He felt her shift as she pressed her body against his back to free her hands. The unintended side effect was her breasts were now pressed against him. He pushed the thoughts about that fact out of his head and focused on the zombies before him. There was a reason for his warning. The zombies were tightly packed together and if he boosted his Bolt with extra magic he could take out a few zombies with each cast of the spell. He released the first Bolt targeting the cluster of zombies trying to break the wooden barricade. The sound of thunder echoed around them as it hit.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


MEI KNEW TODAY was going to be a shitty day. She found an infestation of mites in her garden box this morning and later had the misfortune of running into the District Boss at lunch. Memories of the night he visited her restaurant flooded back and she was too distressed to enjoy her meal. Then, when she arrived at work she learned one of the stoves was on the fritz. So overall, a shitty day. Now the day had progressed from shitty to a living nightmare and she was sure she would not live to see the end of it.

Zombies had appeared out of nowhere and trapped them inside her restaurant! One had even broken a window and tried crawling inside. Thankfully, Maggy was able to take care of it with a meat cleaver and Jessy was working with a few of the diners to barricade the rest of the windows. Her staff and the braver diners had armed themselves with whatever they could find in the restaurant, Mei herself was carrying around a large carving knife and a pan she hoped could be used as an emergency shield.

She heard crying, a child of one of the diners no doubt. Sara would be doing her best to try and comfort the kid. She had been working to keep them distracted in this dire situation. Even snagging crayons and paper for them to play with. Sara stood in the center of them with a forced smile on her face, asking them about their pictures and doing her best to not show fear.

Thunder echoed outside the restaurant. It sounded close.

“Maybe if it starts pouring down rain the Zombies will leave us alone,” Maggy suggested with hope.

She still clutched the meat cleaver with both hands in front of her. Her cat tail and ears frizzed out showing how frayed her nerves were. The thunder sounded a few more times, then silence. Even the scratching at the barricades by the Zombies was gone.

“Is everyone alright in there?” A voice called out with a knock on the barricade.

“Yes!” Maggy shouted as she and others started removing the barricade.

Mei knew that Maggy’s outcry wasn’t an answer to the question, just relief that it was over. Mei herself felt a wave of dread leaving her body at the sound of the voice. As the barricade fell they saw the owner of the voice and the remains of the zombies that had been trying to break in.

The District Boss stood there with a Lynxkin clinging to his back, his face was etched with concern as he looked them over. The smoldering zombies lay in pieces on the ground not far from him. Jessy froze once he realized who was on the other side of the barricade. Almost as if he was considering whether the District Boss was more dangerous than the zombies. Mei stepped forward before he could do something stupid and finished pulling down the barricade. That drew the attention of the District Boss.

“Chef Mei, how many people are in your restaurant?”

Her Rabbitkin instincts started screaming at her for drawing attention to herself.

“Thirty-one people counting staff and diners, seven of which are children. We do a casual family special earlier in the day, more affordable. Something the restaurant I trained at would do.” She was unsure why she told him that last part, her nerves perhaps.

He grimaced and looked at the butchered zombies around him.

“Anyone hurt?” He asked.

Mei shook her head.

“One broke in, but Maggy my sous chef, was able to stop it before anyone got hurt.” She nodded in Maggy’s direction when she said her name.

“Damn. With a meat cleaver. That’s pretty badass.”

Maggy blushed while tucking a stray hair behind her feline ear.

“Thank you, District Boss.”

He shifted uncomfortably, before smiling at Maggy.

“Just call me Ash. Honestly, I’m still getting used to this “District Boss” thing.” Then he turned and looked at Mei. “Still, I am the boss and this District and its people are my responsibility. I’m taking everyone here somewhere they will be safe until we take care of the Necromancer causing all of this.”

“Where in the District is safe?” One of the diners asked.

“Lilly Street. Message anyone you know to either get there or barricade up and let you know where they are. Once I get there I plan to organize rescue efforts.”

Lilly Street. Who in their right mind would consider that the safest place in the District?! Mei would rate it as the most dangerous. The whole street was a Dryad’s territory, every plant was potential death.

Many others seemed to share her opinion as a look of apprehension took hold over them. This was not missed by the District Boss, or Ash, as he had requested to be called. He gave them a stern look.

“You’re welcome to take your chances. I won’t force anyone to come with me, but worse things are roaming around than zombies. I fought a Dullahan before coming here.” Ash said as he set the Lynxkin in a chair. The wound on her leg was already bleeding through the makeshift bandage.

Mei’s blood chilled. She heard a loud clang as Maggy dropped her meat cleaver on the floor and was now sitting in a chair. She was visibly pale at the news as was many others. A meat cleaver had worked against a zombie, but it would be useless against a Greater Undead like a Dullahan. A Greater Undead would tear apart any one of them with ease and they wouldn’t be able to leave even a single scratch on it. Only salt and iron had any lasting effects.

“Jessy,” Mei called. “Grab some help and gather all our iron cookware and any salt.”

She turned and looked at Ash, doing her best to harden her gaze. Her instincts were telling her to run and hide, to survive at all costs. To hell with her instincts. She had carved a life for herself in District 114, made friends, built a business, and gained respect. She wouldn’t let some corpses take that from her.

“Any Orc worth their weight can build a forge. If any are at Lilly Street we can get a forge going and turn the iron cookware into weapons. Failing that we can at least coat weapons in salt.”

A grin spread on Ash’s face and he pulled out his phone typing a message. He smiled at her after he hit send.

“Good thinking, Chef Mei. I’ve already got some people working on the forge.”

They were ready to leave for Lilly Street a few minutes later. Jessy had managed to find all the iron cookware and almost everyone was now carrying at least one. Ash had used the time and the restaurant’s first aid kit to better treat Linda’s wounds, his Lynxkin backpack.

They left Mei’s restaurant in an organized group. Ash led, with Maggy on the right and Mei on the left guarding the sides of the group. Jessy guarded the back with a diner who volunteered. The center had Sara watching over the children and the rest of the diners or less combat-capable staff surrounding them.

The children held each other’s hands and closed their eyes as Sara led them past the remains of the zombies outside the restaurant. Mei wished she could close her eyes and walk past them too. A dozen bodies were blown to pieces and still smoldering. The air had a sickly sweet smell of cooked tainted meat. Others were looking at the scene before them as they left the restaurant, their faces told her they thought the same thing. There had not been a fight between Ash and the zombies, just a massacre.

They only encountered a few zombies on their way to Lilly Street. Mostly small groups or individuals that Ash took care of by shooting his lightning at them, or engaging in melee with his hands dancing with electricity. Every time, the scar on his face would glow blue and Mei could feel static in the air.

A collective gasp escaped the group as they neared Lilly Street. Mei had only seen such sights in her nightmares, born from the stories she’d been told as a child back on Vas. Warnings of what would happen if one was foolish enough to venture into a Dryad’s territory. Ash just looked at the sight before them and smiled.

“Looks like Lilly is in full swing.” He said far too calmly.

Long vines climbed into the air around Lilly Street, lashing out and tearing apart anything that got within their range. A few piles of dismembered zombies near the street were a testament to their lethality. Everyone froze except for Ash, who kept walking. He turned and raised an eyebrow at them when he noticed.

Mei pushed against her instincts telling her to run and was the first of the group to start moving forward, followed by Maggy. The two of them stood beside Ash as he walked to the street and in range of the vines. The rest of their group followed slowly behind. As if to allow enough time to escape should the vines attack Mei, Maggy, or Ash.

“Hey, Big Boss! Glad you finally showed!” A snow mink woman called out with a wave at them. Mei recognized her from the restaurant as one of the 114 Pack captains.

Ash smiled and waved back at her. That was when Mei really took in the street apart from the vines that had held her attention. The street had been fortified with a four-foot-high earthen wall, armed Lizardkins and Beastkins stood behind it watching for any zombies lucky enough to make it past the vines.

“Hey, Celeste, I’ve got an injured Lynxkin here. Nothing life-threatening, just a nasty bite. Don’t think she can walk on it.”

Mei watched as Linda tried to hide her face in Ash’s shoulder. She wasn’t sure why she was doing it, almost as if she was worried Celeste would recognize her.

“Gotcha, I’ll get the 114 Pack’s new probational member to run her to the medical station. We’ve set one up at Lilly’s Shop,” Celeste replied as a Jackalkin woman slipped past the earthen walls and started approaching Ash.

“Linda?” The Jackalkin asked as she got closer.

“Brooke!? You’re alive!” Linda gasped before she burst into tears. “I’m sorry, I was just so scared and I ran.”

“Enough water works, you’re in worse shape than any of us. Now let’s get you to the medical station,” Brooke said as she helped Linda stand. Leaning heavily on her, the two of them started making their way past the barricade.

They talked softly to each other and Mei was sure she only heard them due to how sensitive Rabbitkin ears were.

“So..did I hear right? You’re a member of the 114 Pack again?” Linda asked hesitantly.

“Probational member. When you ran, I stayed and fought. Faylen gave me a second chance because of that. I’m not going to let her down.” Brooke said with determination as she supported Linda.

The snow mink named Celeste approached Ash and Mei as soon as their group made it past the earthen walls. She smiled at all the iron cookware they had with them.

“Good call on bringing all the iron. The gangs can easily handle zombies, but Wraiths and Dullahans would be impossible for them to take down without the stuff. We scrounged around, but could only find a few things made of iron instead of steel.”

Ash gestured in Mei’s direction.

“It was Chef Mei’s idea.” He gave her that smile of his. “She had her restaurant pretty well organized and defended when I arrived. Her sous chef, Maggy, even took out a zombie with a meat cleaver.”

Celeste hummed.

“Chef Mei and sous chef Maggy, huh? We’ll need to talk later, the Pack is always on the lookout for talent.”

Mei saw a small smile appear on Maggy’s face. Of course, the predator Beastkin would be excited about joining a gang! Celeste saw her reaction as well and had a small victory smirk. Mei’s mind just reeled with thoughts of her decked out like a gangster and the horrible tasks Faylen, Celeste or District Boss Ash would have her do.

Oh? A rival District is plotting to steal from us? Take their boss’s head, and send in the Rabbit as well. She needs to be blooded.

She pictured her and Maggy cleaning their blood-covered weapons in a warehouse surrounded by the bodies of a rival District’s gang. She had no fear, no anxiousness, just a cold steel gaze as she used the shirt of a dead predator to clean her blade. This version of her looked at killing as Mei looked at processing a slab of beef. The thought was both terrifying and….alluring.

“So, who tangled with the Wraith?” Ash asked Celeste, breaking Mei from her thoughts.

“I did,” A voice called out.

Faylen and the swordswoman who led the Frozen Scales made their way to them. The swordswoman wore a beaming smile that Mei felt did not fit the seriousness of the situation the District was in. Faylen’s face was more neutral, but she quickly made her way towards Ash.

Faylen wrapped her arms around Ash and buried her face in his chest. She stood there just holding him for a moment before looking up at him with narrowed eyes.

“You smell like a cat.”

Faylen shifted so she could peer at Maggy with narrowed eyes. Maggy let out a small yelp and her tail and ears frizzed. Celeste let out a sigh.

“Way to kill my sales pitch, Boss,” Celeste grumbled.

Faylen ignored her and instead proceeded to rub her face against Ash’s chest. The swordswoman watched Faylen anxiously, fidgeting with her hands. Finally, Faylen stopped and took a deep breath of Ash’s scent.

“Much better.”

Faylen stood on her tip-toes and kissed Ash deeply. Then she whispered something into his ear that made him blush and smile. Once again Mei was sure she was the only one that had overheard what was said due to her Rabbitkin ears.

“I love you, too.”

Finally, Faylen broke her hold on Ash and the swordswoman rushed forward wrapping her body around him. Her tail coiled around his leg so he could not escape her even if he wanted to. She clung tightly to him.

“I’m so glad you are okay. I’m sorry about our date, we were having our spark. Faylen explained the Check of Rain to me and I eagerly await our next one.”

Celeste approached Mei with a smile.

“Right, they may be at this for a bit. Might as well get you and your people situated.”

Celeste tapped her chin as she looked over the group of people. Mei could see her considering what to do with everyone, and how to best make use of them. Her staff had anxious looks on their faces. They were worried they could be used as soldiers against the Undead. She caught more than a few pleading glances her way from them. They were her staff, her people, her responsibility.

“Do you have a kitchen available? My staff and I can prepare meals for everyone, decent food goes a long way to improve morale.” Mei said doing her best to put steel in her words.

Celeste considered what she said for a moment then gave a nod of approval.

“The Flatiron has a decent size kitchen, I’ll have someone take you there. Might be a good idea to get some quick grub made up for the Bosses when you get there. They will be working on a plan soon.”

Mei nodded, though internally she gave a sigh of relief. At least she would be away from District Boss Ash and his damn smile.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


ASH LEANED OVER the table before him, his body too restless to sit like those around him. He was looking over a map of District 114 that had been divided up in a grid pattern. A homemade map key showed places that would have a high concentration of people such as the grocery stores or the movie theater.

The key had a color-coded system stating if any of the gangs had been patrolling the area when the Undead had attacked. Green meant the gangs were able to evacuate everyone to Lilly Street. Yellow meant they were unable to evacuate people, but did warn them. Red markers meant no gang members had been in the area and no warning issued to them.

Thankfully there were only a few red areas on the map. Faylen’s quick warning had spread like wildfire among the citizens of District 114. Some had even taken a more proactive approach, forming groups and rescuing others along the way. He had invited the leaders of those groups to this meeting at the Flatiron.

Ash turned from the map to look at those sitting around him. They were in the dining room for the Flatiron or at least what had served as the dining room when the place was a hotel. With Mei taking over the kitchen and rushing out plates of food to them he figured it was again. At least for now.

There were familiar faces around him for this meeting. Faylen and Naomi with their seconds-in-command, Jek, and Celeste, were sitting closest to him. Bo was there with Jacklyn, who thankfully had been having lunch with the big lug when the Undead had attacked. Lilly stuffed her face with food while keeping them updated on what was happening outside. She had a weird sixth sense that let her know what was happening around one of her plants. Which made Ash consider moving the housewarming cactus she had given to him out of his bedroom. There were also four new faces sitting at the table.

One belonged to an old grizzled Orc named Mander who was the owner of The Twins, whom Ash knew from his times there. He updated The Twins website with a closure warning. Then he organized his patrons, armed them, and cut a path through any Undead they encountered on their way to Lilly Street. They saved anyone they met on the way, even checking buildings. He sat at the table with a stoic expression, giving Ash a nod when their eyes met. Bo had told him the old Orc was once the Chief of a small Orc tribe back on Vas.

The three other faces belonged to a trio of Otterkin sisters. This was Ash’s first time meeting them. Haylee, Baylee, and Caylee had been warned about the Undead by Celeste. The trio worked at one of the fish farms and were all users of Water Magic. They ensured the other fish farms were safe, gathering the workers and anyone else they encountered, and made their way to Lilly Street. They had used their Water Magic to keep the Undead away, though all three admitted they had zero combat practice with their magic, only using it for their job. Haylee was the leader of the trio and Ash would guess she was close to Luna’s age, so perhaps twenty years old. She sat there wide-eyed and nervous as if she was shocked she had been invited to this meeting.

“Bo, what’s your guess on a time frame for the smiths working the forges? Ash asked, best to know his deadline for planning. “We need the cookware turned into iron weapons before we can do anything.”

“An hour. They are turning them into pike heads. They’ll be crude and ugly but will get the job done. They are using the human assembly line method to get them out as fast as possible.”

Ash gave a nod of thanks.

“Jek and Celeste, I want search parties formed. When the pikes are done, divide up the grid and start with the Red areas and work to the Yellow.”

“Gotcha, Big Boss, we are on it,” Celeste replied with a salute.

“It shall be done,” Jek gave a small nod.

Mander sat up straighter as Ash turned his attention to the Orc, there was a small smile he was trying to hide. Perhaps the call to action had kindled some of the old tribal Chief in him.

“Mander, I would like to ask you to check around for volunteers for the search parties and work with Jek and Celeste on where to search.”

Mander hoisted the two short swords he had been wearing and laid them on the table. A big grin broke out on the old Orcs face.

