
        
            
                
            
        

    
Reunion:

De’Vas Chronicles Book 3

Chase Kilgore


Cover Art by: Leraynne S.

Copyright © 2025 Chase Kilgore All rights reserved

The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.

All characters depicted in this work performing adult acts are adults and of legal age.

No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission of the publisher.

ISBN-13: 9798315309260


To my Beta Readers: Lisa, Jason, and Tim

Thank you for the support!


THE STORY SO FAR

EXILE

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Discord

After defeating Destry, Ash settled into his role as Boss of District 114 and worked to improve the district. When a new wave of rifts starts to happen and a kraken appears within District 114, Ash learns he has a living lightning elemental in his scar, and time is running out before it breaks free.

Selena took over her late father’s role as Boss of District 208, but struggled in managing the district. She grows resentful of Ash and the other vassals of Councilwoman Cleo Blackthorn. When she takes matters into her own hands against a dwarf father and son who wish to usurp the role of District Boss from her, she catches the attention of a djinn clan who wish revenge against her father for the death of their brother. When the djinn attack, Ella helps Selena escape her district for District 114, becoming injured in the process.

Ash, along with Cleo’s other vassals, works together to try and solve the djinn problem. Unfortunately, Neftali, the leader of the djinn clan, refuses any offer of peace. When Cleo also learns of a coalition being built against her on the Council, she has one of her banshee sisters assume the identity of Cleo Blackthorn so she could help Ash as Silver.

Together with Lilly, they come up with a plan to try to steal Neftali’s source of power in a bid to force him to relent in his revenge against Selena. The plan goes south, and Ash takes a risky gamble, relying on the elemental inside of him to give them a chance against Neftali. When the djinn leader is defeated, through the intervention of one crazy dryad, Ash starts to question whether the elemental is a friend or foe.


CHAPTER ONE


ASH SAT AT his desk and read over the reports that Haylee had sent him about the fish farm expansions. He had opened a new farm to help meet the demands of District 71 after the trade deal he had signed with Raina four months ago.

Right now the new farm was in the red and was a bit of a money pit, but Haylee was confident that it would be as productive as the others after a harvest or two. He trusted the otterkin woman.

As he reached to turn the page of the report, he caught sight of the kraken’s ring that was set on his left hand ring finger. The light from his window reflected the hairline cracks that ran throughout the chitin that made the ring. It had been four months since he had learned about the elemental living inside him. How much longer did he have until the elemental finally destroyed the ring and broke free? When it did, would Sparky be a friend or foe? Would he be strong enough to defeat it?

A knock sounded from his office door and he looked up to see a lizardkin standing in the doorway.

“Boss,” he greeted.

“Come in, Jek,” Ash said.

Jek was the second-in-command of the Frozen Scales, Naomi’s gang. Ash brought his attention from the paperwork to the sharply dressed lizardkin with a sword on his hip that just stepped into his office.

“Boss. The guards by the portal called. We just had a group of elves come through.”

Ash sighed.

“I don’t suppose they’re here to settle?” he asked, hopeful. There had been an uptick in paranormals coming to District 114 to start a new life. While beastkin still made up the majority of the district, it was becoming more diverse and the economy was growing as a result.

“They’re armed,” Jek answered.

“Alright,” Ash said as he stood from his desk. He pulled his sword, Riptide, from one of the drawers and placed it on his belt. “Let’s go meet them.”

“Want me to alert Faylen and Naomi?” Jek asked.

Ash shook his head as he made his way to the door.

“They’re training with Silver at the beach. Let the girls have their fun.”

Jek and Ash left the Flatiron and started down Lilly Street. The lizardkin had fully established themselves on the street now. Which led other paranormals of a scaled nature that decided to resettle in District 114 to prefer Lilly Street, even with the dryad present. Any fear or concern was quickly dispelled by those who knew Lilly.

Ash noticed the ice cream parlor at the end of the street had finally opened. He didn’t know much about it, just that Naomi was interested in going there with him on a date. Now that it was open, he would need to take her.

They made their way through the rest of the district as Ash noticed small changes that indicated to him the population was growing. Little things, like storefronts advertising clothing to fit different paranormal races, restaurants offering reservations, and just the sidewalks being more crowded. Soon they neared the portal and Ash saw a few members of the Frozen Scales staring down four elves. Two dark elves, a snow elf, and a forest elf who looked like he was the leader.

“Welcome to District 114. How can I help you folks?” Ash asked dryly.

He knew why they were here. The same reason as the other dozen similar parties of elves had come to his district armed. Still, he was going to give them a chance, just as he had done with all the others.

“We want the lying bitch who claims to be Roth Willowson’s daughter,” the forest elf said with a growl, his hand resting on a sword.

Publishing Lilly’s father’s journal had been a blessing and a curse. The dryad was thrilled to see her father’s life’s work being read. The homesick paranormals of De’Vas bought the book as quickly as Sara and Maggy could print them. The first time Lilly had seen someone reading the book at The Twins, she had sat and watched them for over an hour, much to the distress of the diner when he finally noticed.

Others thought the work was fake, or didn’t like that Lilly was claiming to be his daughter. Roth Willowson was a beloved figure among many of the elves and there had been a few who took up arms.

“You’re not going near her and you will never refer to her that way again,” Ash said firmly. “Leave the district and don’t come back.”

The forest elf smirked and looked at his companions before turning back to Ash. There was the brief sound of grinding steel as his blade escaped its sheath and the elf took a fighting stance.

Ash pulled Riptide from his belt and pushed magic into the rune. Water Magic from the rune created a translucent blade over the chitin one that extended the dagger into a sword four feet in length. The forest elf looked surprised, but his shock quickly turned to a sly smile.

“That looks like a very nice sword. I’ll take it once I’m done with you,” he said.

The elf lunged at him. Ash sidestepped the attack and brought Riptide up, slicing the elf’s cheek. He had spent the past four months being drilled on swordsmanship by Mander and sparring with Silver. Well, being Silver’s punching bag might be a more accurate description.

The elf jumped back and brought his hand up to his cheek. He snarled at Ash when he saw the blood.

“You bastard,” the elf growled and readied himself to strike again.

Rushing forward, he brought his sword over his head and swung it towards Ash. It was easily blocked. The elf’s next attack was a stab that nicked Ash’s arm, though the elf overextended himself for it.

A mistake Ash followed up on with a slash from Riptide. Pushing more of his magic into the rune on the sword, he extended the blade by four more inches. The added length allowed the blade to cut deeply into the elf’s chest. The elf dropped his sword and fell to his knees. He pulled his shirt up and gathered it over his wound to try and slow the bleeding .

Movement caught Ash’s eye and he saw one of the dark elves start to cast a fireball. Ash pulled his magic into his index and middle finger and lifted his hand to cast Bolt. Thunder echoed as he released his magic and a bolt of lightning slammed into the dark elf. The fireball dissipated as the elf fell to the ground unconscious.

Ash looked over the remaining elves and they stared back at him with looks of unease. He had pulled on the elemental’s magic, more for show than a need for power, and his elemental scar was glowing bright blue.

“The Storm…” the snow elf hissed.

A moment passed and none of them moved, save the forest elf who had procured a healing potion from somewhere and was guzzling it down. Even he was glaring at Ash, but the fight had left them.

“Thanks for the practice,” Ash said to the forest elf. “Now get out of my district, and if you come for Lilly again, I’ll kill you.”

Ash and Jek turned and left as the rest of the Frozen Scales ushered the elves to the portal and out of the district.

“The gangs could have handled them. There was no need for you to get cut, boss,” Jek said.

Ash looked at the small cut on his arm. Blood was dripping from it, but it was too small to waste a healing potion on. He slipped Riptide on his belt and placed his thumb over the cut. He pushed Lightning Magic to the wound and smelled burned flesh as he cauterized it.

“Mander says I need to get actual fighting experience with a sword and maybe they’ll stay away if I put on an act,” Ash said.

“You make it sound like your threat was just a bluff,” Jek said. “Three months ago I would have believed it was. Last month we buried the group of elves that tried to come back to the district after Miss Lilly.”

Ash looked at Jek, before turning back around.

“I don’t like people threatening my friends, Jek.”

Jek chuckled.

“I doubt they would have been much of a threat to Miss Lilly.”

Jek was right, Lilly’s vines would have torn them to shreds within seconds once they threatened the dryad. They would have still said awful things to her regarding her father, and that was a tender topic for Lilly.

“What do you have planned today?” Ash asked, wanting a change of subject.

“The gangs are almost done with the school building. The last of the supplies should arrive later today as long as they aren’t held up by the human customs at the wall. I’ll oversee that,” Jek answered.

The school. Almost half a year had passed since he wrote down the plan for a school on the list of improvements for District 114. His mother’s company, Grayson Industries, had little business in education equipment and materials. As a result, it had been more tedious to get the needed supplies shipped across the border to De’Vas, especially with the heightened tensions between several of the larger human governments and De’Vas. Though the governments had shifted much of the blame to WillCo.

“Good to know it’s almost done. I’ll start hunting for potential teachers,” Ash said, adding that to his endlessly growing mental list of things that he needed to do.

“What are your plans, boss?” Jek asked.

Ash gave a passing glance to the playground as they walked by. Paranormal children laughed and ran around the equipment under the watchful eyes of their parents. Even with the kids being rough on it, the equipment still looked new. The gangs took a lot of pride in the playground they had built and it wasn’t uncommon to spot one doing minor repairs.

“I’ll finish up my paperwork and then get ready to head to District 208 with Bo. Silver wants us to look into something there,” Ash answered. “Might check on Lilly before heading out. The girls are planning to do a slumber party at her house tonight.”

“Councilwoman Blackthorn’s liaison made herself right at home in the district. The rabbitkin is a regular fixture at the Flatiron and Mei’s Den,” Jek said, referring to Silver.

Ash smiled.

“That she did. Silver was a friend of mine before she became Blackthorn’s liaison,” Ash answered.

Silver’s real identity as Cleo Blackthorn was still a guarded secret. One of her banshee sisters, Aerial, was disguised as Councilwoman Blackthorn and had taken over her duties on the Council to thwart a coalition that was being built against her.