“I will do that and more. I will lead one of the search groups myself, my blades are at your service, District Boss!

“Our home is under attack. I’m sure you will have no shortage of volunteers. Including my tavern patrons, The Twin Swords, is not a place for those with weak stomachs.”

“Glad to have you and your patrons, Mander.” Ash smiled at the old Orc.

He turned and faced the Otterkin sisters, who went wide-eyed with his attention focused on them.

“Haylee,”

She blushed when he said her name. Her eyes quickly darted down to the table. One of the sisters let out a snicker but was silenced with an elbow by the third sister. He could see Faylen giving him a knowing smile out of the corner of his eye.

“I need to ask a big favor of you and your sisters. It could be vital for the District.”

That got the girls’ attention and all three of them were looking at him with wide eyes, though Haylee was still red from blushing.

“With any emergency, there is always a risk for fires to break out. People leave their homes with food cooking, candles lit, or something similar.

“That’s why I want you girls to organize an emergency fire brigade. Recruit from the gangs and Mander’s volunteers, especially if any of them are Water or Earth Magic users that could combat fires. The rescue teams will alert you if they see any fires in the District.”

The sisters’ faces filled with pride and determination.

“You can count on us, District Boss!” Haylee said, finally meeting his eyes with a smile.

He returned her smile.

“Lilly,” Ash turned to her, one eyebrow raised.
“I know, I know. Keep the street safe, and smush any zombies that come nearby.” Lilly struck a pose and batted her eyelashes at him. “Be my adorable self when you get back.”

Ash smiled and shook his head at her antics. Even in a situation like this, Lilly was still Lilly.

“Yes. Do all that, and if you notice anything let us know. Even with you here the Necromancer may still try something.”

She did a parody of Celeste’s salute, which got the Minkkin to stick her tongue out at the Dryad. Lilly returned the gesture. Her circle of friends had grown, and a lot fewer people were viewing Lilly as someone dangerous. Well, she is dangerous, but not someone people should be afraid of.

“Right. Now for us to talk about the Necromancer. Do we know anything about them?”

Faylen produced a cigarette end and laid it on the table.

“We found a few of these around Rei’s grave. Just before we fought the Wraith bitch.”

Ash picked up the bud and looked at it. There was the image of a rose with black petals on the band. He remembers seeing them a lot as a kid.

“Obsidian Rose.”

The ears of all the Beastkin around the table perked up at once.

“You know anyone that smokes them?” Faylen asked.

Ash grimaced and laid the cigarette butt back on the table.

“Yeah, they were my Dad’s brand. Eventually, they killed him.”

He could see Faylen start to apologize and stop when he shook his head.

“He knew what the smokes were doing to him, never even tried to quit. The brand is pretty small, Dad had to special order his. I’m surprised anyone here is smoking them.”

“I don’t think anyone does,” Faylen said. “The Undead we have seen have been a mixture of different races, though there are a noticeable number of Frost Trolls within them.

“I bet the Necromancer has been smuggling the Undead into the District over the past few days. When they built up a sizable army the Necromancer arrived and launched the attack.”

Ash gave a somber look around the table.

“This seems like an attempt to wipe out the District as a whole, not just Destry targeting me or Faylen.”

“He’s probably trying to erase evidence of his connection to Sero’s slave ring. You two freed the slaves and settled most of them here.” Lilly stated as she rolled an olive on the table, before squishing it with her finger.

“If that’s the case then the portal will be a zombie hotspot.” Bo grimaced at the thought.

“We can put a Beastkin with a keen sense of smell in each of the rescue groups. Let them get a scent for the cigarette off the butt and have them contact us if they pick it up.” Faylen suggested.

“Oh! Then you, me, and Ash can go in and kill the Necromancer.” Naomi said way too cheerfully.

Faylen gave a nod to Naomi.

“Alright, we’ve got our plan. Let’s put it in action.” Ash said looking at those around the table.

Two hours later Ash, Faylen, and Naomi stood on top of a roof staring at a cigarette end with the black rose on the band. This one was still smoldering, as had the last three they had found on the other roofs. The rescue teams would pick up the scent, but each time they arrived all they found was a smoldering bud.

“You think they know we’re trying to track them this way and just leaving lit ones on random roofs to mislead us?” Naomi asked.

“Possible but it’s not affecting the rescue efforts or anything else. I mean, it wouldn’t be hard for them to set up an ambush. What are they doing on the roofs?” Ash asked.

“Then we are just missing them. We need a way to get to the locations faster.” Faylen said as she stomped out the smoldering butt.

“I’ve got an idea, but we will need to talk to Lilly.” Ash scratched his chin while wondering what price he would have to pay to the Dryad.

When they got back to Lilly Street, they found the Dryad still in the dining room of the Flatiron. She had talked Mei into making a basket of the rolls they served at her restaurant.

“Another bust?” Lilly asked as she held a roll in each hand.

“Yeah, just another smoking cigarette butt waiting for us,” Ash said as he took a seat at her table. “We’re just not getting there fast enough. Which is why I want to ask if I can borrow your bike.”

Lilly stood. Hands still holding the now smooshed rolls as she leaned onto the table. That was not a good sign. She scowled at him.

“You want to borrow my bike? The bike that ended up on the ocean floor last time it was in your care?”

Ash suppressed a groan. He figured Lilly would use this to get something she wanted.

“Yes. What can I trade you to borrow it, Lilly?”

She smiled at him.

“I want a room in the Flatiron. Room 104 to be exact.”

Ash blinked. This was a more reasonable request than he had expected. The Flatiron had more rooms than he knew what to do with, even with the first two floors being turned into barracks.

“Sure, but why Room 104?”

Lilly grabbed one of her smashed rolls and took a bite before smiling at him.

“I already broke into that room and moved some stuff in. Keys to the bike are where they always are at the shop.”

Ash sighed and shook his head.

“Thanks, Lilly.”

She waved at them with a flattened roll as they left.

He quickly found the keys buried under candy wrappers. He would need to stop by sometime and clean Lilly’s Shop. He might not be an employee anymore, but he was part owner. Also if no one picked up after Lilly, the shop would turn into a dump. He pulled the sports bike around the front of the shop, as Naomi eyed it wearily.

“Does it bite?” Naomi asked as she cautiously tried to pet the sports bike.

“It’s a machine,” Faylen said with a cough to stifle her laugh.

Naomi nodded her head but continued to pet the bike.

Ash told the girls his plan while they waited for another call about the Necromancer’s whereabouts. Essentially they were going to split up, which if Bo was here he would reference how that was always a bad idea in horror movies. Ash would rush to the location on the bike, while Faylen and Naomi would go east and west of the location.

The hope was if their target fled again, the girls might catch sight of them and let Ash know to change directions. They killed time by Ash showing them how to drive the bike. Faylen even rode it solo up and down the street a few times. She only made a couple of laps before Mander called with a location and they were off.

Ash raced down the empty street on the bike. A few zombies saw him and tried to pursue only to be left in the dust. As always, when he would ride around on Lilly’s bike he missed his old one that he had to leave behind. He wondered if he could get one now that he was District Boss.

His phone started going off. He pulled over in a spot free of zombies and whipped off his helmet. Hitting accept as soon as he saw it was Faylen.

“You got eyes on the Necromancer, Faylen?”

“Yes. And I know how she’s been avoiding us,” Faylen said over the hum of the bike’s engine. “The bitch is a Harpy and she’s heading West.”

“Heading that way.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


ASH RACED WESTWARD, he would have to push the little sports bike to its limits if he wanted to keep up with someone who could fly. He kept checking the horizon to see if he could spot the Necromancer. He spotted Faylen first, slowing down just enough for her to jump on the bike.

“She flew that way.” Faylen pointed before putting on her helmet.

Ash responded with a nod before taking off with the bike, Faylen clinging tightly to his back.

He knew the area. It had fewer multistory buildings and mostly was housing made from the modified shipping containers. The place had been one of the red marker zones and the first place the rescue teams had been sent. As such, this area should be empty of people. When the fight broke out with the Necromancer, at least there wouldn’t be bystanders that could get hurt.

Their target began as a small dot on the horizon but soon came into full view. Large dark brown feathered wings carried a woman with talon feet through the air. As they got closer to her, she finally noticed them.

She whirled in the air and faced them. A black crescent moon of magic shot from her wings towards them. He felt Faylen squeeze him with her legs as her hands let go of their hold on his chest.

The burst of flames she cast collided with the black crescent moon in an explosion of color. Almost as if someone had set off a dozen fireworks at once. As the blaze of color died down, the Harpy seemed to panic and tried to maneuver in the air. That was when Ash noticed the earthen spike. Faylen must have cast it behind her flames to conceal it. Had the Harpy not noticed in time, the spike would’ve punched a hole through her head. Instead, her maneuver saved her life, but the spike still found a place of purchase.

The Harpy let out a scream as the earthen spike punched a hole through her left wing. Blood and feathers fell to the ground below her and she dropped a few feet as she struggled to keep airborne. Faylen tried to follow up with more earthen spikes and fireballs, but even injured the Harpy was able to avoid them. The first one had caught her by surprise and now she wouldn’t underestimate Faylen.

The Harpy quickly flew away from the road preventing them from following her on the bike. She was struggling to stay airborne and Ash had an idea of where she was trying to head. One of the few multistory buildings in this area was not far.

He parked the bike and looked at the small forest of brush and trees that separated the road from the building. It was the shortest path to the building the Harpy was heading towards.

“Faylen, how confident are you in driving the bike?” Ash asked as he watched the Harpy fly straight towards the building.

“I think I can do alright as long as I’m not trying to go as fast as you.”

“Take the bike and pick up Naomi. We’ll meet at that multistory building. It’s where the Harpy is heading.” Ash said as he got off the bike and started making his way into the brush along the road.

“Be careful, Ash. If something happens to you I will make the necro-bitch bring you back to me!”

Faylen gave him one last look before starting the bike. She turned down the road leading towards Naomi. Ash pushed his way through the brush into the small forest.

He started to see zombies the deeper he got into the small woods. None of them paid him any mind as they all shambled forward in the same direction. Towards the building that the Harpy had fled to. He frowned at the thought and pulled on his magic, flooding his body with it. He wanted to be stronger and faster if there was an army of Undead waiting for him at the base of the building. The hike through the small woods took him about fifteen minutes, but soon he popped out into the parking lot for the building.

“Oh! it’s the human!” A familiar annoying voice said.

Ash let out a small sigh as a pale Rei and a headless Sero accompanied by several zombies exited the building. Sero was still missing his left arm and a portion of that side of his chest had mismatched skin stitched over the wound. The canvas bag was gone and instead, Sero wore a small backpack on his chest covered in the artwork of some kids cartoon.

“Hey, Rei.” Ash pointed to Sero and the zombies. “I’m not interrupting your orgy or something, am I?”

Rei stared at him with her jaw open for a second before erupting in a volcano of profanities.

“Did that bitch, Faylen, tell everyone!” She finally said after her stream of profanities.

Rei snarled as black smoke engulfed her hand and she started running towards him. Ash raised his hand and sent a Bolt through her head. She staggered and the spell she was casting cut out as her head reformed. He had one of the iron pike heads, but he would need an opening to effectively use it. Time was something he didn’t have, with every second the Necromancer could be either healing or escaping.

“Damn it! Reforming a head is annoying you know!” Rei shouted as her head came back.

Ash shrugged his shoulders.

“I honestly was enjoying the peace and quiet. Now that your head is back, I have to agree. Yeah, it’s annoying.”

Sero rushed forward and swung his massive sword. His accuracy was not much better than before and only managed to leave a gash in the pavement. Rei, though, had used his attack to close ground on Ash. Long blades made of darkness came off her fingers as if she were some Wolfkin version of Freddy Kruger. Ash sidestepped the attack and grabbed her by the wrist. Rei had a surprised look on her face at how fast he had reacted.

This was an opening he needed to capitalize on. A glance at Sero showed the lumbering Dullahan was struggling to get his sword out of the pavement, the blade had caught on something. Rei’s eyes widened as he pulled the iron pike head from where he had it sheathed on his back. He thrust the iron weapon forward. Rei with her free hand grabbed her upper arm, above where Ash held her wrist. Black smoke billowed from her hand and she winced before falling backward.

Ash stood there holding Rei’s severed arm and the point of the iron pike where her head should have been. She rushed away from him quickly, only looking back at him once she was at a safe distance. The look was a mixture of fear and anger. Ash sneered at her and threw the severed arm in her direction. It turned into black smoke and reformed on Rei’s body.

There was a loud cracking sound as Sero heaved his blade free of the pavement, tearing up a large slab of asphalt as he did. The headless swordsman was now dragging the mass of steel he called a blade towards Ash. Rei stood back, but Ash was sure she would just wait for an opening.

His attention broke from Sero and a smile appeared on his face as he heard the sound of the bike’s engine. Rei turned and looked towards the sound. Just in time to see an explosion of ice shards tear through the zombies she had brought with her.

Naomi was already off the bike and had Torrent drawn. Even from where Ash was he could see she was giving a death stare at Sero. The hulking corpse changed directions from Ash and gave a wordless charge in her direction. Naomi met with a charge of her own.

Faylen parked the bike and soon joined the fray, her eyes fixed on Rei. It seemed the girls had already decided who their opponents would be. Rei gave her a cocky smile.

“You sure you want to dance again, Fay? Your sister isn’t here to save you this-”

Three earthen spikes tore Rei apart before she could finish whatever she was saying.

“Go get the Necromancer. We’ll take care of these two.” Faylen said to Ash as she launched another string of earthen spikes at Rei’s reforming body.

Ash glanced towards Naomi to see her holding her own with Sero. Both their blades locked in a stalemate as they clashed.

Ash gave a nod of thanks to his girls and ran for the door of the building. The place was vacant, it seemed Rei had pulled all the zombies out to the parking lot to fight with her. He found the stairwell and started racing up the flights of stairs. The building was five stories tall and even with magic running through his body, he was a little winded by the time he reached the top. Opening the door to the roof he spotted the Necromancer.

The Harpy was perched on the roof holding a healing potion, the hole in her wing slowly healing itself back together. She was a living person, so didn’t have the rapid healing of the Undead she controlled. She had short brown hair that matched the color of her wings. Both of her arms were covered in tattoos that looked like feathers and she had her right eyebrow pierced. She wore jeans and a dark blue t-shirt with the logo of a heavy metal band that Ash couldn’t place right now. Around her neck was an ugly metal collar covered in bones. She took a drag off her cigarette and looked at him with her dark brown eyes.

“Can that damn Wraith not do anything except run her mouth?” She said with an exhale of smoke.

***

An explosion of Wind and Ice Magic detonated as Naomi crossed blades with the hulking Dullahan that was Sero. The blades met at a standstill showing the strength Naomi had hidden in her arms. She was a Salamander, so she had a bit of Dragon’s blood in her after all. While her blade had been stopped by the crude block of steel that was Sero’s blade, her magic was not. Black smoke flowed off his body from where Wind and Ice Magic had torn into him, leaving deep cuts.

This was not the cheerful Naomi that Faylen had helped with her makeup, or gave advice to about Ash. This Naomi was a raged-filled woman who was getting a second shot at the man who had enslaved her and killed her family. A woman with the power and tools to unleash that rage upon him.

“You bitch-”

Faylen sent another one of her earthen spikes at Rei cutting her off. Naomi wasn’t the only one holding a grudge. She had not truly understood the damage Rei had done until she and Ash went to District 71 and Luna had told her the horrors she had seen while kept as a slave by the Trolls. Forced to butcher the corpses of others to harvest the magic reagents inside to make weapons, potions, or tools.

Faylen still had nights where she would lie awake staring at the darkness. Her mind replayed things that should have been obvious lies or half-truths that Rei had told her. Had she caught on to her deception quicker she could’ve saved so many people.

The worst nights were when Luna was having it rough. Her sister would come into her room a trembling mess, her tail tucked and ears flat. Convinced the Trolls were coming for her that night, that she would still be killed and butchered. All Faylen could do to help her sister was hold her and try to reassure her that she was safe. So yeah, Rei’s second death was not going to be quick.

Naomi was still occupying Sero and was even driving the headless Greater Undead back. Faylen figured it would not be long before the Ice Salamander got her retribution. Which meant Rei was all hers to deal with.

Faylen pulled on her two affinities in magic, earth, and fire. Her last fight with Rei had caused her to rethink her strategies. For so long she’d only ever used Earth Magic for combat and limited her Fire Magic to her Ember persona. Even now that she was using both of the affinities for combat, it was still very limited. She knew magic and knew the potential of both affinities when combined. She could create a spell that would hurt Greater Undead like Rei.

She had one of the iron pike heads sheathed on her back, Ash had made sure everyone outside of Lilly Street had one. She would use it if she was forced to, but she wanted to beat Rei with her own magic. Earth whirled around her and flames danced on her fingertips as she cast the spell. It was still in its infancy, nowhere near its maximum potential and efficiency. Her magic separated the elements within the earth, while the fire tempered and shaped it on her fingers.

Rei had given up on her trash-talking and was now charging at Faylen with a rage-filled scream, her Shadow Claw spell active. Faylen turned and met her head on with her own claws still covered in flames. The flames snuffed out as Rei Shadow Claw shattered. She let out a yelp of pain. A series of deep cuts ran up Rei’s arm and she stared in bewilderment as they refused to heal.

Faylen smirked and looked at her hand. Sharp black nails covered each of her fingertips. Her spell worked, she had pulled the traces of iron out of the soil, smelted, and infused it with magic and her body. The magic would make the iron stronger and keep more of an edge than what was natural for the metal, while also enhancing its lethality to creatures of Death Magic. When she canceled the spell, the iron would just crumble away.

“Look, Faylen, I-I’m sorry. This was not my fault, Sero was a bad boyfriend. He dragged me into a bad crowd and I was manipulated.” Rei pleaded as she clutched her cut-up arm.

Faylen could smell the fear coming off of her, more so when Rei glanced toward Sero. The Dullahan was little more than a torso with black smoke coming off of it. Naomi stood on top of him with an iron pike head in her hands, slowly driving it into the heart of the Greater Undead monstrosity. When the iron weapon sank as far as it would go the black smoke stopped. Naomi drew Torrent and swung the blade activating both its Wind and her Ice Magic, shredding the corpse into a pile of mush. She then turned and looked at Rei, her eyes as cold as the Ice Magic she wielded.

Rei let out a fearful cry as she showed her true self. Rei had always been a coward, despite Faylen denying it when she thought the Wolfkin was her friend. The hindsight was clear. Rei turned to run away from them. Both Faylen and Naomi started to pursue her.

The deafening sound of thunder boomed above them. An explosion on the rooftop made Faylen and Naomi stop in their pursuit and turn back to the building. Faylen’s heart raced as she saw Ash falling five stories. Her nose picked up the scent of blood, his blood.


CHAPTER THIRTY


A BIT EARLIER

“Can that damn Wraith not do anything except run her mouth?” The Necromancer said with an exhale of smoke.

She narrowed her eyes and stared at Ash’s scar. The blue glow was less noticeable outside in the sun, but he was sure the Harpy had excellent eyesight.

He shrugged.

“You’re the one that decided to raise her from the dead. We were all enjoying the quiet with her gone.”

The Harpy frowned and her hand pulled on the collar around her neck.

“Yeah. It was not my idea to bring her back or to make that shit stain of a Troll into a Dullahan. Fargo thought it would be a nice touch for some vengeance bullshit and ordered me to do it.”

Ash raised an eyebrow and wondered who the hell Fargo was. The Harpy put out her cigarette on the roof and stood up. Stretching her arms and wings as she did.

“Look I’m sorry about this, but I am going to have to kill you. Your boss as well when she gets up here.”

Ash blinked and cocked his head to the side. Was Cleo on her way here? If so, how did the Harpy know that?

“My Boss?”

The Harpy froze in her stretching and blinked at him in confusion.

“Yeah, District Boss Faylen.”

Ash darted forward casting Lightning Claw. The Harpy’s eyes widened and she opened her wings, sending a gust of wind that threw her to the right. The Lightning Claw tore into a vent the Harpy had been standing by. Seeing her dodge his attack, Ash pulled the iron pike head free of its sheath with his other hand and hurled it at the Harpy. The pike head struck her stomach and she let out a grunt of pain.

He readied another Lighting Claw, hoping to attack where the pike had injured her stomach. Before he could strike, the Harpy’s wings gained a dark edge to them and two of the Dark Crescent Moon spells shot at him. He had to shift from targeting her to cleaving through the double spell with his Lightning Claw. That gave her time to put some distance between them. She clutched at the pike head still in her stomach. It now had a dark ring of blood surrounding it and a small crimson pool was gathering below her. Her wings still held the dark edge showing she was holding onto two more of the Dark Crescent Moon spells, ready to cast at a moment’s notice.

“Fucking lying Fargo! You’re him aren’t you, The Storm. Faylen isn’t the District Boss, you are! You’re Councilwoman Blackthorn’s Monster!” The Harpy spouted with a nervous look on her face.

She glanced at the slowly healing wound on her wing and Ash knew she was considering fleeing. He had no idea what she was talking about, but he was not going to let her get away. She had attacked his District, brought back his enemies from the dead, and threatened his friends.

He raced towards her again with his Lightning Claw and she responded by releasing the two Crescent Moons at him. He weaved through them and closed in on her.

“Shit!” The Harpy said as she held her hands open before her. Black swirls formed a shield of magic.

Lightning Claw struck the shield and for a second it held until Ash pushed more magic into his attack. The shield shattered in an explosion similar to when Faylen’s flames had collided with the Harpy’s Crescent Moons. Both Ash and the Harpy were thrown backward.

He recovered faster than her, probably due to him using Ember’s Enhancement spell. The explosion had canceled his Lightning Claw. Still, if he could grapple with her he could do something. She tried to dodge as he rushed her, using her wings to make a gust in hopes of pushing herself out of the way. His hand wrapped around the bone-covered collar she wore and he threw her to the side.

Ash stared at his hand as the Harpy’s body crashed against the remains of the vent on the roof. A familiar sensation had run through his fingers when he grabbed the collar. He looked at the Harpy. She was dragging herself out of the remains of the vent, deep cuts covered her. She opened a healing potion drinking its contents.

“That collar is cursed,” Ash stated.

The Harpy stood up on shaky legs, but the healing potion was already doing its job. Her cuts were closing before his eyes.

“No shit! You think I want to be here, fighting monsters like you and pissing off The Nightmare Queen?

“I was an independent Boss of a small District until that shit-stain Troll, Sero, showed up one day at Fargo’s request. The bastards attacked and collared me. I’ve been that damn Elf’s puppet ever since!”

Ash gritted his teeth and cursed Destry and the rest of his slave ring.

“We broke the cursed collars before. We freed all those that Sero had enslaved for his horror shop in District 71.”

The Harpy let out a laugh that morphed into a cry.

“Not like this one. Those just had a Banshee curse them. This one is made with Djinn bones. You can’t break it like those collars.

“I have no choice! I either kill you and everyone in this District or Fargo will activate the curse and let it slowly and painfully kill me! So please just die!” The Harpy said, sobbing.

Her wings spread out behind her and a gust of wind launched her at him with incredible speed. Her arms wrapped around his waist as she flew off the roof carrying him with her.

She flew straight up in the air, her wings struggling to lift them both with the wound still healing. Then she let him go, only to discover his hand clinging to the collar around her neck. Fear filled her eyes as the sound of static filled the air and lightning built up in his hand. Ash held the lightning and pulled a magic-restore potion from his pocket. Quickly drinking it.

“LET GO!” The Harpy screamed.

Her wings took the dark edge of her Crescent Moon attack. Ash quickly finished another magic-restore potion and braced for the attack. The two Dark Crescent blades hit him point blank and he felt them cut deep into his skin. He tasted blood in his mouth and almost let go of the collar.

He wouldn’t be able to stand another hit from her magic so close. He hoped two magic-restore potions would be enough. He released the Bolt boosted by Cleo’s Burst Training Technique into the collar. A loud thunderclap deafened him as both he and the Harpy fell from the sky.

He started to feel himself slip out of consciousness and tried to flood his body with magic, hoping it would allow him to survive the impact. His last thoughts were of Faylen and Naomi.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


FAYLEN PULLED ON her Earth Magic, tearing the pavement away and softening the ground that had been under it. Naomi used Torrent to send gusts of wind up to try and slow Ash’s momentum. They both were already running toward him when he hit the ground. A small cloud of dust surrounded him.

“Ash!” Faylen cried out as she reached him.

She already had a healing potion out and was pouring it down his throat. Thankfully, their efforts seemed to of prevented any serious damage from the fall, still, he had two nasty gashes on his chest caused by the Harpy. Naomi had her jacket off and was using it to hold pressure to the wounds.

Dread filled Faylen when he didn’t respond to her. She quickly checked his vitals and gave a sigh of relief when he had a strong pulse. He had just lost consciousness during the fall. Faylen remembered Rei and looked in the direction of the Wraith. She caught her giving them a fearful glance as she disappeared into the woods.

Faylen snarled, the fact Rei was still alive meant the Necromancer was as well.

“Naomi, stay with Ash. I’m going to finish this.”

Faylen kissed Ash’s forehead and ran her fingers through his hair before standing up. She could smell that the bitch was back on the roof. She flexed her hand still adorned with the Iron Claws.

She made her way up the stairs and exited out onto the roof. She could see the damage from Ash’s battle with the Necromancer. She also saw the bitch herself, a crumpled mess on the roof. One of her wings was broken along with an arm and a leg as well. The Harpy had a smile on her face as she stared at a broken piece of metal in her hand, which pissed Faylen off.

Faylen approached, there wasn’t much the Harpy could do in that state to defend herself. Faylen could end her as quickly or as slowly as she wanted to. The Harpy smiled at her as she approached, tears streaking down her face.

“He freed me. He said he could do it, but I didn’t believe him.” The Harpy held up the piece of metal and sobbed. “I’m free! I’m finally free!”

Faylen’s hand shot out and struck the side of the Harpy’s head. She collapsed to the ground dropping the piece of metal. Faylen knew how to hit someone to knock them unconscious, a trick she picked up while running the 114 Pack.

Once Ash woke up she would check with him and see if the Harpy was telling the truth. If she was lying, then she was dead.

With a quick search of the building she found a rope to bind the Harpy with in case she woke up. Ash was starting to stir when she came back down from the roof with the unconscious Harpy thrown over her shoulder. He was sipping on another healing potion, Naomi must have given it to him.

“Good. She’s alive.” He said with a sigh of relief.

“Yes, she is. Only because she said you freed her.” Faylen said.

Ash nodded his head.

“She had on a more powerful version of the collars we saw at District 71. She said Sero and someone named Fargo put it on her. Fargo was the one who ordered her to take out the District. Also to turn Rei and Sero into Greater Undead.

“We’ll give her one of Lilly’s truth potions when we get back just to make sure she isn’t trying to play a trick.”

Faylen scowled at Ash, she had to force the look though.

“I should be mad at you for being reckless again, but I’m too happy that you’re alright.”

“Are we all going to slap him again?” Naomi asked her with a hopeful look on her face.

She almost wanted to say yes, given how wide Ash’s eyes went with dread at the thought.

“Maybe later. Let’s get back first.” Faylen said trying to suppress a grin.

Ash pulled his phone out and started typing a message. He sent it, then started typing another one.

“Letting everyone know we got the Necromancer?” Faylen asked.

“That, and getting Lilly to set up a makeshift prison to hold her. I also asked Cleo to come by.

“We have been keeping her updated on the situation inside the District. Council laws prevented her from acting, but now that it’s over she can come in.”

Faylen nodded, she understood the unspoken part.

Councilwoman Blackthorn would be the one to ultimately decide the fate of the Necromancer.

They made a slow pace getting back to Lilly Street, having to carry the unconscious bitch and push the bike. The potions had healed Ash’s wounds to the point they were no longer at risk of bleeding.

Ash received a whirlwind of questions once they arrived back. Everything from if it was safe to leave, to what the fate of the Necromancer was. The questioning died the moment Ash mentioned Councilwoman Blackthorn was on her way here and that he would let everyone know when it was safe to leave Lilly Street. Most everyone fled back to the buildings they had taken as temporary shelters. None wanted to draw the ire of The Nightmare Queen.

They made their way to the cell Lilly had prepared. It was a room in the Flatiron that she had filled with potted plants. All of which were under her control. Outside the room were members of both the 114 Pack and the Frozen Scales armed with the iron pikes.

Faylen placed the Necromancer in her cell and poured a healing potion down her throat. Then they waited. The Necromancer groaned as she slowly regained consciousness. She tested the bindings first, then noticed she wasn’t alone. The Harpy looked at everyone in the room, which was currently Lilly, Naomi, Ash, and Faylen. When her eyes landed on Ash, the Harpy smiled. Faylen scented the air and frowned at what she smelled.

“Thank you for freeing me,” The Harpy purred.

“Well, I wouldn’t say you’re free,” Lilly responded pointing to the bindings.

The Harpy shook her head.

“Freed me from that damn collar and Fargo. I should have listened to you earlier. Sorry, I tried to kill you.” Her eyes batted at Ash.

Faylen could smell the Harpy’s arousal as she looked at Ash. The bitch had gone from wanting to kill him to wanting to fuck him. Faylen was starting to regret not killing the bitch.

“I’m just glad we both survived that encounter,” Ash said, thankfully he had not picked up on the Harpy’s interest in him.

He was the only one without a strong sense of smell. Faylen probably had the strongest, but she caught Naomi giving her odd glances that suggested she was picking up on it as well. Lilly had a sixth sense when people were around her plants and from the gleeful way she twirled the Truth Sayer Potion in her hand, Faylen was sure she knew.

The Harpy tried to thrust her chest out at Ash, but fell flat, literally. Harpy’s tended to be on the flat-chested side. Big boobs were less aerodynamic and even though their feathers held natural Wind Magic that aided in their flying, their body tended to avoid the extra mass.

Honestly, if this Fargo guy had not been interested in turning her into a puppet boss, then she would have fallen into Sero’s hands. The Troll would have plucked her feathers and cut out her bones for magic reagents.

“My name is Kate. I am, or was, the Boss of District 263. What’s your name? I’m afraid I only know you by The Storm.”

Ash raised an eyebrow at the use of his nickname. Faylen was sure it was his first time hearing someone call him that. She had been waiting for the day he learned about it. Another time and she would have smiled, perhaps even tease him. Right now though, she was feeling territorial.

“How about instead of an introduction, you call off the zombies? They’re still out there staggering around our District and attacking our people.” Faylen said with an edge in her voice.

“Of course.” Kate closed her eyes.

She sat in silence for a few seconds almost in a meditative state. Then she opened her eyes and gave a nod to Faylen.

“It’s done,” She announced.

Faylen looked towards Lilly for confirmation, with her sixth sense she would know.

“The zombies around the street have stopped moving.” Lilly beamed a smile on her face. “Also we have company.”

At Lilly’s words, Kate’s eyes locked on the door of her cell. There was no more batting her eyelashes or pushing out the small mounds she called breasts. She stared at the door with apprehension and tried to make herself as small as possible.

Faylen heard the sound of footsteps approaching the door. The rhythmic clacking of heels on the tile. The sound grew louder before stopping at the door, moments before it swung open.

“Thank you for coming, Cleo,” Ash said with a nod.

Councilwoman Blackthorn gave a smile and nod in return to Ash. She was wearing a black pantsuit with her silver hair done up in a bun. She ignored the cowering Kate in the center of the room and instead made her way to a small table. Ash had referred to it as the ‘evidence table’ when he had set it up.

Cleo picked up the only thing on the table, the remains of the shattered collar. She ran her fingers along the bones embedded in it, studying it intensely.

“You can begin, Lilly,” Cleo announced as she still studied the fragments of the collar.

Lilly approached Kate with a smirk on her face. She dangled the Truth Sayer Potion in front of the Harpy.

“You can drink this willingly or I can pry your mouth open with vines and pour it down your throat.”