Silver had also developed a friendship with Mei, the owner of Mei’s Den, and routinely worked at the restaurant. All while keeping her identity a secret, something Ash and her disagreed about.

“Well, boss, I’ll leave you to your day,” Jek said as he broke away from Ash to head towards the school. “If anything comes up, I’ll let you know.”

“Take care, Jek,” Ash said with a wave.

As Ash was about to pass by Mei’s Den, he stopped to look through the front window of the restaurant. They were just starting to open to get ready for the lunch rush that would begin in about an hour. He made a decision and entered the restaurant.


CHAPTER TWO


LILLY ROLLED OUT of bed and stretched. She had stayed the night in her house instead of her shop or the Flatiron, where she had been staying most nights. The girls’ night slumber party was tonight and she was hosting it, so she had stayed home to prepare.

Vines pulled an outfit from her closet and proceeded to dress her as she closed her eyes and focused on the cactus that was in Ash’s office, like she did every morning.

“He’s not there,” she said to herself as she bit her lip.

Lilly started to look through the plants she controlled in the district. She quickly found Ash walking beside Jek. Something was going on. She began shifting through her plants until she arrived at one near the portal and saw a group of armed elves.

“Oh…” Lilly said as she opened her eyes and ended her sight through the plant.

She shook the negative thoughts from her mind. Today was going to be a fun day. The girls would arrive in a few hours. No time to mope. She needed to get ready.

Lilly started with the dishes in the sink, washing and placing them on the drying rack. After that, she handed a feather duster to the vines of the various plants in her home, which began to dust the house while she started to set up the vacuum cleaner.

She went to the couch first, pulling out the cushions and vacuuming under them before placing them back and going over them again. Then she pushed the couch back and cleaned under it. She did this to all of the furniture in the living room.

Next, she moved the coffee table and the rug before vacuuming the floor. She finished around the same time as the vines wrapped up dusting. She looked around the clean house and smiled. She was ready for the slumber party tonight.

Her phone chimed from where she had it charging and she skipped over to check it.

Ash: Hey Lil, do you care if I swing by?

Lilly smiled and replied that it was okay for him to come by. She set her phone down and hummed to herself as she made her way to the vacuum cleaner and ejected the dust trap.

“Woosh!” Lilly said as she spun around in a circle, scattering the dust back around the house and coating everything.

She then went to the fridge and got out several condiments before going to the plates in the drying rack. She took a napkin and smeared the condiments on the clean plates before scattering them in random places and then squirted ketchup on the counters. She went to her hamper next and sprinkled socks throughout the house. Then she sat on the couch and waited for Ash.

A few minutes later the doorbell rang and Lilly darted from the couch to the door. She opened the door and smiled when she saw Ash standing there holding a brown bag.

“Hey, Lil. I was out by Mei’s. Thought I would bring you some rolls,” Ash said as he held out the bag to Lilly.

“Thank you, Ash,” Lilly said as she took the bag. “Come in.”

She smiled as he followed her inside.

“Are you ready for the slumber…party…” Ash started to say.

Lilly made her way back to the couch and sat down, a smile on her face. She knew her plan worked. Ash was looking around the room in disbelief, and he wordlessly began to pick up plates. After he gathered a stack of them he made his way to the kitchen and Lilly followed behind him taking a seat at the bar.

She watched his ass as he stood by the sink washing the dishes. He was getting stronger, a combination of training with the bitchy banshee and probably from frequently infusing his body with magic. Lilly opened the bag of rolls and took two of them. She held them up, closed one eye, and moved them until they covered Ash’s ass. Licking her lips, she gave each roll a squeeze as she held them there.

“Lil, you’re lucky I stopped by. Your place is a mess! How were you planning to have a slumber party like this?” Ash asked as he worked to wash the dishes.

“Sorry, what did you say? I was focused on my buns…rolls,” Lilly said before taking a bite out of one of the rolls she had been holding.

Ash sighed as he set a plate on the drying rack.

“I swear, Lilly. How did you survive before I met you?”

Isolated with only a few friends and those who came to her shop, she didn’t realize it at the time, but looking back that life was lonely.

“I could have dealt with the elves, Ash,” Lilly said, still watching him.

Ash froze while doing the dishes.

“You saw that?” he asked.

“Enough to guess what happened,” Lilly answered.

Ash went back to washing the dishes.

“You shouldn’t have to deal with them,” he said, his tone betraying his anger at the elves. “I’m not going to allow people to come to my district and harass my friends.”

The fact he was more angry at the elves than she was stirred strange emotions in her. The same kind of emotions she got when he would do things for her like cleaning or braiding her hair. Things he did of his own volition for her. Things like bringing her rolls from a restaurant she liked.

Ash put the last dish on the drying rack. He gave Lilly a smile, then took a towel, ran it under the tap until it was wet and started on the counters.

“Hey Lil, do me a favor. Make sure Jackyln, Faylen, and Naomi have a good time tonight, and don’t spend it worrying about me and Bo.”

Lilly raised her hand holding a roll and did a mock salute to him.

“Yes, District Boss,” she said purely to annoy Ash.

Ash shook his head at her antics, showing she had succeeded in that aim.

With the counter wiped down, he moved towards the vacuum cleaner.

“So you and Bo are heading to District 208 tonight?” Lilly asked as he set the machine up.

“Yeah, nothing too dangerous. Just hunting a smuggler in the district that Silver wants to talk to,” Ash said. “Bo’s coming since he has experience in infiltration and spotting traps from his mercenary days.”

“Surprised Faylen and Naomi are letting you go without them,” Lilly said as she recalled how much shit Ash had been in when he went to District 44 and almost got killed by a powerful djinn.

“Yeah. It wasn’t easy to convince them,” Ash said with a sigh. “Faylen called this my trial run and I know they grilled the hell out of Bo to call things off if shit heads south. That’s part of why I think they’re training with Silver right now. To work out some frustration about them not going with me.”

Mei

Mei stood on the beach beside Naomi and watched the fight before her with apprehension. Silver said it was just a sparring match. So far the sparring match had left crater-sized holes in the sand along the beach.

“Well this looks familiar,” Silver laughed as she pointed her index and middle fingers at a series of earthen walls Faylen had raised in front of her on the beach.

A ball of darkness formed on the end of Silver’s outstretched fingers before launching in the direction of the earthen walls, blowing through them.

“Things are different this time!” Faylen shouted.

The ball tore in half as Faylen cleaved it with her claws. Mei saw that Faylen’s hands and arms were covered in a dark metallic substance.

“Iron,” Silver hissed.

Faylen shot forward from the ruins of her earthen walls towards Silver, who backed away as she glared at Faylen’s hands. Mei saw Silver look at Faylen’s face and the silver-haired rabbitkin smirked.

“Recalling my bare ass pressed up against your boyfriend put some fight into you, Faylen?” Silver teased.

“Wh-what!?” Mei exclaimed, but she was ignored.

“Oh, I’m going to love knocking that smirk off your face,” Faylen chuckled in response.

Faylen swung at Silver, but the rabbitkin dodged out of the way. Silver held out her hand and three balls of darkness formed. They shot towards Faylen, flying erratically through the air.

Faylen’s iron claws tore into the three spheres of Death Magic. She was surprised after she dealt with the last sphere when she realized Silver had closed in on her with claws made of Death Magic. Faylen raised her iron-covered arms defensively, but it was too late. Silver slipped past her guard. Her claws of Death Magic stopped an inch from Faylen’s face.

“I win,” Silver said with a smile.

“You win,” Faylen conceded with a huff.

The Death Magic fizzled out from Silver’s hands as the iron crumbled from Faylen’s arms. They made their way back to the rocks Mei and Naomi were sitting on. Silver picked up two water bottles and tossed one to Faylen.

“You’re stronger than the last time we fought, and I’m not just talking about the Iron Claw spell. Your earthen walls are a lot more dense with Earth Magic,” Silver said before taking a swig from the bottle.

“I have to get stronger,” Faylen said as she took a drink from her own bottle . “There’s no way I’m letting my mate fight…that…alone when the time comes.”

There it was again, one of the secrets Mei wasn’t privy to. Her ears twitched with agitation at it, though she doubted anyone noticed. She had been around the District boss’s inner circle, as she thought of it, a lot since befriending Silver. As a result, she had learned there were secrets the group kept from everyone else. She had tried to ask Silver about this one, but her friend quickly shifted subjects. Unsurprising since Silver was the one training ‘The Storm’, and she was the liaison to the Nightmare Queen herself. Mei shuddered at the thought of the banshee queen. At least she hadn’t come back to the district the last few months. Hopefully, she would stay away!

“Alright, Naomi,” Silver said as she set down the water bottle. “You and me.”

Silver hooked a thumb towards an open area on the beach and a giddy Naomi stood up with that ridiculously large sword.

“I’m ready,” she said excitedly as the runes glowed on the blade.

Mei prepared herself to watch another brutal fight of magic unfold before her, but Faylen stepped in front of her.

“Okay, Mei. That means we’re over here,” Faylen said as she gestured in the opposite direction.

“What?” Mei asked as she stared at the gang leader and former boss of District 114.

Faylen stared at her for a moment then snarled, which sent a shiver of fear down Mei’s spine. Then the wolfkin turned towards Silver.

“You invited her, but didn’t tell her why?” Faylen called out as Silver dispersed a wind slash with her Death Magic claws.

“If I told her then she would have never agreed to come,” Silver said as she gave Mei one of her mischievous grins. Oh, how Mei hated those grins.

Faylen sighed and turned back to her.

“Silver brought you here to spar. She said she’s been teaching you the basics of fighting and wanted you to get some hands-on experience,” Faylen explained as she gestured back to the open place on the beach. “I’ll be your sparring partner.”

Run, run, run, RUN!!! Mei’s instincts screamed in her head as she stared at the wolfkin.

“Mei, she’s not going to be hurling spells at you,” Silver called out as she broke free from a sheet of ice that Naomi had tried to trap her with. “She’s just going to be working with you on punches and kicks. Training you to handle rowdy customers, not rival district gangs or bosses.”

Mei continued to stare at Faylen with dread.

“I promise, Mei. I’ll pull my punches,” Faylen said while giving her a smile.

Reluctantly Mei followed Faylen to the spot of sand. She stood there for a moment before recalling one of the stances Silver had taught her and got into position. Faylen stood across from her with a stance of her own.