Vines started to slither out of the potted plants in the room, obviously Lilly’s preferred method. Perhaps Faylen was not the only one getting pissed off by the Harpy’s advances on Ash. Even if they did fly by him.

Kate’s eyes went wide and darted around the room at all the vines approaching her.

“I’ll drink it!”

The vines stopped their approach and Lilly let out a disappointed sigh. She popped the lid off the potion and held it to the Harpy’s lips.

Cleo finally put down the collar and started to approach Kate.

“Who sent you to attack this District and what was your goal?” Cleo asked.

Kate didn’t try to fight the effects of the potion as Jacklyn had when Faylen used it on her. The Harpy just sat there with her head held low in defeat.

“Fargo, an Elf in District 263. He’s an alchemist who worked with Destry and Sero, when he was alive, in gathering magic reagents.

“The goal was to take out Faylen, who they believed was the District Boss, and as many of the freed slaves as possible.”

Cleo raised an eyebrow.

“District 1 has been flooded with rumors since I returned. Did they just ignore them?”

Kate cast a glance towards Ash, before looking back at Cleo. But she would not look The Nightmare Queen in the eyes.

“Fargo thought you were still weak. That The Storm was just you bluffing to project internal power in De’Vas.”

“What the hell is The Storm?” Ash asked crossing his arms.

“It’s your nickname. Hope you like it.” Cleo said with a smirk. “They don’t go away no matter how much you wish they would.”

Cleo turned her attention back to the Harpy.

“Do you know the name of the Djinn that was killed to make the collar?”

“No,” Kate shook her head.

“Was Fargo the one that made this collar?”

“Yes,” Kate said with a nod. “He also created the ones Sero used, though they had to be cursed by Banshees regularly to remain effective.”

Cleo tapped her finger against her lip in thought.

“Do you personally hold any hostile intentions towards me, my vassals, or anyone in this room or District?” Cleo finally asked.

“No.”

She saw Cleo relax ever so slightly. Faylen figured if that answer had been a yes, then the Harpy would be dead by now.

“If asked, would you swear fealty to me and become one of my vassals?”

Kate’s head shot up and stared at Cleo. Quickly she bowed her head to her.

“Yes! Yes, I would!”

“What is your name?” Cleo smiled slightly.

“Kate, Councilwoman Blackthorn.”

“Kate, blood is the price for this attack on District 114. The blood of the one responsible. You perpetrated the attack but on the orders of another.

“So I offer you a choice, Kate. Either pay the price yourself or accept a curse from me and bring the one responsible, this Fargo, here to pay the price. Should you fail to return within twenty-four hours, then the curse will extract the blood price from you. Which do you choose?”

A dark smile appeared on Kate’s face as she finally met Cleo’s eyes.

“Councilwoman Blackthorn, I gladly accept to bring Fargo to you for justice.”

Cleo smiled in return. Lilly stepped forward and crossed her arms, a mischievous grin on her face.

“Alright, time for the important questions!” Lilly announced.

“Lilly…” Cleo growled at the smiling Dryad.

“What are your intentions with Ash!” Lilly pointed at him as she said his name.

Now the Harpy was trying to fight against the effects of the Truth Sayer Potion. Desperately trying to keep her lips sealed. Faylen had to suppress the urge to laugh, but she was sure she had a massive smile on her face.

“Lilly! What does that have to do with anything?!” Cleo demanded.

Lilly turned to face Cleo, and Faylen saw the mischievous smile on the Dryad quickly replaced by a look of naive confusion.

“I figured you would want to know. After all, you would take Ash to the beach for magic training and come back wearing nothing but his jacket.” Lilly stated with a grin.

Cleo turned bright red and glared at Lilly.

“Damn it, Lilly! I’m trying to project an aura of authority here!”

Lilly just replied with peels of laughter.

“I want to fuck him.” Kate finally broke.

She was bright red and trying to avoid everyone’s eyes.

“I knew it! So, tell us what you see in him?” Lilly got out between fits of laughter.

Cleo grabbed the Dryad and tried to cover her mouth. Lilly was too busy laughing to resist.

“He’s strong, saved me, and he’s kinda cute. Plus I’ve read a lot of Elven smut novels that had humans in them and may have developed a kink.”

Ash’s eyes widened and he turned bright red from blushing. He brought up a hand to scratch the back of his head. Faylen knew his mind was trying to come up with a response.

“Sorry, I don’t date smokers.”

Kate tried to keep her mouth shut, but the potion was too strong. She grimaced as it finally won.

“Wasn’t even considering dating. I just wanted you to fulfill a few kinky fantasies of mine….Damn it! Will someone please shut me up?!”

Faylen stepped forward and cut the bindings on the Harpy’s wrists. Her hand shot up and covered her mouth like a vice. Lilly, still being restrained by Cleo, gave her a look of disappointment, but Faylen didn’t want to hear how the Harpy hoped Ash would fuck her.

Cleo finally released Lilly, so she could rub her temples with her hand.

“How about we all agree to forget everything said after Lilly started speaking?” Cleo asked, still rubbing her temples.

Everyone except Lilly nodded their heads in agreement.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


SELENA CRACKED OPEN the window of her bedroom. She peered out into the dark of the night, searching for any light from her father’s guards on patrol. Her stomach was twisting itself into knots at the thought of what she was about to do. She had only ever committed the most minor rebellions against her father’s rule. Yet her ironclad faith in her father’s word had started to rust since the day that Elf visited.

She had tried to deny it at first. Her father and Fargo’s conversation replayed in her mind to see if there was a chance she misunderstood. No matter how she interpreted it, the results were still the same. Her father was not a good man.

Tonight was her last hope to salvage his image in her mind. She had discovered the address of the butcher shop the Elf had referred to. The District her father ruled had three butcher shops in it. She learned from making small talk with Ella that there was one her father would visit, but never purchase anything from. He would just have the guards wait outside while he entered.

When she was sure no patrols were present she lowered a rope out of her window. She had found the long rope in the hidden speakeasy, which had an odd collection of items left over from its sorted past. Steeling her resolve, Selena began climbing down the rope.

She wore her jeans and t-shirt, despite her father’s assertions of it not being proper. The outfit gave her more freedom of movement than her dresses, which she doubted would permit her to climb the rope. Soon she was past the grounds of her family estate with no issue.

Her heart raced as she entered the city of District 208. She had seen the lights at night from her window, but now she was here. Sure, she had been to the District during the day, but she had limited freedom to explore and always with several guards watching her. At nighttime, the District glowed with the human’s artificial lights.

The lights were made of twisted glowing glass that formed words to announce if an establishment was open or to state what kind of refreshments were served there. She even discovered the tavern Ella had told her about. She stuck her head inside but was forced to retreat quickly.

Ella was there, though it took a moment to recognize her. She had always seen Ella in armor with a sword on her hip. Here, she wore jeans that had been cut scandalously short, showing off her toned tan legs all the way up to her thighs. She wore a bright red shirt that had a silhouette of someone kicking high in the air. One of the large screens above the bar that showed her beloved bloodsport held her attention. She cast a glance in Selena’s direction only for a moment before returning to watching the screen. Thankfully Ella had not recognized her.

She had a desire to explore more of the nightlife of the District that for so long she had been left to only ponder. She shook the thoughts from her mind. She had disobeyed her father for a purpose more than to roam the District for her enjoyment. She had done it to either ease her mind of his supposed guilt or reaffirm her fears.

The butcher shop was an ugly stone-colored building made from bricks that humans called cinder blocks. There were no bright lights around it or one to announce if their business was open. Just a single dim light over the door that barely illuminated, East Butcher Shop, painted in blocky letters on the building.

Selena approached the door, only to discover it was locked. She figured this adventure would not be that easy. Skirting around the side of the building she began to look for another way in. Which she discovered in a side door that had been left ajar. The door opened into the back of the butcher shop and Selena discovered herself standing beside a large walk-in freezer and a steel table used to process the meat. A window peered into the next room which had a display case for the meat and an area for people to place their orders.

Everything seemed normal, except for a set of stairs that led to the shop’s basement. They had been obscured from view by a stack of boxes, though a few had been pushed away revealing it. A faint light came up from below and Selena slowly started to descend the stairs.

A hand clasped around her mouth and she felt cold steel against her neck. Somebody behind her started rushing her down the stairs.

“Well, well, well, what is a pretty thing like you doing here so late? That desperate for some meat?” The man’s breath reeked of booze.

“Who the hell is that?” Another voice said down the stairs.

The basement of the butcher shop came into view. Chains hung from the walls and the floor was covered in soiled hay. The place reminded her of the torture chambers some of the villains in her books used.

A short Orc in a stained shirt came into view. He held a pry bar in his hand and seemed to of been removing the chains from the walls. He shook his head when he saw her and pointed the pry bar at her.

“The boss said no more! He wants us to take apart all of this downstairs. He’s out of the slave trade, he won’t pay us for her. Hell, he might kill us.”

Once they got to the bottom of the stairs the man behind her pushed her forward and she fell to her knees. Selena crawled to the wall and put her back against it. She finally got a glimpse of the man who had been behind her. A scarred-faced Elf, who leered at her. His tongue ran across his bottom lip as he looked her up and down. A shiver of disgust ran through her.

“The boss wants to get rid of all the evidence. She saw this! She’s evidence. That means we can do whatever we want with her as long as we get rid of her.”

The Elf started approaching her, but the Orc stopped him with a firm hand on his chest.

“Then we kill her, and be done with it! We only have tonight to break this place apart or it’s our heads. There’s no time for any of that!”

The Elf gave her one last look and sneered.

“Fine, but we’re taking her horn. Unicorn horns are valuable magic reagents, we’ll be able to find a buyer. Even with Sero dead.”

The Orc gave a nod in agreement.

“Like fuck you are!” A voice yelled.

A furious Ella raced down the stairs, holding a long knife in each hand. She must have found them in the butcher shop upstairs and armed herself. The Orc swung his pry bar, only for Ella to duck under it. She was faster than the Orc and had no trouble slitting his throat before he could react. A stream of crimson liquid poured from his neck onto the already-stained shirt he wore.

The Elf tried to run back upstairs after seeing his friend die. Ella threw one of the blades, missed, and then threw the other. It sank into the Elf’s back dropping him on the stairs, he was still trying to drag himself up them when she approached him. Her foot stomped down on his head, creating a sickening crunch as it collided with the edge of the step.

“Lady Selena, are you alright? Did they hurt you?” Ella asked as she looked her over.

“I-I’m fine, just shaken up. T-Thank y-you…”

Selena started sobbing and shaking. Her body felt like a trembling mess she could not control. Ella helped support her as her knees felt weak.

“Let’s get you to my place. Once you calm down we can figure out what to do.” Ella said as she rubbed her back.

A few people gave her odd looks as they made their way to Ella’s home. Ella would sneer at anyone who looked too long and tell them to ‘piss off’. Soon they came to a multistory building. Ella’s apartment was located on the third floor.

“Here, it’s all I have to drink in this place besides beer,” Ella said as she placed a colorful metal cylinder on the table before Selena.

Selena held the blanket Ella had given her around herself and stared at it. She knew it was a human beverage called soda.

“Right. Your dad keeps you pretty isolated,” Ella said with a sigh.

She took the cylinder and pulled the lever on top of it, creating a popping sound. She placed the human beverage back on the table, and Selena heard a fizzing sound coming from the drink. Not to be rude, she raised it and took a small sip. Sweet flavor filled her mouth and the fizzing tickled her tongue and throat.

“This is delicious,” Selena said. Ella gave her a sad smile.

“How about I get us some fast food delivered? We can eat and you can fill me in on what the hell you were doing.” Ella offered.

Selena was soon devouring something called a Double Bacon Cheeseburger. The thing was a greasy mess, but she could not get enough of it. Same with the sticks that came with it called Fries which had a sweet crimson sauce one was supposed to dip them in.

“Okay, first question. What the hell were you thinking sneaking out?! If I hadn’t seen you stick your head in the bar you would be dead right now!” Ella scolded while pointing one of the Fries at her.

Selena gave a nod of agreement. Hindsight, her plan was poorly thought out. It was true that if Ella had not come, well, she did not want to think about that.

“I had learned some information about father. Things I did not believe, so I absconded into the night in an attempt to verify if there was any validity to them.”

Ella leaned forward and took a sip of her beer. She looked around the room as her mind contemplated something. Finally, she let out a sigh and gave Selena a somber look.

“Lady Selena, King Destry is a good father to you and he keeps you sheltered from most of the outside world. Because of that, you don’t see his other side, his darker side.”

Selena dabbed her mouth with a napkin.

“The men that would have murdered me tonight, they worked for my father.”

Ella sighed and took a bite of one of the Fries.

“Well, good thing I didn’t call it in yet then. What was that place even for, it looked like a damn torture chamber.”

Selena sighed.

She started telling Ella about the secret tunnel in the library that led to the speakeasy. How she had used it to spy on her father’s meeting with the Elf named Fargo and all she had learned. How her father was a slaver, and how he was planning with the Elf to kill Councilwoman Blackthorn.

Ella held her head in her hands and let out a laugh. Selena did not see the humor in the situation, but she said nothing.

“Oh, shit. This is bad.”

Ella started to fidget with the paper their fast food had arrived in. She looked at Selena and shook her head.

“I’ll walk you back to the estate after you’re done with your burger. Climb back up the rope and tell no one you slipped out or about the butcher shop. The night guards are slackers, so I doubt they noticed you were gone.”

Ella stepped forward and gently grabbed her by the shoulders. Selena looked into her eyes and saw tears welling in them.

“Lady Selena, I want you to know that our friendship was more than my job. I truly consider you my friend and care about you.

“Tomorrow I’m going to give you something. I want you to take it into the secret tunnel in the library and tear it open. Nowhere else. No matter what, promise?”

Selena nodded her head as a tear ran down her friend’s cheek.

“I promise.”

Ella wrapped her in a hug.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


IT WAS A restless night for Ash. His mind was still racing with everything that had happened. Yesterday had been like a war or natural disaster, and he was the one who led people through it. The thought had had him recalling his actions with Sero and the Trolls. Even though the event had happened days ago, it felt almost like it had been months.

The Ash before the Trolls attack on the beach and the Ash after were two different people. The old Ash would be disturbed at the prospect of killing someone, let alone executing someone. The Ash he was now didn’t find the prospect disturbing, and that was what worried him.

The United States Government had stripped him of being human in the legal sense. He now questioned if he had removed the rest of his humanity himself. So what if he had, the reason was well worth it.

His fingers caressed Faylen’s back as she slept curled up by him. Despite their date, Naomi had asked Faylen to stay the night with Ash. Apparently, the Salamander swordswoman had picked up a Third Date Rule from one of the movies at the slumber party. She was staying with Luna in Faylen’s room a floor down in the Flatiron. The two girls had talked about seeing if Celeste, Lilly, and Jacklyn wanted to join them for a second slumber party.

Finally making up his mind, Ash kissed Faylen’s forehead and rolled out of bed.

“Where are you going?” A groggy Faylen asked.

“I’m feeling restless, going to get some fresh air.”

A half-asleep Faylen grabbed his pillow, pulled it down in front of her, and wrapped herself around it.

“I’m holding this hostage until you get back. It smells like you.” Faylen said as she buried her face into the pillow.

Ash smiled at his lover as her breathing fell into a rhythm that told him she had fallen back to sleep.

His phone showed it was just after midnight as he made his way out of the Flatiron, onto Lilly Street. A few guards from both the Frozen Scales and 114 Pack greeted him as he exited the building. Kate had already left with all the zombies, including Rei, to apprehend Fargo. Still, the gangs were on high alert after all that happened yesterday.

He heard a soft thud to the right of him and turned to face it. Leaning against the Flatiron in a black hoodie with Killer Bunnies in bright red and gray yoga pants was a very familiar Rabbitkin.

“Never thought I would see you like this again,” Ash said with a smile.

“Of course you would. I love this hoodie.”

Cleo disguised as Silver left the wall of the Flatiron and walked over to him. She wore a small smirk, one that would only be noticed by someone who knew her.

“What are you doing out so late?” She asked.

“I could ask you the same thing.” Ash returned her small smirk with his own.

Silver shrugged.