“Ready, Mei?” Faylen asked.

“Y-yes,” Mei struggled to say.

Faylen rushed towards her. Mei instantly dropped her stance and started to run away in the opposite direction.

“Don’t hurt me!” Mei screamed.


CHAPTER THREE


BO AND ASH stood in an empty parking lot as they looked at the old abandoned mall in District 208. Normally such a large building would have been occupied by the paranormals for residential or business needs. This mall, though, had been in such a poor state that it was left untouched, except for a smuggler who was rumored to operate out of it.

“Looks like the place from Undead Shoppers: 4. Same shape and everything,” Bo said.

Ash looked at Bo.

“Seriously. Bringing up horror movies before we go into that creepy place?” Ash huffed at Bo.

Bo let out a laugh as Ash gave him a shove before they started walking to the nearest entrance. The metal door was rusted and the small windows on it were busted out. The whole place looked like it hadn’t been updated since the 1980’s. Ash tugged on the door but it didn’t budge.

“It’s locked and I bet the handles are chained, too,” he said.

“I got it,” Bo assured him.

He lifted the battle axe he was carrying and swung at the door. Two strikes and the orc had busted it down.

“So, remind me, what does Silver want us to find?” Bo asked as they entered the mall.

The door they broke down led them into what used to be a clothing store, though now the shelves and clothing racks were bare. A thick coating of dust covered everything and specks floated in the air. As they got deeper into the mall, they took out their flashlights and turned them on.

“Supposedly, there’s a goblin here who is dealing in magic reagents and is somehow smuggling them outside of De’Vas,” Ash replied.

They made their way through the old clothing store to the security grilles that blocked it from the corridors of the mall. Bo readied his battle axe again, but Ash stopped him as he pulled out Riptide. The blade of Water Magic cut through the cheap metal of the gate with ease. Pushing the cut metal aside, they entered the mall proper.

Bo went first, keeping an eye out for any traps that might lay in wait for them. Ash looked around and silently cursed Bo for bringing up the B-rated zombie flick. The desolate mall was filled with graffiti, trash, and mold. The place screamed horror movie.

“Got one,” Bo said as he knelt down and pointed to a tile on the floor.

It took Ash a moment in the low light to make out what Bo was talking about. On one of the tiles, no larger than three inches, was a rune.

“I’m guessing nothing good would have happened if we stepped on that,” Ash stated.

Bo shrugged.

“Depends on the rune. It could set you on fire, stun you with Lightning Magic, or, if they’re a fan of the classics, an earth spike through your foot.”

Bo took off his backpack and opened it up. Ash watched as the orc pulled out a roll of reflective tape and outlined the tile with it.

“Would it not be better to set it off by throwing something at it?” Ash asked.

Bo stood once he was done, though he kept the roll of reflective tape out.

“No. Depending on how they have it set up, it could set off a chain reaction. I served as a mercenary with a dwarf rune master who loved doing that. He would set stones with runes painted on them in the path of the enemy. The soldier would step on one and fifty of those stones would set off an inferno,” Bo said.

He started scanning the floor ahead of them back and forth with his flashlight as they slowly moved through the corridor of the mall. The reflective tape caught the light and was easy to spot.

“Sounds like an interesting guy,” Ash said.

“Oh, he was a riot,” Bo said as he stopped and marked another tile. “One time, he got drunk and disappeared from the army camp. We found him at a farm trying to ride a boar, saying it would be the perfect steed for a dwarf.”

Bo let out a chuckle at the memory.

“At least we know something is here,” Ash said as they made their way down the corridor. “No way someone would do all this if they weren’t protecting something.”

Bo gave a grunt of agreement.

When they came to a cross-section of the mall’s corridors they found more proof of recent occupants. The storefront to their left had been barricaded off with a wall of wood and metal. It was sealed to the ceiling with just one way in, a steel door barred shut with a metal pole.

They walked up to the door and Bo examined it closely.

“No runes on the door or the wall,” he said as his flashlight zipped around everything.

“They made sure to seal it up, no cracks to try and peek in there,” Ash said as he did his own scan of the wall.

Bo cast him a questioning look, to which Ash gave a nod. The orc took hold of the metal pole and pulled it free before testing the door, which swung open. Both Ash and Bo stepped into the room.

The area was completely sealed. The only light came from a large vending machine in the back of the room. The glow from its light, advertising a cherry-flavored soda, illuminated several soda cans, bones, and feathers littering the ground.

“Have they been keeping chickens in here?” Ash asked as he scanned the ground with his flashlight.

“More like feeding the chickens to something I’d say,” Bo said, his flashlight’s beam resting on a pile of bones.

“This is weird. All the cans are unopened and sitting up on the floor,” Ash stated before shifting his flashlight beam back to the vending machine. “Also the vending machine has power.”

A shadow next to the vending machine caught Ash’s eye and he moved his flashlight over to the machine’s power cord, laying unplugged on the ground.

“Huh,” he said.

“What?” Bo asked, his flashlight focusing on the vending machine.

“It’s not plugged in. Look.”

Ash’s flashlight’s beam went to the side of the vending machine and rested on the outlet, which was currently empty.

“Oh, no. No, no, no,” Bo said as his light swept around them scanning the ground.

Ash watched as Bo’s beam of light went behind them and he saw a cluster of soda cans had appeared between them and the door they came through.

“We didn’t pass those coming in,” Ash said as his beam rested on the cans that had appeared behind them. “What’s going on, Bo?”

Bo was silent for a moment as he pulled back his battle axe as if readying to throw it, his flashlight on the cluster of cans.

“Run!” Bo shouted as he hurled his battle axe into the soda cans.

As the axe twirled towards the cans, they each shifted, turning from the cherry flavor soda into spider-like creatures with the same color pattern.

Bo took off and Ash moved right behind him. The orc snagged his battle axe as they passed by it. Ash cast one glance behind him and saw the vending machine shift into a giant version of the spider-like monster. It began to pursue them, the smaller spider-like monsters right behind it.

They made it out of the steel door and raced back down the corridor they came from, the monsters pursuing them to closely to even attempt to seal the door.

“What the hell are those things?” Ash asked as they ran.

Bo had his flashlight out, and the reflective tape around the runes lit up, allowing them to easily dodge them.

“Mimics!” Bo answered.

Ash glanced back and saw the monsters still following them. He pulled on his magic and sent a Bolt toward the vending machine. Thunder echoed in the mall as it slammed into it. A few of the small mimics curled up like dead insects, but the big one got back up, barely fazed by the lightning.

“Shit! My magic isn’t very effective on them,” Ash said as he caught up with Bo.

“Mimics have natural Earth Magic, so they have high resistance to Lightning Magic,” Bo answered.

Ash’s gut dropped as he saw the mimics start to step on the rune-covered tiles. The runes on the tiles started to light up and soon other tiles, not stepped on by the spiders, did as well. Dozens of tiles with runes on them began to glow, first a faint yellow, then orange that was quickly shifting to a red.

The light they produced illuminated the corridor and Ash noticed the fountain ahead of them. The dry fountain was a knee-high elevated pool and was large enough for both Bo and Ash to take cover inside.

“Bo!” he started to say.

“I see it. It’s probably our best shot. Run like hell!” Bo answered.

They dove into the empty fountain and quickly covered their heads. Ash had just gotten his arm over his head when he heard the explosion and felt the ground shake. Cries of dying mimics followed the blast as bits of tile and dust rained down on them.

Ash pulled Riptide free from his belt and activated the blade before peeking over the edge of the fountain, Bo did the same as he gripped his battle axe.

The corridor of the mall was now filled with smoke and chard mimic corpses. Bo and Ash gripped their weapons and stared into the haze, ready for anything that might come out of it.

“This is a lot more than what Silver thought would be waiting for us,” Bo said as he held his battle axe.

“What kind of idiot would keep mimics?” Ash asked.

“No way this is just some smuggler,” Bo stated. “I’m calling it. We need more firepower to do this safely.”

Ash sighed and gave a reluctant nod of agreement.

“You’ll get no argument from me.”

They stood up slowly, keeping an eye on the smoke.

Crack.

The sound was the only warning they received before the floor gave way and the fountain fell below along with a good portion of the the floor they were on. Ash pushed his magic into his body instinctively when the feeling of falling took hold. Ash, Bo, and the fountain fell a short distance before crashing. The force slammed them back into the bottom of the fountain.

“Bo, you alright?” Ash asked after letting out a groan and sitting up.

The air was thick with a cloud of dust from the debris.

“Yeah, just a few scrapes,” Bo answered. “I think, anyways.”

Ash looked up and saw the hole they had fallen through. A decent portion of the corridor they were in had fallen through with them. His first thought was the explosion caused by the runes had collapsed, dropping them into an underground cave. Then he noticed how well-lit the edges of the rough earthen walls were against the darkness of the mall above. He could see points of light through the dust as it settled. The room they were in started to become clear. They were now in a wide-open room that was mostly empty except for a small workstation in the far corner and the rubble and dead mimics that had fallen with them. Ash looked at the workstation and saw a goblin cowering under the desk, as if fearful the rest of the room would collapse.

“There’s our target,” Ash said as he pointed Riptide in the direction of the goblin.

The sound of shifting rubble drew his attention. Ash cursed as he saw the vending machine mimic emerge from the settling dust. He pulled on his magic and lifted Riptide.

“Bo!” Ash shouted to his best friend.

“Damn it! Your girlfriends are going to kill me!” Bo cursed as he lifted his battle axe and readied himself to fight.


CHAPTER FOUR


THE SLUMBER PARTY was in full swing, and Faylen was surprised by how much Lilly’s weekly get-together for the girls had grown. A dozen girls had shown up this week. Faylen watched them from her spot on the couch.

Naomi was standing beside Coral as they chatted with Haylee and her sisters. The ice salamander and fire dragon were no doubt giving makeup or fashion advice to the trio of otterkin sisters.

Just past them, a nervous Mei waited her turn to throw darts. The dark-haired rabbitkin anxiously watched Silver take her turn with the darts. She and Silver had teamed up against Celeste and Luna. Silver and Celeste had started trash-talking each other after the first throw.