“Maybe I saw you from my window. Thought I would hop down here and spend some time with you.

“That way there will be all kinds of nasty rumors spreading of you leaving your Wolfkin girlfriend asleep in your bed. Only to visit a beautiful Rabbitkin in the dead of night. You might have some explaining to do to your two girlfriends.”

Ash let out a laugh and shook his head. The only explanation he would need to give would be to tell the girls that it was Cleo as Silver.

“Honestly, I’m restless. Just thought a walk would help clear my head.” Ash told her.

Silver gave a nod.

“Want me to leave you alone then?”

He shook his head.

“No, I would probably just stew in my head if left alone. Also, don’t tell Councilwoman Blackthorn, but I have missed hanging with Silver.”

Silver smiled at him before flicking her hair. There was a difference between the two of them, even if they were really the same person. Councilwoman Blackthorn had a carefully crafted image to help manage her many responsibilities and the reputation she had earned back on Vas. Silver didn’t have to worry about her image, she was who Cleo would be if she could.

The two of them walked down Lilly Street in silence for a time. There were still many people out, even at the late hour. Much like the guards at the Flatiron, even with the Undead gone many people were still on high alert. Especially those in the rescue, medical, and the firefighter brigade.

Haylee gave him a nervous wave from a bench outside one of the buildings. Which he returned and earned him a smile from the Otter girl. The sisters and the team of emergency firefighters they had assembled were still actively keeping watch for fires. They had already put out three blazes before they became serious enough to spread to other buildings.

The lights were still on in Lilly’s Shop, which was being used as an emergency clinic. There were several injuries during the attack and unfortunately a few deaths. Thankfully, the clinic was able to stabilize those with injuries and they were expected to heal with just some scars as a reminder.

“I’m sorry, I wasn’t able to help more.” Silver said.

He could hear the regret in her voice.

“I know you did all you could to help. The Council tied your hands.”

Silver let out a frustrated groan.

“Coming back to the Council kept those backing Destry and Sero from giving them aid. Logically, it was our best move, even with the limitations placed upon me. The reality was I wish I could have changed into Silver and fought alongside you, Faylen, and Naomi.”

Ash looked at Silver. Her ears hung lower and she had a pout on her face as she thought about her inability to aid them.

“If you get all mopey I’m going to start petting you again.” Ash teased.

Silver’s ears shot up and she popped him in the shoulder with her fist, wearing a smile on her face.

“I thought I told you never to mention that.”

Ash chuckled as he saw Silver faintly blush at the memory. She shrugged and tried to play it off.

“It did feel good though. Relaxing.” She admitted quietly with a smirk on her face. “Maybe I should take you up on it. I wonder what Faylen would say if you came home smelling like a bunny though.”

Ash grimaced and scratched his chin. He was sure Faylen would wave away any talk about him being seen with a Rabbitkin when he told her it was just Cleo. Coming home and smelling like a Rabbitkin, even if it was Cleo, probably wouldn’t end well. His scent was serious business for Faylen.

Silver let out peals of laughter at his reaction.

“Well, tomorrow, justice will be served for the attack,” Ash said once she calmed down.

Silver nodded her head.

“Is that what’s weighing on your mind? The execution?”

“The thought of killing that Fargo bastard doesn’t bother me at all. The fact that it doesn’t bother me is what’s weighing on my mind.” Ash said as he ran a hand through his hair.

Silver gave a nod to him.

“The last few days have been a rapid change in what your life has been and your responsibilities. Reflecting on that is good.

“I should have done it more myself, had a lot of time to think while in that safe. Had I reflected on my choices in life sooner, perhaps I could have avoided being locked in the damn thing.”

For a moment there was a flicker of vulnerability in her eyes. Ash gritted his teeth at the thought of Cleo being locked in the safe, alone in the dark with just her thoughts. Humans and most paranormals would have died within minutes. Cleo was a Fae though. Her body could survive as long as she had magic.

“Anyone who even thinks of putting you in a safe again, I will rip to shreds,” Ash said with a growl.

His magic flared giving his scar a blue hue. The glow illuminated a smile that Silver wore on her face and a shine in her eyes.

“Careful, or you really will end up smelling like a bunny.”

Silver gave him a heated gaze as she bit her lower lip. Ash’s eyes widened and his breath caught, then he saw the barest hint of a smirk under her seduction. He gave her a grin and shook his head, the seduction dropped and Silver let out a chuckle.

“Damn, thought I had you with that one. Guess I will have to wait a little longer before you’re my footstool.”

Ash rolled his eyes and gave Silver’s shoulder a push. She laughed and gave him one in return.

“Jerk.” Silver said with a smile. “Let’s head back.”

Ash sat at his desk the next morning going over the damages done to the District by the Undead invasion. District 263 would compensate him for most of the damages once it was fully under Kate’s control. Some of the most serious were caused by the fires. Ash was already looking at setting aside a budget to get some proper firefighting equipment and to turn the Emergency Firefighters into something more permanent.

“Ash, please.”

A pouting Lilly stood beside his chair holding up her phone with the power cord attached. Naomi, Faylen, and Lilly were hanging out in his office with the excuse that they wanted to help him. Faylen was the only one doing any work, researching prices on what they needed for the District. Naomi was following a make-up tutorial on her phone, and Lilly had been playing a game on hers.

He still appreciated Naomi and Lilly being here, even if they were not doing any work. The company was nice and he was sure if it was just him and Faylen, then she would quickly go from being his Secretary to his Sex-retary.

“Lilly, I could fry your phone. Just use the outlet.” Ash said gesturing to one of the outlets on the wall.

Lilly’s pout grew and she batted her eyes at him.

“That’s far away from my chair. Please, Ash?”

He shook his head at her.

“I’m not any closer to your chair than the outlet, Lilly.”

She hit him with the full effect of her puppy dog eyes. Letting out a groan of defeat, Ash took the plug on her charging cord and held it between his fingers.

“Don’t blame me if I fry your phone.” He warned as he sent a steady electrical current through it.

Lilly looked at her phone and smiled as she saw it was charging.

“If you do, I know you’ll buy me a new one.”

Lilly climbed up onto his lap and sat down. Ash was about to say something, but he was cut off as Lilly ground her ass against his groin as she got comfortable. He felt his lower half react to the pressure and rotation. Lilly must have noticed as well because she started grinding against him again.

She froze and stopped her grinding, her eyes widening as she locked them with Faylen and Naomi. Both of his girlfriends had stopped what they were doing and now were staring cold daggers at Lilly.

“Huh, so that’s what fear feels like,” Lilly said.

She hopped off his lap after setting her phone on his desk. Then she dragged the chair she had been using over to him until the cord would reach. She then took her phone and climbed back into the chair.

There was a knock on the door before any more chaos could ensue. Ash tensed a little, Kate still had eight hours left to bring Fargo to them. He was expecting an update at any time.

“Come in.” He said.

The door opened to a smiling Celeste, who had a Satyress standing behind her. The Satyress held a stack of papers and looked nervously at the ground.

“Hey, Big Boss, Sara here has something she wants to give you,” Celeste said as she held the door open for the Satyress. She hesitantly made her way into his office and placed the stack of papers on his desk.

“The children drew these yesterday,” Sara said nervously.

Ash recognized her the moment he saw the crayon drawings. Sara had been the member of Mei’s staff who had watched the children as they made their way to Lilly Street. While most of Mei’s crew ended up working the kitchen of the Flatiron to feed everyone, Sara was one of the few who didn’t. She had instead volunteered to help keep an eye on all the children on Lilly Street. She and other volunteers did their best to help distract the children from the crisis.

The girls gathered around him and he let out a laugh as he saw the first picture. A crude child’s drawing of Faylen, Naomi, and himself fighting zombies. The next one was of the Otterkin sisters putting out a burning house with Water Magic. He made a mental note to give this one to them. He switched to the next picture.

“Is that me? What is on my back?” Lilly said as she looked at the picture.

Ash smiled. He knew exactly what was on her back. The kids of the District would consume human media just like their parents, pulling concepts and ideas from that. Only they would consume media targeting kids.

“It’s a cape, Lilly. The kid who made this one sees you as a Superhero.” Ash said.

The picture was of Lilly standing before Lilly Street. Her cape billowed in the wind and the vines she controlled reached into the air. Behind her stood a woman with horns that was clearly Sara and several smaller figures that were the children.

Ash slid the picture towards her and she took it. Lilly stared at the drawing in silence for a moment.

“They think I’m a Superhero..” Lilly said softly.

Before more could be said about the pictures a voice spoke from the doorway.

“Ash, it is time. Kate is on her way back.”

Cleo stood in the doorway with several of her Banshee sisters. The time Ash had been waiting for had finally come.

“We’ll be right there,” Ash told Cleo.

He turned and smiled at Sara, who was now a ghostly pale. Cleo, or her reputation, had that effect on people.

“Thank you for bringing these to us, Sara. If you see any of the children let them know we loved them.

“Celeste will see you out after we have left with Councilwoman Blackthorn.”

Kate waited for them below on Lilly Street, a nervous Rei standing beside her. Both of them stood behind a roughed-up Elf with his hands and feet in chains.

Kate seemed to have taken out some of her frustration at being enslaved by the Elf. He had the appearance of a man who thought highly of himself. His clothing was of a high quality and what Ash thought was traditional Elvish wear from Vas. He sneered as they approached him.

His mouth was open to say something, only for vines to bunch up and sock him in the stomach. Vomit poured from the Elf’s mouth instead of words and Ash gave Lilly a questioning look.

“He knows alchemy, and could have taken something that would counteract the Truth Sayer Potion,” Lilly answered.

She stepped forward and forced one of the potions down the Elf’s throat. They asked him a series of questions confirming his guilt. Unfortunately, the buyers of the macabre magical reagents had used random middlemen in their dealings with Fargo, Sero, and Destry. Cleo would get no information on which Council Members had backed the horrible enterprise.

A crowd had gathered on Lilly Street to watch. The scene reminded Ash of movies that showed Medieval executions. The movies always portrayed it as a source of entertainment for the masses, who would cheer and leer at the criminal. Unlike the movies, there was a somber silence on Lilly Street. This was not entertainment for the people of District 114, it was justice. Barbaric, but still justice for those who had suffered.

Cleo projected her authority, as Councilwoman Blackthorn, as she read out the charges and gave the verdict of death. She gave Ash a small nod when she was done. As the Boss of the District attacked, it was his duty to carry out the sentence.

Ash walked towards Fargo, pulling on his magic as he did. Fargo’s eyes darted around nervously. No longer did he sneer or have an imperious demeanor. Instead, he looked afraid and panicked. Ash raised his hand to place it on the Elf’s head.

“Wait!” The Elf called out.

Ash froze his hand hovering over his head. He looked into Fargo’s fearful eyes.

“I can make you wealthy. Make you powerful magic items…”

Ash’s hand clamped on the Elf’s head. Bribery wouldn’t save him. The fact he had even tried to bribe him by offering to do for him what he had for Destry had snuffed out any indecision he had about the execution.

He pushed lightning through his fingers. Fargo twitched under his hand as his eyes rolled back and jaw twitched. Ash was controlling the flow, too much and he would pop Fargo’s head like a ripe melon. Too little and the Elf would die slowly. After about twenty seconds, he let go of Fargo’s head. The Elf fell lifeless onto the ground.

“I don’t want him buried in this District, and I don’t want to see him as an Undead. Any kind of Undead.” Ash firmly stated to Kate.

The Harpy nodded her head in agreement and Ash shifted his gaze to Rei. The Wraith wriggled under his gaze and tried to make herself small. She only clung to her Undead life because a Wraith was a big investment for a Necromancer. Killing her would leave Kate weakened, so begrudgingly, they spared the bitch. Kate promised she would keep Rei on a short leash.

The crowds started to disperse after the execution. Though a few stuck around long enough to see Councilwoman Blackthorn remove the curse from Kate and accept her oath of fealty. District 263 was now a part of Councilwoman Blackthorn’s domain.

Only one threat remained to District 114, Destry himself.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


SELENA’S FACE WAS buried into her pillow trying to silence her sobs. The fabric of the pillowcase was drenched in her tears. She lifted her head and her bloodshot eyes glared at the toy on her dresser. A Teddy Bear it was called. Fabric crudely shaped to resemble a bear and filled with soft stuffing.

Ella had given it to her today, moments before she resigned from her father’s service. She had given Selena a sad smile and a bow as she said her goodbyes. She knew from the promise that Ella had her swear that there had to be more to the Teddy Bear, but she was furious with Ella. How could she leave her now?!

Selena threw the pillow across the room and stood up from her bed. She inhaled deeply trying to end her shuddered breaths. After collecting herself she left her room. Her new personal guard, whose name slipped her memory, greeted her outside the door.

“Please fetch the maids to aid me in changing. I wish to tour the gardens.”

Her father had finally relented on confiding her to the second floor of their manor. However, he still demanded that she not wear her human clothing below the second floor. The difference between the human clothing and the dresses her father wished her to wear was such that she almost contemplated becoming a recluse.

Three maids and half an hour later she was acceptable enough by her father’s standards to venture to the first floor. She was glad she had not tried to sneak into the garden in her human clothing. Her father greeted her as soon as she entered the garden.

“It is good to see you outside, daughter. I feared you would never venture downstairs again.”

Her father smiled from his chair that overlooked the garden from the veranda. He held a book in his hands which Selena was sure was one of the Sherlock Holmes novels he had been reading as of late.

“I wished for some fresh air father,” Selena said with a curtsy.

Her father gave her a melancholy smile.

“Ella will be missed by us all. She was a fine guard and I know a good friend of yours. Unfortunately, life sometimes pulls those we care for away from us for a time, as it has with her.

“She knows if she ever wishes to return that there will be a place in the guard for her.”

He closed his book and laid it on the small table beside his chair before standing. He held his hand out towards Selena.

“Would you humor your old father and walk with him through the garden?”

Selena smiled as she took his hand. As a child back in Vas, she had loved to walk the gardens with her father. The walks were one of the few times she felt she truly had her father to herself.

They only made it a few steps before the memories of the butcher shop tainted the joy she felt. Her smile faltered slightly, though her father failed to notice.

He instead was inspecting the grape vines and commenting on how with time they would brew wine. They were of an Elvish variety that had made their way to Earth as seeds in the pockets of those brought here. The taste of the wine they produced was a fading memory for her. She knew her father wished to preserve as much of Vas on Earth as he could.

There were several plants in the garden with a similar origin. Happenstance seeds brought to a new world by reluctant travelers. Each one her father viewed with hope and optimism to create a slice of Vas.

There was an infectiousness to it and she felt a hint of hope grow within her. Maybe things were not as dire as she had feared. Perhaps she was not seeing the whole picture and there was a vital piece that redeemed her father. This hope allowed her to push aside the foreboding and the joy of spending time with her father returned.

The two of them spent much of the day in the garden. Even having lunch in the future vineyard. She could tell her father was putting forth efforts to cheer her up after Ella’s resignation.

“My King.”

Dalton, the Elven captain of her father’s guard, and one other knelt before them. She had not heard them approach, nor had her father. Both of them had been in conversation as they dined.

“Dalton, I am dining with my little girl. Surely this can wait.”

Dalton bowed his head lower.

“I apologize, my King. This report is one I am sure you wish to hear with urgency.”

Her father gave a nod as he cut into the meat on his plate.

“Very well, what is it.”

Selena saw Dalton start to say something, but the other guard spoke first. The Captain of the guard’s face took a grim scowl.

“My King, Fargo is dead.”

The joy that had been on her father’s face moments earlier vanished. He tipped back the rest of his wine and wiped his face with his napkin. His eyes were hard as steel as he stood from the table.

“Please excuse me, daughter. This is a matter that must be discussed in private.”

Selena nodded as a knot formed in her gut.

“Very well, father. I believe I will retire to the library myself.”

She followed behind her father and the guards until they entered into his study. Quickly Selena rushed to the library, locking the door as she entered. She arrived at the spy hole in time to see her father mercilessly beating the guard who had spoken. Dalton stood to the side and passively watched the show of violence.