Faylen’s wolf ears twitched as she heard popping coming from the kitchen. It seemed Lilly and Jacklyn, Bo’s girlfriend, were making more popcorn.

She watched everyone with a faint smile on her face before she took a sip of her fruity mixed drink. She then checked her phone for the third time within the last half hour, even going into her messages and typing out one to Ash before pausing and deleting it.

Naomi had talked her into going to the slumber party with the hope that it would keep her from worrying about Ash. The girls had done their best to drag her into the party activities. They had succeeded in distracting her for a bit before her mind would go back to worrying about Ash.

Faylen recalled what Lilly had told her and Naomi about what had happened in District 44. Ash had made a reckless gamble and intentionally brought his elemental out to fight the deranged djinn. A shiver ran down her back as she thought about what would have happened had the elemental attacked Ash instead of the djinn.

She started typing again on her phone but felt something hit her head. She watched as a piece of popcorn fell into her lap. Looking up she saw Lilly holding a bowl of popcorn, Jacklyn beside her.

“Like I told Jacklyn, Ash and Bo are fine,” Lilly said as she plopped down on the couch beside her.

Jacklyn took a seat on Faylen’s other side. She gave her an understanding look before reaching past and grabbing a handful of popcorn from Lilly’s bowl.

“I’m worried too, but Bo will call if there’s trouble,” Jacklyn said as she threw some popcorn in her mouth. “He better or I’ll kick his green ass!”

Lilly gave a nod of agreement.

“It’s a shame Ella couldn’t come,” Lilly said with a devious smile. “Then we could have both of Ash’s girlfriends and both of Bo’s in the same room at the same time.”

Ella was the desert elf bodyguard of Selena, the boss of District 208. She had recovered in District 114 when the djinn had tried to kill Selena, and during her stay, had befriended Bo. There was chemistry between them, but Bo insisted they were just friends.

Jacklyn laughed.

“I’m not dense or in denial, like my boyfriend. I know full well Ella’s intentions. She recognizes me as the Alpha,” Jacklyn said proudly. “She has my blessing.”

“Oh? Do you know when she’s thinking of making a move?” Lilly asked.

Faylen gave the dryad a smirk.

“Is this genuine curiosity, Lilly? Or do you have bets already going on Bo and Ella?” Faylen asked.

Lilly didn’t respond. Instead, she just smiled as she grabbed another handful of popcorn.

Jacklyn let out a huff.

“How many bets like that do you even have running?” she asked the dryad.

Lilly swallowed her mouthful of popcorn.

“What? Can’t a girl have a side hustle?”

Faylen shook her head at Lilly before looking back at her phone. She hoped Ash was safe.

“She stressing about Ash?” Silver asked as she walked over. The game of darts was done and the winners, Celeste and Luna, were celebrating. Mei was trying to nonchalantly work a dart out of the wall from a missed throw.

“Yes,” Lilly answered.

Silver gave Faylen a reassuring smile.

“This is just the first lead I was able to find on the list. Destry has been dead for months. I doubt the goblin is even still there,” Silver said. “At best, I’m hoping they might find something that will give us a new lead.”

The list was what Silver called the massive collection of information that tracked reagents bought by WillCo from De’Vas. It was an extensive list and one Silver had been shifting through looking for clues to a theory of hers, that WillCo shared a connection with members of the Council.

“They’re probably done and Bo’s dragged Ash to have a beer or get pizza,” Jacklyn said.

Silver clicked her tongue. “It’s always a safe bet that Bo will think with his stomach.”

A smile crept on Faylen’s face. Silver and Jacklyn were right. The boys were most likely fine and just having some fun like she was at the slumber party. Well, like she should be.

“Okay,” Faylen said as she slipped her phone back into her pocket. “Let’s have some fun.”

Silver turned and looked towards Celeste.

“Hey, Celeste! Rematch! Faylen is going to stop being a stick in the mud!”

Faylen laughed as she stood up and followed Silver towards the dart board.

Silver pulled out the dart that Mei was still trying to dislodge from the wall, checked the tip, and handed it to Faylen. Celeste and Luna took their spots at the small table that they were using as the marker to throw from.

“Ready to get your tail kicked, Sis?” Luna asked as she threw her darts.

She almost made a bullseye with one, if her aim was a little lower.

“Close, but let me show you how it’s done, little sister,” Faylen said as she took aim.

“Ash is in District 208, right? I wonder if he’ll visit that unicorn?” Luna asked with a chuckle.

The dart went wide as Faylen recalled Selena kissing Ash, striking the outer edge of the dart board. Faylen turned and scowled at her sister, who just chuckled to herself.

“Looks like it’s my turn,” Celeste said as she walked up and took a dart.

Celeste and Luna won again, much to Silver’s irritation. After that, Coral dragged everyone into what she said were ‘proper slumber party activities’ which included makeup and facials.

Coral and Naomi stood beside a table with mirrors and a variety of makeup laid out.

“Okay, girls! Just pick out the colors you want, then have a seat. Naomi and I will get you fixed up!” Coral said cheerfully.

Naomi stood beside the pink-haired dragon with an excited look on her face. Faylen knew she had been looking forward to this activity. Faylen walked up to the table with the rest of the girls and picked up a lipstick that was supposed to be rose red.

“Which color do you usually pick, Faylen?” Haylee asked as she looked over the eyeliner selection that Coral and Naomi laid out.

Before Faylen could answer, she saw Haylee’s sisters come up behind her.

“What she means is, which one would Ash like?” Caylee teased.

Haylee turned a shade of red and Faylen couldn’t help but smile at her. She liked the otterkin. She was a sweet girl with a level head, and she was a hard worker. A few months back she had confronted Haylee about her crush on Ash, which the otterkin admitted to. Faylen gave Haylee her blessing to pursue Ash. Unlike that unicorn that drunkenly kissed her man without so much as a word to her.

So far, Haylee had only stolen a kiss from Ash. She was a smart girl and understood she needed to be an asset and not a burden before joining their little family. Ash was the District boss. He needed strong and trusted individuals around him. Which was why Haylee had been training since the day Ash saved her.

“I think this one would bring out your hazel eyes,” Faylen said as she picked up an eyeliner. “Do you care if I help you apply it?”

“Sure! Thank you, Faylen!” Haylee smiled at her.
Once the makeup tutorials were done, Lilly herded everyone into the living room for movies. She had even set up a hot chocolate station, which the dryad went right to.

Faylen watched as Lilly added another scoop of hot chocolate powder to her mug, totaling seven scoops.

“Lil, don’t you think that’s enough?” Faylen asked the dryad as she scooped out another spoonful.

“What? Of course not! It’ll just taste like hot water,” Lilly answered as she used the spoon to smush a marshmallow into the mug.

“That’s going to be like brownie batter,” Celeste said from her side.

Naomi said something that Faylen couldn’t understand since the ice salamander’s mouth was full of marshmallows. Coral somehow understood, because the dragon looked at Naomi and nodded her head in agreement.

“Oh, please,” Lilly said with a huff. “I’m an alchemist. You don’t think I know how much hot chocolate mix a mug of water can absorb?”

Lilly had said it confidently, but Faylen wasn’t sure. Especially as she watched the dryad use a spoon to beat an escaping marshmallow back into the mug.

Once every girl had a cup of hot chocolate and Lilly had her cup of what looked like brownie batter, they made their way to the living room. They all drew lots for who picked the first movie and Mei won. She ended up picking a more serious romance movie about a food critic who was being wooed by the chef of the restaurant she was reviewing.

“You definitely picked a spicy one, Mei,” Jacklyn said with a cough.

Mei had an embarrassed look on her face. “The book wasn’t this risqué.”

Faylen took a sip of her mixed drink as they watched the critic and chef do some things in the kitchen that would be a violation of the health code. The critic smiled as she lowered herself out of the frame of the camera in front of the chef.

“Oh!” Naomi said. “Ash likes it when I do that, though it really stretches my jaw.”

Faylen turned as soon as she heard what Naomi said and gave a shocked look to the cheery ice salamander. Both Silver and Lilly burst out laughing and Faylen could see Haylee had turned crimson red. Her sisters probably would have been giving her hell right now, but they were busy checking on Mei, who was choking on her drink.

“Well, I guess he lives up to the Big Boss title,” Celeste said with a chuckle as she sipped her drink. Luna shook her head beside her.

“Oh? You should tell us more,” Coral said with a smirk as she turned to face Naomi, her pink scaled tail flicking at the ground.

“Naomi,” Faylen said with a sigh. “Bedroom talk stays between us.”

Coral looked at Faylen with a pout. “You’re no fun.”


CHAPTER FIVE


ONE OF THE mimic’s spider-like legs pierced the ground where Ash had been standing. He sent a weak Bolt at the monster to antagonize it, then kept leading the monster in a circle on their side of the room.

The mimic lunged for Ash, its long leg stabbing out. He sidestepped the attack and retaliated with Riptide. The sword left a gash along the side of its vending machine body and it began oozing dark blood.

The mimic’s hide was tough, a trait Ash had learned was common with monsters aligned with Earth Magic. The intelligence of the monster, though, was nothing impressive. The mimic used the same repertoire of attacks over and over again and Ash had adapted to the point that he was easily avoiding them.

That said, the attacks were nothing to ignore. He cast a side glance at where the leg had struck a slab of concrete, leaving a fist-sized hole in it. He could anticipate its attacks, but if he slipped up, it could cost him his life.

“How’s it going, Bo?” Ash called out when the orc came back into his field of vision.

Bo was chasing the goblin around the other half of the large room. Bits of reflective tape waved behind the goblin as he tried to find a hiding place among the rubble where Bo couldn’t get him.

“He keeps breaking the tape!” Bo called out.

“Why didn’t you bring a rope?” Ash called out.

“Why didn’t you bring a rope,” Bo mocked back. “Because I thought the tape would work!”

Ash dodged another lunge and hacked at one of the mimic’s back legs. The mimic let out a sound like a hissing insect before skirting away from him, its wounded leg twitched as it curled closer to the mimic’s body.

“The package of the tape said it was reflective and strong! It’s not my fault it lied,” Bo answered.

“Well, figure something out and get over here to help me kill this thing!” Ash responded back as the mimic charged again.

Ash pulled on his magic and cast his Lightning Shields, summoning two balls of floating lightning that hovered around him.

The mimic did its usual attack pattern, trying to strike at him with its front two spider legs in quick succession. The lightning shield blocked the first strike while Ash dodged the second and followed it up with his own strike, leaving another deep cut in the mimic. The mimic’s body convulsed and started to bloat and shift.

“Bo,” Ash said as he readied himself. “The mimic is doing something different now and I don’t like it. I could use some help here!”

The bloated areas shifted and grew on the mimic before turning into three new legs, though two were on the side and one on what was essentially the mimic’s head.

The mimic’s body deflated some until the two new legs on its side could touch the ground and then rushed at Ash, far faster than before. Ash shifted one of the Lightning Shields before the mimic and dove out of the way as it charged at him.

“Bo, the mimic changed!” Ash called out.

“They do that,” Bo answered over the sound of cursing from the goblin. “It means you’ve injured it badly.”

The mimic turned and rushed at him again. Ash pulled on the elemental scar, adding its magic to his Bolt, before sending it at the mimic. The force of the charged Bolt knocked the mimic back and Ash started to prepare another one.

“Incoming!” Bo called out to him.

Ash watched as Bo’s battle axe twirled end over end through the air and slammed into the mimic’s side. The blow from the battle axe stunned the mimic and Ash rushed forward at the opportunity. He stabbed Riptide down into the mimic’s body repeatedly before it could recover.

He kept his eye on the mimic as it twitched. When he was sure it was dead he relaxed.

“Thanks for the help, Bo,” Ash said as he turned back to the orc. “Were you able to get the goblin—”

Bo was standing there in a pair of boxers with images of pickles on them. He looked past Bo to the goblin on the ground, tied up with a combination of tape, torn jeans, and shoe strings. He looked back at Bo and raised an eyebrow.

“Don’t say anything,” Bo said sternly. “I don’t want to hear it.”

Ash just let out a laugh.

Bo huffed.

“Hey, I didn’t say anything,” Ash said as he laughed. “Let’s check this place out, Pickles.”

“They were a gift from Jacklyn,” Bo said defensively.

Ash’s mind made the connection and he shook his head.

“Okay, did not need that mental image.”
He made his way to the workstation the goblin had been hiding under. The desk was littered with schematics and notebooks. Nearby was a suitcase that looked like it was being quickly packed.

“Bo, any chance one of those runes upstairs alerted him to us?” Ash asked as he picked up one of the sheets of paper and looked at it.

“It’s possible, though I don’t think the runes belong to the goblin,” Bo answered.

“Why do you think that?” Ash asked as he turned and saw Bo looking at the goblin.

Ash started walking towards where Bo was guarding the goblin and noticed tattoos on the goblin’s face. Dozens of the tattoos covered the goblin’s body.

“He’s tattooed in runes?” Ash stated more than asked.

“I’ve seen this before back on Vas. The runes are connected to information he knows. If he reveals that information the rune goes off. Violently,” Bo said.

Ash grimaced at the thought. They wouldn’t be able to use the truth-sayer potion on the goblin, at least not without killing him.

“I’ll give you some information,” the goblin growled. “The orc needs to back up a few feet.”

Bo looked down before remembering he was in his boxers. He grimaced as he backed up a few feet.

“Anything you can tell us? My translation ring isn’t translating your notes,” Ash said to the goblin.

“Oh, I can tell you lots of things. Whether you hear them before the runes blow you and me to bloody bits is another thing!” the goblin snarled.

“Let me see the notes,” Bo said and took one of them from Ash.

The orc squinted at the notebook before rotating it as if the change of position would make the text legible.

“What the hell is this?” Bo asked.

The goblin only smirked from his position on the floor. Ash knew it was pointless to ask him. They would just have to bring it to Silver and see if she could decipher it.

“Alright, let’s get what we can and get the hell out of here,” Ash said as he made his way back to the workstation. He took a stack of the papers from the desk and went to add them to the goblin’s briefcase. That was when he noticed a small ball sitting in the case. It was brass in color and about the size of a baseball. He picked it up and saw small runes covering the object. He turned and looked at the goblin. His smirk was now a look of worry. Ash figured the ball was something important to whoever tattooed the goblin. He gently placed it back into the case and continued moving papers over.

They had to climb out of the underground room since the collapsed floor blocked the entrance. The rubble acted as stepping stones and they managed to make it back to the mall without much trouble. Ash went first, for obvious reasons, and they made their way through the wrecked mall with little difficulty despite the damage.

“Shit,” Bo said as he came around a corner and grabbed his battle axe.

Ash’s hand went to Riptide out of reflex and he almost dropped the goblin he was carrying.

“Hey, watch it!” the goblin complained at being jarred.

Then he saw what Bo was looking at. Before Ash could say anything the battle axe twirled through the air, followed by the sound of breaking glass.

Ash turned and gave Bo a deadpan look. The orc was still staring at his battle axe, which was currently embedded in a vending machine.

“Bo,” Ash said as the orc stared at the battle axe. “It’s just a regular vending machine.”

“Right,” Bo said as he scratched his cheek. “Can’t be too cautious.”

They approached the vending machine and Bo pulled his battle axe out and they turned to make their way out of the mall.

“Ahhh! It’s moving! It’s a mimic!” the goblin yelled.

Bo whipped around and let out a primal cry as he swung his battle axe repeatedly at the vending machine, not stopping until it was little more than scrap metal. The goblin was laughing his ass off.

“Little bastard,” Bo growled.

When they reached the mall entrance, Bo stopped to call Ella. Ash kept watch over the goblin. They both agreed it would be a good idea for the orc to have pants before they made their way to the portal. For the sake of everyone in District 208.

“Hey, Ella,” Bo said on the phone, his tone chipper. “Oh, I’m doing all right, how are you?”
“Pants,” Ash reminded Bo.

“Good to hear. Hey, listen. I need a big favor,” Bo started to say.

Ash shook his head and started texting Silver that they had found something.

Ash: Got the goblin.

Silver: Finally a break! Let me know when you’re back in District 114. I’ll let Faylen know that you’re not dead.

Ash slipped his phone back into his pocket and his attention turned back to Bo. The big orc was smiling.

“Good news. Ella is on her way with pants!” Bo stated.

“Oh, thank the gods!” the goblin said from where he was tied up.

Ash shook his head.

“Seriously, Bo. Did it have to be your pants? Couldn’t you have tied him up with your shirt?” Ash asked.

Bo looked at his shirt with a frown.

“Of course not! This was a gift from Ella,” he answered.

Not even twenty minutes had passed when Ash heard the sound of an engine. Vehicles were something extremely rare in De’Vas. The Council limited the import of any motorized vehicles to businesses. Lilly was the only one in District 114 with a vehicle, a sports bike she used for deliveries.

Both Ash and Bo turned to where the sound was coming from. What was approaching them looked like a luxury car designed by a post-apocalypse warlord. The convertible car made from Frankenstine parts slowed down and Ash saw a kobold in the driver’s seat with Ella and Selena in the back. The car reminded him of an old Johnny Cash song his dad would listen to.

“Bo!” Ella shouted as she jumped out of the car and raced towards the orc, a pair of jeans in her hands.

“Ella!” Bo said as he rushed to meet the desert elf.

Ash smirked. He would need to see if Lilly was taking bets on when Bo and Ella became official. His smirk shifted to a professional smile as Selena exited the car and made her way towards him.

“District boss Ash. It’s good to see you,” Selena said.

“Good to see you as well, District boss Selena,” Ash said.

He was still not sure how to interact with Selena. Their history together was complicated. He had killed her father, she had plotted to kill him and they had saved each other’s lives. The longest conversation he had with the unicorn ended with her slapping and then kissing him.

“I see you found the smuggler Councilwoman Blackthorn was looking for,” Selena said as she gestured to the goblin.

“Yes. Hopefully she won’t have Silver running me all around De’Vas,” Ash said with a faint smile.

Selena looked at him with a more serious expression and he felt a knot in his gut.

“I suppose you wouldn’t be able to tell me why she sent you instead of relying on me? This is my district after all,” Selena said with an edge to her voice.

Ash kept a fake smile on his face and shook his head.

“No. Sorry, Selena. I just do what I’m told,” he answered.

Selena huffed.

“Figures, since you’re her attack dog,” Selena said softly to herself.

Ash gritted his teeth, feeling less and less welcome within the district.

“Ash!” Bo called out to him. “Ella and Selena are inviting us to dinner!”

Ash turned to tell Bo they were leaving, but the big oaf looked so excited to have dinner with Ella.

“We have the goblin, remember,” Ash said.

Bo waved it off.

“We can drop him off through the portal and one of the gangs can handle him.”
Ella had a pleading look on her face as well, but it wasn’t directed at Ash. He turned to see Selena, who looked wide-eyed at Ella before she turned and met his gaze. A sigh escaped her.

“We would love for both of you to join us. Ella rarely shuts up about Bo,” Selena said with a faint smile on her face.


CHAPTER SIX


“IN YOU GO,” Bo said as he opened the trunk of Selena’s Frankenstein car.

The goblin bucked against the reflective tape as Bo lifted him up, making him look like a pissed-off disco ball. Bo, not so gently, tossed him into the trunk.

“Hey, Pickles, fu—” the goblin yelled before Bo closed the trunk.

Only faint cursing escaped the trunk, though Ash couldn’t make out what the goblin was saying. Not that he was really trying to piece it together. He was on his phone letting the gangs know he was about to drop off a prisoner. Once that was done, he started a new message to Silver.

Ash: Bo wants to go get dinner with Ella. Dropping the goblin off with the gangs, they’ll have him in the cell. He’s covered in rune tattoos that’ll go off if he says certain things.

Silver: That’s a nasty trick. I’ll think about how to get around it. I figured Bo would drag you off somewhere. It’s fine. The slumber party is getting good. Just some advice: Don’t come home smelling like a unicorn or you’ll have a pouty puppy to deal with.

Silver then sent Ash a picture of a very drunk Naomi wearing a lampshade on her head and dancing with Coral. Ash chuckled at it and set the picture as the wallpaper on his phone. He would tease Naomi about it later.

“Pouty puppy, right…” Ash said to himself.