She covered her mouth as she let out a small gasp at the sight. The guard begged and pleaded with her father. A savage snarl twisted his face as his fists continued their assault. Her father finally stopped when the guard took his last breath and fell silent. Dalton handed him a cloth to wipe his bloody hands with.

“Apologies, my King, he should have known better than to discuss such matters before the Princess.”

Her father threw the blood-stained cloth onto the corpse once his hands were clean.

“What happened with Fargo.” Her father asked as he made his way to his desk.

Dalton did not take the seat before the desk. Instead, the Captain of the guard stood beside it at attention.

“His Necromancer broke her leash and dragged him before Councilwoman Blackthorn. She swore fealty to her once he was dead.” Dalton paused a moment before continuing. “His execution was carried out by the Boss of District 114. Fargo had his brain fried by Lightning Magic.”

Her father held his head in trembling hands. As if triggered by some invisible force he lashed out, throwing everything on his desk onto the floor.

“I am all that’s left. Sero is dead and now so is Fargo. The red-eyed bitch crawled out of her grave and built her power back by dismantling us one by one.”

Her father’s eyes locked on the only painting in his office. The one of their Castle back on Vas. He stared at it in silence for over a minute, his features hardening.

“I am a fucking King! Not some warlord who ruled over a few Stone Age tribes, hiding in the alpines of Vas like Sero. Nor am I the spoiled brat that Fargo was, relying on slaves to do my dirty work. I will not accept my fate lying on my back like some dog!”

He stood and walked towards the painting, running his hands over the image. As if he willed it enough, he could step through it, back to Vas.

“Dispose of the body. Then fetch those of the guard you trust and bring them back here. We need to discuss preparations.”

Selena left the library shaking. She had to convince her guard that it was due to the chill in the air. Ella would have seen through such a lie with ease, her new guard just gave a bow and returned to their duty. She draped a shawl over her shoulders and grabbed the Teddy Bear before returning to the library.

Inside the hidden path that led to the speakeasy, she tore the Teddy Bear in half. She could hear her father discussing preparations for an assault on District 114. As the stuffing fell from the remains of the Teddy Bear, so too did a box that was hidden within it.

Opening the box she found a cellphone and a note.

Lady Selena

You will probably be mad at me when you read this, and I don’t blame you for it. Resigning from being your guard after what happened the other night is a pretty shitty thing for a friend to do. I want you to know that I am not abandoning you, I would never abandon my friend.

War is coming Lady Selena. Truthfully from what you told me we are already at war and have been since Sero was killed. Had I stayed with the guard there was a very good chance I would have been dragged into it, away from you and the District. Should things get as bad as I fear they could, I want to be here where I can protect you. Not as a soldier fighting in another District.

The cellphone has my number on it. I am here for you, Lady Selena. Should you find yourself in trouble call me and I will come running. I will do everything I can to keep you safe.

Always Your Friend

Ella

Selena wiped away a tear as she reread the letter before flipping it over. Ella had written instructions on how to use the cellphone. She held down what she knew was the power button on the cellphone until the screen lit up. She found the messages and Ella’s name.

Selena: Thank you Ella for being my friend.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


ASH THREW THE iron knife. A thud echoed throughout the old warehouse as the blade found purchase in its target. The old clothing store mannequin was in rough shape when he first found it. After two days of being used as a knife-throwing target, it was barely recognizable as one.

He had nearly lived in the old warehouse for those two days, having only left once to get supplies from the Flatiron. Cleo had him training in preparation for Destry to finally make his move.

Ash walked up and pulled the iron knife from where it had sunken into the wooden body. He saw Silver as he turned around. The Rabbitkin was watching him from the doorway of the warehouse.

“You’re getting better at that. You actually managed to hit with most of your throws now.” Silver said.

She shifted back to her Banshee form once the door was closed. Cleo no longer needed to hide her identity now that she was in the warehouse. A caution in case Destry had any spies in the District.

Ash gave a nod to Cleo and stowed away the iron blade.

“Celeste gave me some pointers. Speaking of, how goes everything in the District?” Ash asked.

Cleo looked over the throwing knives he had forged from the iron pikes. Some were plain iron, but others had a handle wrapped in copper. All of them had a cruel barb on the tip that would make removing them difficult. She scrunched her nose, showing her distaste for the metal. Iron didn’t play well with Death Magic.

“Good, both gangs have maintained the peace in the District and have sowed misinformation for any spies that might be around. Rumors on the street for your disappearance say Faylen went into heat and is keeping you in bed.” Cleo said with a wink.

Ash frowned.

“Wait, Beastkins do go into heat? I thought that was just a myth.”

Cleo laughed.

“They only do it if they have a mate. You will be in for several very busy days when Faylen really does go into it.”

He had a hard time picturing Faylen being hornier than she already was. Cleo’s voice broke him from his contemplation on how he would survive when that day came.

“Well, are you ready to begin?” Cleo asked.

Ash gave her a reluctant nod.

“Yeah. So are we going straight to you kicking my ass, or Kelpie 101?”

Cleo crossed her arms and gave him a stern look. Ash nodded his head.

“Right, knowing your enemy is the most important thing in a fight.” He said with a sigh.

Cleo smiled.

“We’ll discuss it every time before we spar, so that it’s ingrained into that rock you call a brain. Fights are intense and you could forget something about your opponent that would get you killed. More so if your enemy is a Fae.”

Cleo started pacing back and forth in the warehouse. She held her hands behind her back and walked in a way that reminded Ash of some of his college professors.

“Right, let’s begin. Kelpies are part of the subgroup of Fae called ‘Beastlike Fae’ which are Fae whose magic form is limited to an animal avatar. The Kelpie’s avatar form is that of a horse made of Death and Water Magic.

“Iron and lightning will be effective against them, but don’t let that lull you into a sense of security. They are very dangerous paranormals with a penchant for drowning their victims.

“Destry himself likes to do this by using Water Magic to create a globe of water and trapping his enemy’s head in it. Escaping such a spell requires you to disrupt their control of the spell by inserting your own magic.”

Ash listened as he went through his warm-up stretches. Cleo gave him a question look that asked if he was paying attention.

“Also never touch a Kelpie in their horse avatar. Their Death and Water Magic will bind you to them, at which point they usually jump in some nearby water to drown you.” Ash added the next part to show he was paying attention.

Cleo gave an approving nod.
“When do you think he will come with his army?” Ash asked.

“Soon, he’s not a patient man. Now get ready.”

Cleo pulled off the black hoodie, revealing a gray sports bra to match her yoga pants. The first time she had revealed the outfit Ash had to keep back intrusive thoughts. Now the knowledge he was about to get his ass handed to him kept those at bay.

Fog billowed off Cleo as she charged forward at him with incredible speed. Ash pulled on his magic and activated a Lightning Claw in both of his hands. Cleo’s body was gone, instead, a black fog tried to surround Ash. This was Cleo’s avatar form, at least one of them.

He struck out with a Lightning Claw each time the fog came near him. The attacks were not intended to deal damage to Cleo, trying to defeat her was not the point of this training. It was about surviving a fight with a Fae. Instead, the Lightning Claw was used to inject his magic into the magical fog. This disrupted Cleo’s control of it.

The training exercise was like trying to disperse smoke with a hand fan in the middle of a forest fire. Eventually, he messed up and a wisp of fog got to him. He was flung across the warehouse by it.

Ash stared at the rafters of the warehouse as Cleo reformed and berated him for the mistake. The moment he got up they would start the exercise over again. He wondered if Faylen and Naomi were having an easier time than him.

***

The shovel bit into the ground and Bo threw the load of dirt into the wheelbarrow. He wished Faylen was still here to help him with her Earth Magic. Expanding the tunnel would have taken her mere minutes instead of the hours Bo was sinking into it. Then this trap would already be done and he would be in bed with Jacklyn, but Faylen was doing her training with Naomi at Lil’s place.

Bo sighed.

He wished he was home with Jacklyn right now. The thought of her waiting for him in bed wearing that lacy nightie and a seductive smile was almost enough to make Bo say screw it and run home to his lady. He wouldn’t really, this was important, and not just to Ash.

He shook his head and focused on his task. He was doing this for Jacklyn and everyone else in District 114. Destry was coming soon, with an army, and Ash was relying on him to help defend the District.

The whole thing had been a nostalgia trip for him, back to his mercenary days on Vas. He had spent the past few days establishing a communication order, seeding misinformation for any spies in the District, and mad dashes hidden at night to create traps.

All the stuff Bo had experience with from his mercenary days. He might not have earned a nickname like Cleo or that Sero bastard, but give him time and resources, and he would be anyone’s nightmare.

“This will be a nasty surprise for those bastards,” Ruben said as the scarred Bearkin took the wheelbarrow.

Bo nodded in agreement.

“It will play to Faylen’s strengths. Make sure no one sees you dumping that soil into the storm drains by the portal. We don’t want any spies to figure out we’re up to something.”

The hulking Bearkin gave a nod of understanding before heading out of the tunnel. The soil from excavating would play its part once Destry launched his attack.

***

Wind Magic tore through the twisting branches above as frost spread along the ground, driving back the vines that were approaching them. Naomi held her side admirably, though Faylen could see she was starting to get winded.

Fire and walls of stone helped contain the overgrowth on her side. She also had her Iron Claws active for any that got through, or for when she inevitably ran out of magic.

“You’re starting to look tired, Naomi.” Lilly taunted, hidden within the trees.

Naomi said nothing. She instead took a deep steady breath. She raised her sword, Torrent, and readied herself for the next onslaught by the Dryad.

Lilly had warned them that she would not hold back when they asked for help training. Faylen and Naomi had no disillusion that it would be easy either. Still, Ash was training with Cleo so he could protect the District. There was no way they were going to sit around while he did that. She and Naomi were both determined to become stronger.

The next wave of attacks started and Naomi used her Ice Magic to deal with the threats on the ground and Torrent to deal with the ones from above. Faylen glimpsed the risen earth snaking towards Naomi and tried to warn her. She was too late.

Vines erupted from the ground under Naomi. Lilly had gone underground to protect against the Ice Magic that had been keeping her vines at bay.

Naomi gave Faylen a sad smile accepting her defeat as the vines whisked her off the ground and carried her into the trees.

“And Tits-zilla is out of here!” Lilly called out.

Faylen abandoned her defensive position. It was pointless now without Naomi watching her back. Her iron-tipped claws slashed through vines and fire seared a path through the overgrowth. Mobility would be her ally now.

“Seriously, Faylen! You’re going to make me chase you?” Lilly asked with a huff.

Faylen just had to keep moving. She only had to survive for fifteen minutes in Lilly’s woods to win. They had held out with the defensive position for a while, so there shouldn’t be much time left.

A pillar of earth launched her into the air to avoid a set of vines that had tried to cut her path off. Her claws cut through the branches that tried to grab her in the air. She landed and started running. The slithering of vines among the leaves and creaking of branches behind her. She took a sharp right, only to realize Lilly had boxed her in.

Faylen didn’t fight the vines as they restrained her and lifted her into the treetops to the Dryad. Lilly gave her a smug smile from a branch where she was dangling her feet. Naomi sat beside her clapping happily. As the vines brought her closer she could see a sticker on the Salamander’s head. It was a frog.

“There were only three minutes left! You did great, Faylen.” Naomi cheered.

“Yes, you both did very well!” Lilly said as the vines brought Faylen before her. “So well that I’m letting you pick your sticker.”

The first day when Lilly had introduced the sticker reward system for how well they were training, Faylen had rolled her eyes at it. Lilly had set up a ranking system with them based on how cute she thought the stickers were. The caterpillar sticker was the lowest ranking and the happy bee sticker was the highest. Faylen wanted that damn bee. The frog sticker was mid-tier, but Naomi liked it.

“Give me the damn bee.” She said with a growl.

Lilly smiled and gave her a nod. Then she pulled the bee sticker off the wax paper and stuck it to Faylen’s forehead.

While Naomi congratulated her on finally getting the bee sticker, Faylen’s mind drifted to Ash. She wondered if he was having stickers stuck to his forehead.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


FIVE DAYS AFTER he learned of the execution of Fargo, Destry’s men launched their attack on District 114. The blue hue of the portal gleamed off their armor as they walked through it. This would be his first strike against that red-eyed bitch, Blackthorn, and he would make sure it was a hard one.

He had spent the time wisely. Building an army. Along with his household guard, he conscripted all the servants who could hold a blade and had them drilled. Dalton, the Captain of his Guard, helped add to their forces by recruiting individuals who had served as mercenaries back on Vas. Though no longer their trade in this world, they were willing to pick up the blade again for money and rights to loot.

Hugo, a Centaur, led the band of mercenaries. He was a capable fighter who followed orders and lacked the ambition to scheme. He did what he was told to do, nothing more and nothing less. Because of this, Destry placed him in charge of the band. Mercenaries could be a double-edged sword, so it was best to dull the blade that faced you.

Dalton led the forces comprised of the household guard and conscripted servants. They had scoured District 208 to find equipment to arm the force of almost two hundred. Scrap metal was taken and worked into armor and weapons.

While he had done all this, his spies reported that the District Boss of 114 had wasted his days in bed with a woman. No defenses had been erected in the District. There had also been no call to the citizens demanding weapons to outfit their forces. This meant there would be no army apart from some of the District Boss’s subordinates.

This was a folly Destry had seen time and time again back on Vas. A young warlord would get a few victories under his belt. His soaring confidence would make him neglect his duties, seeking pleasure instead. Destry had cut the heads off many such men, he would do the same to The Storm once he caught him. Destry led the last group through the portal himself.

***

Ash’s phone went off with the alert system Bo had devised, which was a series of texts and group messages. All the texts and messages had different meanings and were meant for different individuals, but the overall meaning was the same. Their spies in District 208 were reporting that Destry was gathering his troops to invade 114.

Ash rushed from the Flatiron toward the portal to get into position. Already the area around it looked vastly different than it had just yesterday.

Faylen had used her magic to pull the excavated soil that Bo had hidden in the storm drains back to the surface. She molded it to make a series of earthwork barricades around the portal. Giving his men a defensible position to face the invaders when they came through. Hopefully, something Destry wouldn’t expect from what information his spies were able to gather. Faylen was finishing up with the last barricade when Ash got there.

He wrapped his arms around her and held her for a moment. She buried her face in his chest as she inhaled his scent, and he kissed the top of her head. They both had their roles to play in the upcoming battle and would be apart.

“Be safe,” Faylen said as they broke their embrace. Ash held her hand for a moment longer.

“Message me if you run into any problems, I’ll keep an eye on my phone.” He said before he reluctantly let go of her hand.

Faylen gave him one last smile before she moved away from the portal to take up her position further into the District. He pulled his phone out and sent a message saying the same thing to Naomi and Bo. Both of them were together in the District at one of the traps Bo had designed.

Ash had his own trap for the Kelpie, his hand checked the ten iron daggers sheathed on his belt. Around him, members of the 114 Pack and Frozen Scales manned the barricades. A few were armed with the iron pikes they had used to fight the zombies, though many had brought their own weapons. Jek stood with the Frozen Scales armed with a long curved blade, his eyes hard and locked on the portal. Celeste was with the 114 Pack, she gave Ash a smile and a nod as she leaned against the earthen wall of one of the barricades. She fiddled with a throwing knife in her hand as if it were a nervous habit. She had several dozen of them sheathed all over her body along with two larger daggers on her hip.

The portal glowed blue as the first of Destry’s men stepped through, their armor and weapons giving away their ill intent. They were quickly cut down by the defenders, but more started to pour out of the portal.

Ash felt his heart race as his soldiers held the line against the invaders. A Centaur led a group that was pushing hard against one of the barricades and it wouldn’t be long before they forced the defenders to flee.

At last Destry himself stepped through the portal. The white-haired old man wore no armor, Cleo said he wouldn’t as it would restrict his transformation into a Kelpie. He carried a long broad sword in his hand and was physically fit, despite his age. He reminded Ash of a roided-up version of Santa Claus.

Ash pulled his magic and sent a Bolt at Destry. The first one he had cast since the invasion had begun. The Bolt hit the Kelpie and he rolled on the ground before standing right back up, his eyes locked on Ash. Destry used his magic and a ball of water started to float in the air around him. The next Bolt Ash sent was blocked by this Water Magic. Destry lifted his sword and started making his way towards Ash.