He recalled how mad Faylen had been when Selena kissed him. He didn’t fully get it, but there was some underlying hostility to Selena from Faylen. Naomi was the opposite though. She had asked him, in-depth, how each monthly meeting of the District bosses went, including his interactions with Selena. It was almost as if she was waiting for something to happen, despite him telling Naomi that Selena was usually cold and distant towards him during those meetings.

“Ash! Let’s go!” Bo called to him.

He turned to see Bo opening the door of the car. There were two bench seats facing each other in the backseat. It took Ash a second, but he connected their position with how the seating in carriages would be placed. He guessed that was the more familiar way to paranormals.

He crawled in and took a seat. To his surprise, it wasn’t Bo who sat by him. The orc squeezed beside Ella on the bench seat across from him. It was Selena who took the seat beside him, though the unicorn leaned against her side of the bench to put as much room between them as she could. Not that it did much good. There were no seat belts and the kobold driver had a lead foot. Selena was pressed up against him after the first corner.

The vehicle whipped around the streets and Ash did his best to take in District 208 as he was flung around. The district was larger than 114 was, but Ash noticed signs that it wasn’t very healthy, at least not the portion they were driving through. He noticed several businesses boarded up.

The ride was silent except for Bo and Ella, who were in their own little world, and the squeals of the tires from the car. Ash and Selena hadn’t said a word to each other since getting in the car, and he felt like she was giving him the cold shoulder again.

The car finally stopped at the portal right as Ash was starting to feel motion sick. He and Bo staggered out of the car and dragged the goblin from the trunk, who was looking even a deeper shade of green.

When Ash and Bo stepped through the portal, they were greeted by Jek with members from the Frozen Scales and 114 Pack, who were there to take the goblin and the briefcase with the notes into custody. Ash wanted to make some small talk with the lizardkin, at least until his stomach settled, but Bo was anxious to get back. Ash let out a sigh when they stepped back through the portal to 208 and he saw the car idling for them.

Thankfully, it wasn’t a long ride before the car braked hard and pulled into a faded parking spot outside a building that had a neon sign of a boxer throwing a punch. Another sign said the place’s name The Warrior.

“We’re here!” Ella said as she opened the door to the car.

Bo shot out behind Ella and Ash followed, holding the door for Selena. She cast him a side glance as she stepped out. The interior gave away instantly that the restaurant was a sports bar. TVs hung on the wall and there was memorabilia, such as fight promotion posters. The place seemed to really like MMA.

There were also hand-drawn posters of a similar nature but looked like fight promotion posters promoting paranormals. Bo noticed him looking at them.

“Gladiator matches were popular back on Vas. Most large cities had an arena,” Bo explained as he pointed to one of the posters.

It was a drawing of three dwarfs standing with their shoulders together in an intimidating pose. Bold text declared them as the Ale Brothers of the Pine Mountains and gave a statistic of wins, losses, and ties.

“The matches were showy and used blunt weapons. Injuries happened, but deaths were only tragic accidents and fairly rare.”

They only waited at the podium for a moment before a waitress came over. She smiled as she turned to greet them.

“Welcome to The Warrior. Would you like a booth or…” she paused and her smile dropped. “Lady Selena, I didn’t realize you would be dining with us today.”

Ash was a little surprised at the hostess’s nervousness as she did her best to avoid eye contact with Selena.

“Booth, and somewhere with privacy. Lady Selena is meeting today with the District boss of 114,” Ella said as she gestured to Ash.

The waitress turned and stared at him for a moment.

“D-district 1-114,” she said with a stutter. Her hands shook so bad, it took her several tries to grab the menus. “R-right this way, please.”

Selena let out a sigh and their waitress quickened her steps at the sound. She brought them to a booth in the corner that had a decent view of the TVs over the bar, but was far from anyone else. She set the menus on the table, gave them a forced smile, and quickly left. Selena watched her leave with a scowl on her face.

“We’re going to run to the ladies room. You two go ahead and look the menu over. We come here a lot so we already know what we’re going to get,” Ella said as she took Selena’s hand and pulled her away.

Ash sat down in the booth and took a menu. All the dishes were named after MMA fighters and what looked like the stage names for the gladiators back on Vas. He couldn’t help himself and smirked as he decided on a burger with bacon named after a wolfkin gladiator with the stage name The Fanged Queen.

Bo was still searching through his menu and mumbling to himself. Ash was sure he was debating what to get, or what combination of things to get, if he wasn’t trying to hide the fact he was a glutton from Ella. With Bo busy, Ash turned his attention to one of the TVs over the bar, which was the only one showing the news.

He raised an eye at the news headline scrolling across it and focused on the captions. He didn’t watch the news. It was a reminder of the world he left behind. He mostly used the monthly meetings of the District bosses to keep tabs on events related to him now. This, though, was something Silver or Aerial, disguised as Cleo, hasn’t mentioned.

Goodwill Trip being assembled for De’Vas:

News Anchor: The selections are underway for celebrities that will take part in the Goodwill trip to De’Vas, with the aim to help bridge the divide between our two peoples. Tensions have been high between De’Vas, the nation of paranormals, and several governments around the world after it was revealed that the military arms company, WillCo, had conducted unethical experiments on paranormals. While WillCo has insisted it has not violated any international laws, it has been vilified by governments worldwide. Many countries are pushing for international laws that better protect paranormals.

“Wait, there’s a Goodwill Committee coming to De’Vas?” Ash asked Bo.

The orc looked up from his menu and looked at the TV Ash pointed at.

“Oh?” Bo asked as he watched the TV. “Oh! I hope we get some good bands coming over. Doubt they will leave District 1, but I would portal to see a live show! Bet Jacklyn and Ella would like to come as well.”

“I’m surprised they’re letting anyone cross the border at all. It’s not like people in De’Vas are allowed to travel outside of it,” Ash said with a bitter tone.

He sure as hell wouldn’t be allowed to cross over to see his family and old friends. Bo turned from the TV and gave him a solemn nod of understanding.

“The WillCo Arms incidents have caused a lot of tension between De’Vas and many human governments. The Council is pissed, and rightly so. The news stories are nothing but fear pieces of what will happen if De’Vas cuts off the supply of magic reagents.”

Ash huffed.

“So they’re sending a bunch of washed-up celebrities as an apology to try and smooth things over?”

Bo shrugged.

“Image and posturing would be my guess,” Bo said before turning back to his menu. “You’re closer to a political figure than I am.”

“Technically, I think I’m a feudal warlord, and I would say you’re probably guessing right,” Ash answered, looking back at his menu and reaffirming his decision on The Fanged Queen burger. It had bacon after all.

“Sorry, we’re back!” Ella said, breaking Ash from looking at his menu.

Ella slid onto the bench next to Bo, snagging her menu and purposely bumping into the orc. Selena slid in beside him and for the first time since he saw her today, she gave him a faint smile. He wasn’t sure what Ella and Selena talked about in the girl’s room, but it seemed to put Selena in a better mood.

“So, did you decide on something?” Selena asked him.

Ash pointed to the large burger on the menu.

“Think I’m going with The Fanged Queen. Is it any good?”
Selena looked up at him and their eyes locked for a moment before she looked back down to the menu.

“I’ve had it a few times, it’s good. The sauce they put on it is very sweet,” Selena said.

The waitress arrived a moment later and took their orders. Though Ash worried about her as she wrote down their orders with a shaky hand and a bead of sweat on her brow. He was getting flashbacks to the first time he had gone to Mei’s Den.

“I should apologize,” Selena said and Ash realized she had been watching. “I’ve gained a reputation during the early part of my time as District boss of 208. It’s why…well why the staff has been acting strange.”

Ash looked at Selena. She was poised and in control of her emotions, at least on the surface. He could see a small crack in the image she was trying to project. Through that crack, he could see that the reactions from the waitress bothered her deeply.

“Nothing to apologize for, Selena. Don’t let it weigh on you. In time, your people will see the real you. Then their reaction will be different,” Ash said with a reassuring smile.

“We’ll see…” Selena said softly before turning away and watching one of the TV’s over the bar.

Food arrived faster than Ash had expected it would, almost as if the cooks focused solely on their orders when they came back to the kitchen. The Fanged Queen was good and Selena was right about the sauce being sweet.

“Hey, Bo! Come try this game. I want to see if you can beat my high score,” Ella said once they had finished eating. She grabbed Bo’s arm and pulled him from the bench.

Ash caught Ella wiggling her eyebrows at Selena as she and Bo left. She was trying to convey something to Selena, but he didn’t know what. Selena looked at her bodyguard with an almost helpless expression. The expression left Selena’s face as she slipped her professional mask back on and turned to face him.

“I-I was hoping we could discuss a trade deal between our districts,” Selena said.

“Sure,” Ash agreed.


CHAPTER SEVEN


ASH AND BO stepped through the portal back into District 114. The sun had already set and the faint glow of the street lights greeted them, as did one of the 114 Pack members, who gave a nod.

“The food there was pretty good,” Bo said as he patted his gut.

Ash smirked at the orc.

“Glad you had fun on your date,” he teased.

Bo blew a raspberry.

“That wasn’t a date. Ella is just a friend,” Bo stated.

“Right,” Ash said with a laugh. “Did she let you win the game you two were playing?”

Bo laughed.

“She kicked my ass. Ella doesn’t pull her punches,” Bo answered. “What did you and Selena talk about? Seemed like you two were in a deep conversation the few times I looked over.”

“Yeah, District stuff mostly. We’re trying to work out a trade deal kinda like I have with Raina, the Boss of District 71,” Ash added the last part, unsure if Bo had even met the frost troll chieftess. “I think her district could use the trade, so I’m trying to work with her.”
Bo arched an eyebrow at him.

“Think she’s in trouble?” he asked.

Ash shrugged.

“I think her district could use some economic help. Might talk to Silver about it. Selena’s pretty prideful.”

They made it to the split in the road that led toward each other’s places.

“Well, I’m going to head home. Next time we hang out, let’s not do it in an abandoned mall,” Bo said. “I bet Jacklyn is still at the slumber party. Maybe I’ll make some breakfast for her when she gets home.”
Ash gave Bo a wave and turned to head towards the Flatiron. “Don’t burn the place down.”

He looked back and saw Bo flipping him off. He chuckled at his best friend before continuing home.

Ash had gone straight to the penthouse and crashed into his bed. He was exhausted after fighting the mimic at the mall, and definitely too tired to deal with the smartass goblin right now. That could wait until tomorrow. It’s not like he’s going to escape the cell.

The next morning Ash stood in the bathroom brushing his teeth, Faylen was beside him drying her hair with a towel. They had just finished a very active morning shower together. Once he was finished, Faylen approached him with a heated look in her eyes.

“Fay, we don’t have time to go again,” Ash said, already anticipating where his wolfkin lover’s mind was.

She was looking him over and her hand reached out toward him. Her fingers ran along the lightning-shaped scar on his face.

“Your fight with Sero,” she said softly as her hand moved south.

She stopped at a scar near the center of his chest.

“This one is from your fight with the elemental.”

Her fingers ran diagonally from there to another faint scar.

“This one, from fighting Kate,” Faylen said looking up at him for confirmation.

“Yes,” Ash said as he felt his lover’s hand move again towards a scar on his hip.

“The djinn,” she said with a small frown.

Her fingers ran back up his body and he saw her lick her lips as she looked at him, before giving a curious gaze.

“What about this one?” Faylen asked as her fingers rested on a scar on his shoulder.

Ash looked at it and smiled at Faylen.

“I think you gave me that one last time you were in heat,” he answered.

Faylen pouted and her ears canted at his words. He couldn’t help but laugh at her reaction and pulled her close to him. He lifted her chin and kissed her deeply.

Faylen took a deep breath and he felt her nails sink into his skin slightly with her grip. A long moment passed before they broke their kiss.

“You sure you don’t want to go again?” Faylen asked as her eyes ran along his body again. Ash smiled at her. Breakfast was going to be a little delayed.

Twenty minutes later, Ash and Faylen made their way into the kitchen of the penthouse. Naomi and a disgruntled Lilly were waiting for them.

“That was a long shower,” Lilly said with a frown and crossed arms.

Naomi just gave a sly smile after she sniffed the air. Her sense of smell was almost as strong as a beastkin, but not quite.

“Sorry,” Ash apologized as he and Faylen shared a smile. “I missed a spot and had to hop back in the shower.”

“Oh, he hit the spot,” Faylen said with a chuckle.

Lilly pouted.

“Breakfast first, sex puns later! I’m hungry!” Lilly stated.

Ash made his way to the cabinets and took out two pans. Moments later he had eggs and bacon cooking. Just as the food was done cooking and he had turned the stove off, there was a knock at the door.

Naomi was the one who went to answer it and a very tired-looking Silver stood outside the door.

“Good morning, Silver!” Naomi said in her usual cheerful manner.

Silver winced.

“How are you not hungover?” she asked.

Silver walked through the door rubbing her head, Naomi followed behind her once she closed the door.

“Lilly gave me a potion that prevents it,” Naomi answered.

Silver took a seat at the kitchen table and shot Lilly a glare.

“What gives? You didn’t give me one, Turnip.”

Lilly turned and pouted at Silver.

“I’m not a turnip, I’m hungry! Also, Naomi mentioned she got bad hangovers. You, Bitchy-Bunny, said nothing. If you want one next time, ask. The shop may, or may not, be open in two….no, four hours. You can swing by then and purchase something. At a mark-up of course. ”

Silver frowned at Lilly before laying her head on the table. Ash slid a plate of food in front of Lilly, who quickly dug into it. He gave Faylen and Naomi their plates next, just to keep Lilly from trying to steal anyone else’s plate.

“I can make you a hangover cure if you want, Silver?” Ash offered.

Silver lifted her head and gave him a stern look.

“I’ve seen what you and Bo consider hangover cures. I don’t feel like drinking raw eggs with orange juice.”

Ash grimaced as Silver mentioned Bo’s favorite cure. The orc swore it worked, but Ash figured the drink was so horrible tasting it made you think your hangover was better by comparison. His preferred method was more palatable.

“Yeah, I’m not Bo. My method for curing a hangover is black coffee and greasy food. How about I make you some bacon?”

“Yes, please,” Silver said without lifting her head.

She finally raised it when he placed the plate of bacon and a warm cup of black coffee before her. He also placed another plate of food in front of Lilly, who had requested it as soon as he turned the stove back on. He wondered where the dryad put it all.

“I think I’ll survive,” Silver said after finishing her plate.

“Darn,” Lilly said from beside her at the table. “I had just the spot picked out to bury you.”

Silver rolled her eyes.

“Please, like you have the attention span to dig a grave.”

Lilly stuck her tongue out.

It was just Ash, Lilly and Silver left in the penthouse. Faylen and Naomi had both left to check on their gangs. The Frozen Scales and 114 Pack functioned much the way the police would outside of De’Vas. They made sure things were all right in the district and tackled any problems that might arise, either domestic to the district or from other districts. It wasn’t uncommon for unscrupulous people to use the portals to visit a district with the purpose of robbing a business or just causing trouble.

“So, what’s the plan for today?” Ash asked as he placed the last dish into the dishwasher.

“I’m going to finish my coffee,” Silver said with a slow sip from her mug. “Then we’ll go look at what you and Bo found.”

Ash figured as much. He was surprised that Silver hadn’t insisted they investigated everything as soon as he and Bo came back. He now wondered if she wanted to, but was just having too much fun.

“What about you, Lil?” Ash asked the dryad.

Lilly tilted her head in thought.

“I think I’ll join you,” she said as Silver started to rub her forehead. “Not like I have anything else planned for the day.”
Ash pulled out his phone and started typing a message, hit send and slipped it back into his pocket.

“Celeste will bring up the briefcase we brought back,” Ash said. “We can wait for her in my office.”
Ash sat in his office chair, doing his best to ignore Lilly sitting on his lap. She was playing a game on her phone and refused to sit still. Faylen had been the one to bring up the briefcase instead of Celeste. She sat on the nearby sofa, occasionally glaring at the dryad, but not saying anything. Silver walked around the room scowling as she examined one of the pieces of paper.

“How much did I drink last night?” Silver asked herself. “I can’t make out any of this.”

“Let me see,” Faylen said.

Silver handed the sheet of paper to her and Faylen scowled at it.

“So it’s a language the translation rings don’t know?” Ash asked.

Silver shook her head.

“The translation rings don’t know any languages. They determine intent from words written or spoken, which allows the wearer to understand it,” Silver answered with an eye roll at him. “Not like the rings had all of Earth’s languages in them before the rifts.”

Faylen flipped the paper in her hand.

“Which means this isn’t a language? Then what is it?” Faylen asked.

Silver shrugged.

“No clue.”

“Well, the goblin was trying to pack these away before the floor collapsed and we fell into his underground room,” Ash said as he picked up one of the sheets and looked at the blocky script covering it.

“Wait, when the floor did what?!” Faylen screeched, her attention shifting from the paper to him. “What happened during the trip?”

Ash cleared his throat and grabbed the ball from the briefcase.

“We ran into a few mimics and some runes exploded, collapsing the floor,” he said nonchalantly as he looked at Silver and held up the ball. “This looked very important.”

“It does, but I’m going to wait for Faylen to get done chewing you out before I look at it,” Silver stated with her arms crossed.

Ash turned and saw Faylen glaring at him with her ears canted. He felt Lilly pat him on his knee.

“Sorry, Ash. You’re on your own,” Lilly said as she hopped off his lap.

One ass-chewing later, a very grumpy Faylen was texting Jacklyn about what had happened during Ash and Bo’s trip to the abandoned mall while Silver examined the brass ball covered in runes.

“These are runes, not the strange script written on the papers,” Silver said. “I’ll have to show this to Raina. She might be able to tell us its purpose.”

Ash sighed as he looked out over the district from his office window.

“So we know nothing?” Ash asked.

He watched as Lilly stood from the couch to most likely climb back up into his lap, only for Faylen to grab the dryad by the belt and pull her back.

“You have the goblin. Maybe we can get a clue from him?” Faylen suggested, ignoring Lilly, who was pouting at her.

Silver let out a sigh.

“Might as well give it a try, but I doubt he can tell us anything with the rune tattoos.”
The four of them made their way to what the gangs and Ash referred to as the cell, which was really just a greenhouse filled with Lilly’s plants. The greenhouse was built in what had been an empty lot near the Flatiron. The gangs put up a high wall around it and stationed guards there at all times, even when not occupied by a ‘guest’.

The guards greeted him and quickly opened the door to the greenhouse. Ash, Faylen, Lilly, and Silver made their way inside. Ash spotted the goblin right away, sitting at a small table eating food the guards had brought him. The goblin turned and looked at him.

“Glad you didn’t bring Pickles with you,” the goblin said as he got out of his chair.

Ash felt all three of the girls’ eyes upon him at the goblin’s words.

“Pickles?” Silver asked with a laugh. “Is he talking about Bo?”

The goblin dusted crumbs off himself. He froze instantly when he noticed Lilly and seemed to turn a paler green.

“Dryad. Okay, that explains why you’re keeping me in a damn greenhouse,” the goblin said with a gulp as he looked around at the plants. “Look, I can’t tell you anything even if I wanted to. The damn runes would blow me to shreds.”

Lilly cocked her head to the side and smiled.

“Are you sure about that?” she asked as the sound of vines moving through leaves filled the greenhouse.

The goblin looked around and cursed. He looked at Ash and snarled before walking to the table he had been sitting at and taking his napkin. He wadded the napkin up into a small ball and threw it to Ash.

“Keep that safe. Keep that guarded. Don’t let it out of your sight,” the goblin said firmly. “Keep it secret.”

The goblin drew his finger sharply across his neck, then nervously began looking at his tattoos. When none of the runes started to activate the goblin let out a sigh of relief. Ash looked away from the goblin and at the napkin wadded up into a small ball.

“The brass ball,” Ash said.


CHAPTER EIGHT


BO WALKED INTO Ash’s office and tossed a box of donuts onto the desk. Ash finished sending the text message he was working on to Selena before putting his phone down. He grabbed a chocolate donut, while Bo snagged a blueberry one before taking a seat on the sofa.

“You get your ass chewed?” Bo asked.

Ash washed down his bite of donut with coffee.

“Oh, yeah. Due to how much I’m in the doghouse, Silver is bringing the photos of the brass ball to Raina herself. I don’t think Faylen’s going to let me out of the district anytime soon without her or Naomi accompanying me.”