“Retreat!” Ash shouted.

His men started to abandon the barricades, fleeing toward the District. A cheer went up from Destry’s men and they started to pursue. Ash fled in a direction away from the others, he looked back to make sure Destry was still pursuing him. He pulled out his phone to send a text when he felt he had room to take a breath.

Ash: They took the bait.

***

Lilly was using the opportunity of everyone being outside the Flatiron to raid the fridge, all of them. She had found a stash of caramel candies in Faylen’s room that had a note telling Luna to leave them alone. Lilly grabbed them all and left a few wrappers in the pocket of a jacket she had seen Luna wearing before.

Ash had tasked her with defending Lilly Street, which would be used as a safe place for the non-combatants of the District. The gangs had been escorting people to the street all morning when word came to them that Destry was finally making his move.

The task was easy for her since she could just think about one of her plants and see everything around it. The vision was not perfect and everything had a greenish haze, but no one could enter Lilly Street without her knowledge.

She took all the looted sweets to her room and stashed them in her candy drawer. She had also hidden a potato that had started to sprout in Ash’s room. He had moved her housewarming cactus out of the room, preventing her from spying on him. The potato was her replacement, since it would grow in a dark place and take a while for him to find. She had bets with Bo, Celeste, and Luna on when Ash would take Naomi to bed after all.

Throwing a few of her stolen treats in her mouth she started going through the plants around Lilly Street. Most everyone was nervous and worrying about what would happen. Eventually, she found a plant near the busty Satyress who had brought the kid’s drawings to Ash the other day.

“Sara, I’m scared.” A little Catkin girl said to the Satyress.

“We’ll be alright, we’re safe here,” Sara replied, trying her best to hide her own fear and failing.

“Don’t worry the heroes will protect us. I know they will!” An Orc child wearing a superhero t-shirt said to the Catkin.

“No, they won’t. Superheros only ever help human cities, they don’t come to De’Vas Districts.” Another child cried as tears streaked his face. “There’s no Superheros for paranormals.”

Lilly stopped eating her candies, her eyes looked at the crayon drawing she had pinned to the wall of her room. The one of her as a Superhero. It hung there with pictures of Ash, Bo, Faylen, and all those she called her friends. Though most she had taken without them knowing.

She grabbed some scissors and the sheet from her bed. Once her craft project was done she opened her window and stepped out. Vines from her plants formed a bridge for her to walk on, the cape she had just made caught the wind and flapped behind her.

Sara and the children stared wide-eyed at her as she approached on the bridge of vines, which shifted to steps that lowered her to the ground before the children.

Lilly stood with her hands on her hips and a wide stance, mimicking what she had seen in the last Superhero movie she had watched.

“Don’t worry, you’re under Super Dryad’s protection. I will keep you all safe while my sidekicks take care of the bad men in the District. District 114 is under our protection!” Lilly said before giving each of the kids a piece of candy.

They were no longer fearful and instead cheered as she used the vines to return to the Flatiron. She saluted them as she left. All of them, even Sara, saluted her back.

***

Faylen read the message on her phone. Ash had sent it to the group letting everyone know Destry’s men had taken the bait. She walked to the middle of the street and stood on the x drawn on the pavement in chalk. Bo had designated this as the safe space for Faylen to stand on for the trap. She pulled her Earth Magic and waited.

She had a newfound respect for the Orc. She had always thought of him as a muscle head, who played games and watched B-horror movies. Not someone with a tactical mind. When Ash asked him to help plan the defense of the District, Faylen had been worried. At least until she saw Bo take to the task with a fever. He had even quizzed Faylen and Naomi extensively about the capabilities of their magic.

Faylen watched the curve of the road as it disappeared going downhill. Celeste and several Beastkin appeared on the road and quickly slipped into the buildings and other hideaways once they had reached the crest of the hill. The Minkkin gave Faylen a salute before ducking into a brick building. The road was clear only for a moment before a Centaur leading a band of armored thugs climbed the hill and came into Faylen’s view.

The Centaur leered at her as he raced forward, his sword hung lazily at his side. She was sure he planned to try and trample her to death. He was moving faster than the others, so Faylen figured she might have to deal with him more directly.

She only spared a glance at the Centaur, instead, she watched a multistory building at the hill’s crest. Luna was hidden on the roof and was tasked with signaling her when the enemy was in position for the trap. The glare of a mirror catching the sunlight alerted Faylen that it was time.

She used her Earth Magic to shatter the pillars under the road. Bo had spent days digging a pit under it. He filled it with dried hay and barbed wire. Then doused everything in motor oil. A trap he had designed to play toward Faylen’s strengths.

The road crumbled and collapsed, dragging Destry’s soldiers into the pit with it. The smell of motor oil filled Faylen’s nose making her scrunch it. The Centaur sped up, racing the crumbling road. His face was no longer a leer of violence at the prospect of her death, instead, it was filled with fear of his own. She raised an earthen wall in his path, just high enough to hit his legs. The Centaur hit it at full speed, the wall mangling his legs and he rolled a few yards away crippled. He let out cries of pain, but Faylen ignored him, she still had a task to do.

Cries of pain and fear came from the pit as the soldiers tried to disentangle themselves from the barbed wire and climb out. Faylen switched her affinity and pulled on her Fire Magic. She summoned a fireball and tossed it into the pit, which erupted into an inferno.

That was the cue for Celeste and the other Beastkins to come out from the buildings armed with iron pikes. They patrolled the rim of the pit, pushing any of the burning soldiers that managed to climb out back in.

“Please! I’m just a mercenary, I’m only here for the money! For the money, please spare me! I can pay you!” The Centaur pleaded as his torso tried to drag his crippled horse half away from the burning pit.

Ruben approached the pleading Centaur. The Bearkin was holding a sledgehammer in his hand and looked to Faylen, asking an unspoken question about the Centaur’s fate. Faylen shook her head. Ruben gave her a nod, then raised the sledgehammer. The Centaur let out half a cry before the mass of steel caved his head in. Faylen pulled out her phone and started typing a message.

Faylen: Pit trap worked, no survivors.

***

Naomi leaned against her sword as she watched the path that led to a multistory brick building. Several members of the Frozen Scales running from the portal had just joined her here. The building was in a low area and the only way out of it was uphill, which was why Bo had picked it. A thin layer of water covered the ground and she was pumping her Ice Magic into it, keeping it barely above freezing.

This was the important role her mate had given her, and she would not let him down. She smiled as she imagined Ash praising her for a job well done once she slaughtered all the soldiers. Perhaps he would take her shopping. Baylee, one of the Otterkin sisters, had shown off her new shoes to her and said the store had a pair that would match Naomi’s scales. She let out a giddy laugh as she imagined wearing the shoes on a date with Ash.

Jek raised an eyebrow at her laughter and a few of the Lizardkins took a step back from her. She just smiled at them to let them know everything was okay. Strangely a few of them backed up even further.

She was about to say something when she noticed an Elf in armor leading several soldiers toward the building. They eyed the water suspiciously but did not stop in their approach. A glare of light went up from the roof of the multistory building, which meant Bo was signaling them to launch their attack.

Naomi pushed her Ice Magic and froze the water into a solid sheet of ice. Several the the soldiers fell, as others struggled to stay standing. Jek led the Frozen Scales to take up positions on the edge of the ice sheet. Mander with his group of volunteers did the same on the other side of them, boxing Destry’s soldiers in.

Naomi smiled as she stepped onto the ice sheet, her magic keeping her from slipping as she approached the struggling soldiers. This wouldn’t take long and she was excited about how happy Ash would be once she was done.

“The boss is terrifying.” She heard one of the Lizardkin say to Jek.

The Elf leading the group stood on shaky legs and watched her with trepidation as she approached. When she activated the wind runes on Torrent, the Elf paled and started to cast a spell, only for an arrow to strike his chest. The archers on the roof had joined the fun.

***

Bo lowered the binoculars as Jacklyn’s arrow struck the Elf who was about to cast a spell. He couldn’t bring himself to watch what was happening. The trap would be a massacre, just as he planned it would be when he designed it. Perhaps five years of an easier life had turned his stomach to war.

Instead, Bo watched Jacklyn. She had told him she was skilled with a bow and had made a living back on Vas as a huntress. She moved with the bow as if it were a natural part of her body. Fluid motions as she notched an arrow and released it with deadly precision.

She caught him watching her and gave him a saucy smile. Bo quickly looked away hoping no one saw him turn red. They were far from the only people on top of the roof.

He heard a snicker from one of the Otterkin sisters. They had been vital in setting this trap by bringing in the water and spreading it evenly with their magic along the street for Naomi to freeze.

The oldest of the sisters, Haylee, was the only one who could shoot a bow. She was standing beside Jacklyn and Bo would rate them both as the most skilled of the archers on the roof.

His phone chimed and he saw that Faylen had sent him a text.

Faylen: Pit trap worked, no survivors.

Bo typed out a quick thanks for updating him and let her know Naomi’s trap was underway. He was glad they both had worked so well.

Due to the limited time he had to work with and the size of the District, Bo went with an ‘Undersell, Over deliver’ approach. He had the gangs spread rumors that Ash was ‘occupied with other matters’ instead of preparing for Destry. During the day, the gangs would appear relaxed and lazy. During the night and away from prying eyes though, they were preparing and planning. He knew Destry would have spies in the District if he was planning to attack it. He wanted the spies to report back to Destry what Bo wanted him to hear.

Bo lifted the binoculars once more, but this time he focused in on the leader of the brigade of volunteers. Mander stood proudly with his twin swords in each hand, despite the fact those around him were armed with pikes.

The old Orc often told stories of his time as a chief and the battles he fought in. Bo was sure he would be adding the events of today to his repertoire of stories.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


“YOU’RE A DAMN human!” Destry yelled. Spittle flying from his mouth.

Ash had been leading him on a strategic retreat through the District. The Kelpie originally had half a dozen soldiers accompanying him in his pursuit. Ash had targeted them with Bolts when the opportunity presented itself. Now it was just him and Destry, and he was no longer running.

“You sound surprised,” Ash replied. He had led the Kelpie to an empty parking lot.

Destry grabbed a trash can and hurled it at Ash, forcing him to dodge away to avoid it. Then the Kelpie dashed towards him, swinging the broadsword in an overhead slash. Ash barely reacted quickly enough to avoid being cleaved in two, taking a nasty cut on his left shoulder. The sword wasn’t just for show.

Ash countered with a Bolt aimed at Destry’s head. The old King’s eyes widened as lightning built on the tips of Ash’s fingers. Instinctively, Destry raised the broadsword in a guard position, something he must have honed from years of fighting.

Unfortunately for him, metal conducts electricity. While the Bolt didn’t strike him in the face, it did travel down the length of the blade to the hilt. Destry let out a cry of pain, dropping his sword as the lightning burned his hands.

Ash rushed in activating a Lightning Claw and attacking Destry. While his Lightning Claw had been the end of Trolls and zombies, Destry was more resilient. His magic only left burn marks on the Kelpie’s body with each strike instead of fatal blows. A hard hook thrown by Destry stopped his advancement and Ash backed off. He gritted his teeth as he felt his ribs shift unnaturally. Destry’s punch had broken a few of them it seemed.

A globe of water appeared before Destry, floating in the air. Ash had a second to ponder it, before a powerful jet of water shot from it and rolled him across the parking lot. He groaned as he stood back up, sure there would be a bruise tomorrow where the jet had hit him. Well, if he lived through today. Destry’s burned hands struggled to uncork a healing potion, as the globe of water began forming another jet.

“Shit…” Ash cursed as his hand pulled one of the iron knives free from its sheath.

The globe of water fired another jet at Ash as Destry managed to uncork the potion. Ash darted forward, sliding on his knees to avoid the jet of water. When his momentum stopped, he threw the iron knife at Destry’s hand holding the potion. Glass shattered and Destry howled as he held his now bloody hand. Two of his fingers lay on the ground twitching.

“You bastard! I will mount your skull on my wall right beside that red-eyed bitch!” Destry raged.

A fire lit inside of Ash at Destry’s threat toward Cleo.

“You’re not going to hurt her or anyone else again.” He growled.

Lighting danced on his fingers as he charged at Destry with Lightning Claw. Destry went to summon another globe of water, and Ash let him. The Lightning Claw had been a diversion. Much like when he had fought Kate, his other hand pulled free another iron knife. The barbed-tipped blade plunged into Destry’s gut, as he was focused on the Lightning Claw.

The Kelpie let out a cry of pain and shifted the globe of water over Ash’s head. He felt his lungs burn as water filled them. The hint of panic started to form as he began to drown. Calming his mind, he brought his hand up and channeled his magic into the water. A second later Destry’s spell collapsed and Ash coughed up the liquid that had entered his lungs.

Destry had tried to use the time to remove the knife from his gut. As was by design, the barb prevented him from doing that. Unless he wished to tear out his intestines with the blade. Realizing he wouldn’t get it out, the Kelpie picked up his sword from the ground and attacked with a primal scream.

Instead of dodging away from Destry, Ash went towards him. Diving under the sword’s swing and tackling him. The Kelpie’s eyes widen at his strength, he had activated Ember’s Body Enhancement technique at the start of the fight, figuring he might need it. The sword fell from Destry’s grasp again as Ash slammed him into the wall of the building that the parking lot belonged to.

He struck Destry in the face with a hard right. Feeling his jaw crack from the blow. Searing hatred burned in the Kelpie’s eyes and Ash saw water start to swirl around his head. He readied his magic to dispel the globe of water once it formed. Hoping to make it more difficult for Destry to maintain the spell, Ash grabbed the handle of the iron knife in his gut. He twisted it and sent a Bolt through the handle of the blade.

Destry howled in pain. The globe of water shifted into a powerful jet of water that knocked Ash back several feet. Destry’s eyes turned black and he snarled at Ash.

“Damn you! Damn, the red-eyed bitch! And Damn this District!” He shouted.

Ash put distance between himself and Destry as black water shifted around him. The waters shifted and expanded until a monstrous-sized dark gray horse stood where Destry had been.

The horse, as tall as a shipping container, charged at Ash. Its hoofs cracked the pavement as it moved. Ash switched to the knives that had the copper handle and started throwing them at the Kelpie. The beast let out an eerie laugh as the blade stuck to its body and was absorbed into it.

He dodged out of the way just before the massive horse stomped its hooves where he had been. Dirt and pavement exploded into the air as its hooves obliterated the road. A chunk of pavement slammed into Ash’s side and rolled him, his iron knives scattering across the ground from their sheaths. He slid to a stop and quickly scrambled for the closest knife.

Destry let out a hate-filled laugh as multiple globes of water emerged from his horse avatar. These ones were pitch black instead of the clear ones he had been casting and the sight of them gave Ash an uneasy feeling. They floated around his avatar form like bubbles that followed him. Ash watched as one connected with a street sign. As it passed through the black globe of water, the metal corroded and crumbled to the ground. The sight reminded Ash of Silver slaughtering the Trolls on the beach and how her spell seemed to sap the life from those it touched.

Ash kept gathering the knives and throwing them at the Kelpie. Doing his best to keep his distance from those corrosive black globes of water and the powerful hooves of the avatar. The horse’s eerie laughter never stopped.

“Do you see how hopeless this is? You will die by my hands, human!” The Kelpie’s voice said with a sickening joy.

After he threw his last knife, Ash pulled out a magic-restore potion, chugging it.

“Bow before me and I promise to make your death quick.” The Kelpie’s voice yelled. “I will even spare the people of this District if they swear fealty to me!”

“Yeah, not happening. I think you got the wrong idea of what’s going on.” Ash said.

The Kelpie snorted at him and approached him slowly, those black globes of water following him.

“Oh? And what do I have wrong? Humor me, human.”

Ash pointed his hand at Destry and started casting Bolt.

“Have you ever heard of Electromagnetism? It’s one of the technologies humans use to make a lot of stuff. Like this trap.”

The Bolt struck the Kelpie, though the target had been the iron knives with the copper on the handles. The Lightning Magic turned each of the iron knives with the copper hilts into powerful magnets. The magnetized blades cut through the Kelpie to the nearest source of metal. The plain iron knife that Ash had buried into Destry’s gut.

The horse exploded as did the black globes of water into a dark mist that quickly vanished. Destry knelt on the ground where it had been, blood dripping from his mouth. The ten knives Ash had thrown at the Kelpie were now stabbed into Destry’s gut, chest, and back.

“This was all a trap, Destry. We knew you would come. The moment you passed through the portal to attack us, Councilwoman Blackthorn sent her other vassals to take control of your District. You and your men have nowhere to go.” Ash said as he pulled on his magic to finish this.

Destry’s eyes widened and he trembled.

“Selena..” He said.

Before Ash could cast his spell, the Kelpie lumbered to his feet and rushed down an alleyway. Ash was amazed he still had enough stamina to move that quickly.

***

The iron blades cut into him deeper with every step. He didn’t care, his body could fall apart and rot away. Just so long as he made it to Selena, as long as he made sure she was safe. Damn, his ambition! Damn, his greed! How had he not seen that he was risking the most precious part of his life?

Hopefully, he could gather some of his men on the way and drive the invaders from his District or at least get his daughter and flee.

Destry turned the corner and was greeted by the smell of burned flesh and clothing. A scent of war he was all too familiar with. He grimaced as he saw Hugo’s corpse beside a large hole billowing with black smoke. He didn’t need to look into the hole to know that was where the rest of the mercenaries lay as burnt corpses.

He kept moving as quickly as his wounds allowed, the human would be pursuing him. He made it through three more alleyways before he heard the screams in the distance. He recognized some of them even from this distance. They had been guards or servants in his household and he knew their voices well. Their dying screams cut as deep as the blades, he had led them to their deaths. He pushed forward.

The portal came into view and he pushed his body harder to reach it. He was halfway to it when the spell slammed into him. The lightning did something to the blades and they pulled closer to the iron one the human had first stabbed him with. Destry let out a cry of pain as he fell to the ground. He was still on the ground when he heard the footsteps approach him.

“Please, mercy..”

A hand grabbed one of the knives in his back and ripped it out. The barb took its price of flesh for being freed.

“Mercy? You killed people and butchered them to make magic reagents. Kidnapped and enslaved people. You don’t deserve mercy. This is for Naomi’s family, Faylen’s sister, Cleo, and all those you have made suffer.”

No..not for me…my daughter…please…

He didn’t have the strength to get the words out. Tears streaked his face as a hand pulled his head back by his hair, he looked up into the human’s cold eyes. The iron knife was placed to his throat and started cutting.

***

Selena paced around the hidden tavern that was the speakeasy. She gave Ella nervous glances as the Elf donned her armor. She had called Ella the moment her father had crossed over to District 114 with his troops. He had taken all the guards and most of the able-bodied servants with him, only leaving Selena with some of the older servants to attend to her.

She hoped Ella would keep her company and distract her from her nervousness. She had just arrived at the manor when they heard word that armed forces were entering the District, forces that were not her father’s.

Selena had frozen at the news, her mind racing about what had happened to her father and what would happen to her. Thankfully Ella acted fast, she told a maid to gather everyone in the library. She then asked Selena how to access the tunnel to the speakeasy.

Now they were all in the hidden tavern cowering in the dark as the District was overrun. Ella tried to contact her father’s guards, but the calls and messages fell silent. She had even tried to call Selena’s father and, much to her dread, that had gone unanswered.

Out of options, Ella planned to guard the tunnel to the speakeasy. Hopefully, they would not be discovered and could hold out for her father’s return, or an opportunity to slip out of the District.

***

Kate watched as the Frost Trolls and her zombies followed Rei through District 208. Raina, the leader of the Frost Trolls and Boss of District 71, stood beside her. The young redhead Troll Chieftess did her best to keep her nervousness from showing around her men. She’d stood silent and stoic in their presence. She cut quite the figure in her armor holding on to her bone spear. Both had been her father’s, and she wore a long coat to disguise the fact the armor was a little too big on her.

“You can relax. Destry left only a token force in the District and we’ve already overwhelmed them when we came through the portal.” Kate whispered to her.

Raina cast her a look and then returned her attention to her men. They were focused on their tasks. The Troll woman let out a sigh and Kate could see her body slouch as she relaxed.

“My dad was the warrior, I just made jewelry to sell online and binge-watched dating shows. I was pretty much an outcast after Sero killed him.

“Then The Nightmare Queen shows up at my door. Tells me I now lead the District and asks for me to swear an oath of fealty to her. Now all those people who had refused to talk to me because I was an outcast, are now trying to kiss my ass.”

Kate raised an eyebrow as her hand went into the pocket she normally kept her smokes in. She pulled out one of the suckers she had placed there instead. The Dryad named Lilly had given them to her.

“You have been holding that in for a while, sister,” Kate said to Raina.

“It’s fucking annoying and stressful. The only reason I have not been challenged for leadership is because they are terrified that The Nightmare Queen would send in…in..him.”

Raina had said the last word in almost a whisper as if she was afraid it would summon Ash. There was a real fear of him in the girl, probably in the rest of the Trolls of District 71 as well.

She understood why. Councilwoman Blackthorn had told her the story of what had happened with Sero. Ash had fought the Troll Warlord with one foot in being human and another in becoming an elemental. A being straddling that threshold would be a fucking monster.

Raina shifted back to her stoic pose as a Troll approached them. He knelt before her and kept his gaze on the ground.

“District Boss, we’ve found the estate of Destry. The gate is locked, but we have the perimeter surrounded.”

Raina gave a nod and they both followed the Troll. They soon came to a large manor enclosed by a tall brick wall. Rei was there, staring with disdain at the wrought iron gate that led to the estate. Kate snarled also at it, her magic would be useless at taking the thing down. The Trolls and Undead would have to climb over the walls instead. Kate saw Raina pull something from under her long jacket.

“Is that an onion?” She asked.

“Yes, please no jokes. I’m a Troll, not an Ogre.” Raina said as she also pulled out a small knife.

She used the knife to carve runes into the skin of the onion. Kate realized what she was doing and chuckled.

“I thought your clan was skilled at carving magic runes into bone. Not vegetables.”

Raina sighed.

“We are. Unfortunately, there are fewer magic-possessing beasts in this world than our old one, at least for now. That was one of the reasons Sero did those horrible things.

“I can grow vegetables in magic-infused soil that will allow me to impart a rune on them. They aren’t permanent, but they work for things like this.”

The runes glowed a muddy brown as Raina threw the onion at the gate. When it hit the ground, pillars of earth shot up and tore the gate from its hinges. The pillars then crumbled into mounds of loose soil as the magic expired.

She made a magical hand grenade from an onion….

Kate eyed Raina with more respect, as did several of the Trolls. Their admiration was lost on Raina as she walked through the busted gate. Oblivious to the fact she had demonstrated a powerful use of Rune Magic. Kate was now sure Councilwoman Blackthorn had selected the young woman as District Boss for more than just the fact her father had opposed Sero.

The manor seemed deserted as they made their way through it. The garden, kitchen, and bedrooms were all empty. No staff or maids were to be found, even though everything was left in a state that showed they had been here recently. Another Troll approached Kate and Raina as they examined some Elven grapes that had been growing in the garden. As before the Troll knelt as he gave his report.

“District Bosses, the Wraith has picked up a scent in the library.”

Kate picked up her pace at the news that Rei had found something, Raina followed quickly behind her. The annoying Wraith had not waited for them when they arrived at the library on the second floor. Rei had turned the place into a mess. Books scattered across the floor and the Undead Wolfkin had used her magic to hack away at one of the bookshelves. Revealing a passageway behind it. She could already hear fighting inside.

Kate pulled her magic into her wings, readying her Crescent Moon spell. Raina had a potato out this time and was already carving runes into it.

Black smoke billowed off of Rei as she clashed with an Elven woman in the narrow hallway, hidden behind the bookshelves. The Elven woman had done well in holding the passage against Rei, judging from how furious the Wraith was. Obscenities spilled from Rei’s mouth as the Elf countered Rei’s claws with her sword.

Kate launched both her Crescent Moon spells. They tore through the narrow passage, cutting through Rei and hitting the Elf. Her armor broke in several places, and blood dripped from those areas. Still, she stood, her eyes locked on Kate with a glare of determination. A declaration that she would not move from the passage while she still drew breath. Kate found the dedication admirable, though entirely unworthy of Destry. Then a potato flew past her head and hit the Elf.

The green glowing runes on the potato activated and the area filled with a burst of Wind Magic. The Elf was hurled backward, down the hallway. Kate and Raina stepped over Rei’s still-forming body and continued down the passageway. They came to the Elf lying crumpled on the floor at the entrance of what looked like a hidden tavern.

A young blond woman knelt by the Elf as she held a health potion to her lips. Tears streaked down her face as she looked at Kate with eyes full of fear. She was a Unicorn and Kate knew instantly who she was. Destry’s daughter.

Rei approached her having reformed from being cut in half. She had a scowl on her face, probably due to Kate’s spell hitting her as well as the Elf. She doubted Rei would verbally complain though. Not if she valued her Undead life.

“There are others here. Hiding behind the tavern bar.” Rei stated.

A cry went up at her words and slowly several more people stepped from behind the bar. All of them were garbed in clothing that identified them as servants or maids. None would be a threat to them. The Elf took a wheezing breath as the potion took effect.

“Thank the gods, Ella!” Destry’s daughter said as she hugged the Elf.

Her bloodshot eyes and tear-streaked face turned to Kate as she left the Elf’s side and approached them. She trembled as she did so and knelt before them.

“I surrender, just please spare them.”


EPILOGUE

ASH WATCHED THE Unicorn woman kneel before Cleo as she said the oath of fealty to her. District 208 was packed as members of Districts 71, 263, and 114 watched the end of the war Destry had started. Though rebellion would be the correct term he guessed. According to the Council, Destry and his District never stopped being vassals of Councilwoman Blackthorn.

Kate gave him a nod. The members of District 263 that had served as Kate’s soldiers were unsurprisingly made up of Undead. The forces were a very morbid look, but Ash supposed the residents of District 263 were happy they wouldn’t be conscripted to fight.

This was also the first time he met the new Boss of District 71. The redhead Troll woman named Raina said a few words of greeting to him and he picked up on her unease quickly. He tried to give her a reassuring smile. She was not Sero and he was not going to blame every Frost Troll for the horrors caused by that asshole.

Raina’s eyes widened and her face reminded him of how Mei would get when he smiled at her. Internally he told himself to maybe practice his smile in a mirror, he was doing something wrong. His eyes lingered for a moment on the bone spear she carried and she quickly assured him it was made from an animal. This led to her going on a speech about how she would ensure what Sero had done would never happen again in District 71. Promising to personally kill anyone who so much as suggests it.

Ash had the largest force with him since most of the 114 Pack and Frozen Scales had come. Faylen stayed behind in the District to handle anything that might pop up with Bo and Lilly helping her. Naomi had come, as had Faylen’s sister, Luna, both of them stood beside him.

The large force was not him trying to project power or anything to the other vassal Districts. This was closure to those who had suffered because of Destry and his cabal. Ash had not refused any of the former enslaved who had wished to come to see the end of the war.

The Unicorn refused to meet his eyes all together and Ash understood why. The name Destry said before he had tried to flee made sense now. She was Selena, the daughter of the man Ash had just killed.

Cleo had returned Destry’s body to Selena as a gesture of goodwill, though on the condition that he wouldn’t have a tomb or monument. Selena promised he would be laid to rest in an unmarked grave within the garden of her estate.

Once the oath of fealty was done, Selena and her Elven bodyguard left for her estate. Slowly everyone poured into the portal and returned to their Districts.

Once they returned to District 114, Luna left to check in with Faylen at the Flatiron. Once Faylen’s little sister was no longer around, Naomi intertwined her hand with his. Though they still had a mass of both gangs following them.

When they arrived at Lilly Street, Naomi broke away to pay respects to the mass grave that served as her family’s final resting place. Jek and several others followed her as well.

He finally relaxed once he was back in his office at the Flatiron. The madness that had been his life since pulling the safe containing Cleo out of the sea was finally over. Though it would never return to how it was before that, and he didn’t want it to, he did hope life would regain some of its normalcy. Well as much normalcy as being the leader of an entire District populated by paranormals, and vassal for a Banshee Queen would allow him.

His phone went off and he saw a group text from Bo. His best friend was trying to get everyone together to celebrate at The Twins. Mander was going to have discounted beers to commemorate an end to the war.

His phone went off again and he checked it, thinking it was a reply to Bo’s offer. Instead, it was from Luna.

Luna: RUN!

All the tension he’d just let roll off him had rushed back. He was already making his way out of his office as he texted Luna for more information, did Destry have more allies that were just now arriving at the District? Had Selena come with a force to try and avenge her father?

His mind reeled with thoughts and he rushed to Faylen’s room downstairs. He had just made it down the stairs when he saw Faylen moving quickly through the hallway of the Flatiron towards him. She was breathing heavily and her face was red as her eyes locked on him.

“Luna just texted me, what’s wrong?” He asked.

Faylen grabbed his shirt pulling him close to her. Her lips ravenously devoured his and he felt her erect nipples press into his chest. When she broke away from him, he saw the heat in her eyes.

“Bedroom now!” Faylen said with a growl as she dragged him towards the room.

Ash typed out a message to Bo apologizing and stated he and Faylen would miss out on the drinks but wished them all a good time. Luna had also responded to his text with a laughing emoji.

Luna: Sis is in heat!

***

Cleo sat behind the desk in one of the private meeting rooms available to Council Members. District 1 was considered neutral territory, and as such was a usual meeting place for powerful individuals or parties. Such as the representative from a Djinn clan sitting before her.

The Djinn’s eyes glowed a bright red as he held the remains of the collar in his hands. Tears rolled down his cheek, only to evaporate into steam. Cleo had learned the identity of the Djinn whose bones had been used to make the slave collar. The younger brother of the individual who sat before her.

She discovered it among the multiple stacks of notes, books, and papers that had belonged to the alchemist Fargo. Kate, the Necromancer, had sent them to her once she had gained full control of her District.

“Luthor was a kind boy. He lost many of his friends when the rifts brought us to this world. He desired nothing more than to return to Vas and see them, a dream my father encouraged.” The Djinn said as he carefully placed the fragments of the bone collar into the decorative box Cleo had housed the remains in. “Thank you for returning his remains to us, and for bringing justice to his killer.”

Cleo gave a somber nod.

“Once I learned his name it was the least I could do, Belath,” Cleo said.

“In my mind, justice has been served and Luthor’s soul can rest. My father will be of a different mind, he has clung to the way things were done on Vas.” Belath said with a grim look on his face. “I know you took the daughter of the one who led the cabal that caused Luthor’s death as a vassal.”

Cleo matched his look and even pulled on her magic in case she needed to use it.

“Belath, should I take those words as a threat?” Her voice carried an edge to it. “An attack on my vassal is an attack on me.”

Belath's grim look dropped and was replaced with a tired one.

“No, just a warning. There is a chance my father will wish to bloody his own hands to avenge Luthor, and he will take the blood toll from the daughter. As he would have done on Vas.” Belath’s hands clenched into fists and his eyes burned a brighter red. “Mostly to ease his own guilty mind.”

Belath noticed how tightly he was clenching his fists and relaxed. Shaking his hands to return the blood to them.

“No, I’m on your side of this, Councilwoman Blackthorn, and do not wish more blood to be spilled. I will work to dissuade my father, but I am as the humans say, the black sheep of the family.

“While my father, brothers, and sisters have clung to Vas, I have embraced this new world. I’m afraid my words do not carry the weight they once did with my father.”

Belath stood with the remains of his brother in his hands and bowed to Cleo.

“I hope our next meeting is a joyous one, Councilwoman Blackthorn.”

The End.


Thank You For Reading!

Use the links below to stay updated on the next book in the series.

Amazon: https://www.amazon.com/stores/Chase-Kilgore/author/B0DCHMSVM6

Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/authorchasekilgore

OEBPS/image_rsrc3JG.jpg





cover1.jpeg
VAS CHRONICLES BOOK 1
= 4

CHASE KILGORE

o