Bo devoured half his blueberry donut, before taking a swig from his paper coffee cup. Ash glared at it, figuring it was some butchering of coffee with cream and sugar, but said nothing.

“Jacklyn said next time I go to District 208, Ella’s in charge of watching me as soon as I step through the portal,” Bo said, ignoring Ash’s glare at his coffee cup.

Ash shook his head at the orc.

“How the hell is that a punishment? What other reason do you have to go to District 208 except to see your girlfriend? Hell, it’s why you agreed to go with me there the first time,” Ash said.

“Not my girlfriend,” Bo said, pointing a finger at him.

Ash rolled his eyes.

Bo looked like he was about to say something, but he stopped to pull out his phone and read a text message. Bo started texting on his phone with a huge smile on his face and Ash knew exactly who he was messaging.

“Ah, young love,” Ash said sarcastically.

Bo froze and scowled at him.

“There’s no way you know it’s Ella,” the orc said defensively.

Ash laughed.

“I’ve been texting Selena for a good part of the morning. She wants to come examine the fish farms as part of the trade deal we’re working out. I figured if she was coming to District 114, so was Ella,” Ash stated before grinning at Bo. “So where are you taking Ella on your date?”

Ash ducked as the throw pillow from the couch almost hit him in the head. He just laughed more.

Twenty minutes later, Bo and Ash stood by the portal waiting on Selena and Ella.

“Asshole,” Bo said to him as they waited for the stone doorway to shimmer blue.

“Don’t get all frumpy, it’ll give you wrinkles before your big date,” Ash chuckled.

Before the orc could retaliate the portal whirled to life. Ella was the first one to step through. The normally tomboyish bodyguard of Selena looked very different today. She was wearing a colorful sundress and makeup. Bo’s jaw was practically on the floor.

Yeah, it’s definitely a date.

Selena walked through the portal next and Ash felt his eyes widen at her. She looked stunning. She was wearing a black jacket over a cream colored sweater. Her golden hair was in curls that seemed to dance in the wind. Ash’s heart raced as her violet eyes met his. He took a deep breath and tried to calm down. Selena was just here for business, he reminded himself. He did his best to push memories of the kiss from his thoughts.

Ash put on a professional smile.

“District boss Selena, it’s good to see you,” he greeted.

“District boss Ash,” Selena said with a nod. “It’s good to see you as well.”

She stood rigid with her hands in her pockets, almost as if she hadn’t wanted to come here. She probably didn’t and just wanted to ensure the trade deal with the fish farm would be beneficial to her district. This was purely business.

“You two have fun!” Ella called out as she grabbed the stunned Bo’s hand and led him away from the portal.

Selena and Ash looked at each other for an awkward moment before he broke it.

“The fish farms are this way. It’s a short walk,” he said.

They walked through the district and he saw Selena looking around curiously at the buildings. Her eyes lingered on the school building. A group of children played outside of it under the watchful gaze of their teacher. He figured it might be a good icebreaker.

“The school still needs more work, but we’ve started doing half-day classes,” Ash said to Selena.

Selena looked at him in surprise before stopping and watching the children for a moment. Ash joined her and couldn’t help but smile.

A young orc boy dressed as Superman raced around the schoolyard followed by a group of other children dressed as various other superheroes. Even the hero of De’Vas, Madam Vines, was there as Ash noticed a catkin girl with paper black flowers in her hair and a belt with small potted plants holstered on it. She saw them watching.

“Hi, District Boss!” she said with a gap tooth smile as she waved.

Ash waved back to her.

Selena turned back to him with a stone face.

“You built a school,” Selena said while clenching her fist. “And I can barely keep my district running.”

Ash froze, unsure how to respond to that. Selena looked at him and a sigh escaped her.

“I apologize,” Selena said as she deflated. “Those are my troubles, not yours. My father might have been a king, but he didn’t raise me to rule.”

Her violet eyes seemed to dim as she said those words.

“I can help you if you want,” Ash offered, he saw her grimace at his words. As if they were salt in an already deep wound. He needed to explain this better.

Ash sighed and scratched the back of his head.

“You said you weren’t raised to rule. Well, I was,” he started and Selena gave him an odd look. “My mother is Vivian Grayson, CEO and owner of Grayson Industries. She has tried to raise me to take over the family company since I was a kid.”
Selena’s eyes widened at his words, but she said nothing. Ash reached into his pocket, pulled out a card, and wrote down an email address.

“Here. If you don’t want my help,” he said as he handed the card to Selena. “That’s my mother’s email address. Message her about your district’s troubles and I’m sure she can consult with you on how to fix it. I’ll let her know I gave her email to a friend.”

Selena looked at the card for a moment before carefully slipping it into her pocket.

“Thank you,” she said.

Lilly

Lilly sat at the small table in the greenhouse and poured another cup of tea. She stirred five sugar cubes into the small cup, then lifted it and took a sip before turning back to her guest for this tea party.

“I can’t get him out of my head,” Lilly said before taking another sip of her tea.

She thought of Ash when he brought her rolls before the slumber party. The smile he gave her made her heart flutter.

“I’ve always found him interesting. Ash was never afraid of me. That interest grew quickly to attraction. I was jealous of Ember when he started talking to her, and almost killed Faylen when I thought she hurt him.”
Lilly let out a small laugh and shook her head.

“It’s a really good thing I didn’t. That would have been a mess, and I would have lost two of my best friends.”

Lilly ran her finger along the rim of her cup.

“He cares about me and goes out of his way to do things for me,” Lilly bit her lip. “And I know he’s attracted to me. Why am I so hesitant?”

Lilly let out a sigh.

“He has a lot of women interested in him. Faylen and Naomi are already Ash’s lovers. Haylee has a crush on him, but Faylen says she won’t make a move until she’s stronger. Naomi has hinted to me that there’s something with the grumpy unicorn and I have my suspicions about the bitchy bunny.” Lilly twirled a lock of her hair. She would need to get Ash to braid it again. “I know why, at least why originally.”

Lilly closed her eyes and took another sip of the warm tea, her mind racing with everything. Hope, fear, desire. The memory of her father flickered in her mind. The man he was and the husk her mother turned him into. She felt a knot in her gut as the image was replaced by one of Ash as a dryad husband.

“But I shouldn’t let that stop me,” she said firmly. “I’m not my mother.”

Lilly opened her eyes as she came to a decision. She had been fighting with it for some time, debating if she should or shouldn’t. All she needed was someone to talk it over with. Someone to listen to her as she came to the decision she knew in her heart she would always arrive at.

“I’m going to ask Ash out,” Lilly said as a weight was lifted from her shoulders. “Thank you for listening.”
Lilly looked up at the goblin, bound and gagged by vines, sitting across from her at the table. He stared at her with wide eyes as he trembled in the chair. Lilly was surprised his heart was still beating as fast as it was. They’d been having this little tea party for at least half an hour, she figured he would have passed out by now. She happily munched on one of the cookies from the snack platter as she thought of how to ask Ash out. It would need to be romantic.

“Oh, it should go without saying, but you tell anyone about our talk…well did you ever see Treemagddon 2?” Lilly asked.

The goblin tried to say something but was muffled by the vines. Lilly wasn’t sure what he was trying to say, but she wanted to talk about Treemagddon 2 now, so she took it as a “no”.

“Oh! It’s so good!” Lilly said excitedly. “So it starts back up where the first movie left off. Trees have taken over the planet and humanity only lives in small pockets scattered in the deserts of the world.”

She could see the excitement in the goblin’s eyes at the plot. Mostly fear, but she was sure there was some excitement as well. Maybe she could bring a laptop in and show the movie to him.


CHAPTER NINE


THE COUNCIL MEETING seemed to be endless as Councilwoman Piper sat at her desk and watched the orc on stage ramble about the Goodwill Committee that was coming to De’Vas. Part of her wanted to shift from her dark elf form to her drider one and ram one of her spider legs through the orc’s head to shut him up.

She couldn’t care less about some humans coming to District 1 to pose for cameras. There was no goodwill between paranormals and humanity as long as the humans kept them in these cages they called districts. However, the Council would never do anything about that except talk.

She broke her gaze from the orc to sweep over her fellow Council members. Her eyes landed on one person staring at her. She scowled at the sphinx woman who was sticking her tongue out in mockery. Zara was almost as bad as her two teammates who sat beside her. Councilman Roc, a forest troll, sat opposite of her and somehow had obtained a bucket of chicken since Piper last looked in their direction. The troll was always stuffing his face. Next to him sat Councilwoman Blackthorn, the thorn in Piper’s side.

She turned away from Zara and her group back to the orc, though she wasn’t paying attention to him. Eventually, this mandatory meeting would end and she could go about the real work, today was that day after all.

Piper made her way through District 1, grateful that the meeting was finished. The people of this district recognized her as a Councilwoman and quickly parted to allow her to pass. They had better if they valued their lives. She made the trip longer and more confusing than it really was, taking alleyways and looping back. She stopped every so often to see if she was being followed. When she was sure she hadn’t been, she made her way into the warehouse. Pallets stacked with goods imported from outside De’Vas greeted her. Immediately, Scarlet was in her face.

“Drider, Drider, because the elf bitch is a spider!” the pixie chanted as she flew in front of her.

“Little insect!” Piper growled as she tried swatting at the pixie.

Scarlet laughed and flew out of reach.

“Scarlet, leave Piper alone,” Kaito said as he leaned against a pallet stacked with boxes. The red oni’s bulky body had dented several of them.

Every time Piper had seen Councilman Kaito he seemed to put on more weight. Though no one would tell him that. Kaito was a powerful berserker.

Scarlet stuck her tongue out at Kaito but did relent on her mocking, for now. She flew to the top of a pallet that overlooked them all and sat there like the imperious little roach she was.

The only other person in the warehouse moved to stand beside the pallet Scarlet was sitting on. Victor was a regal-looking stone dragon in his human form, or at least that’s what he appeared to be. This was just one of Scarlet’s changelings posing as Victor, allowing the real Victor to be away from the Council without arousing suspicion. She was sure the changelings were the only reason their boss even put up with Scarlet.

Piper found a spot to stand and turned her attention to the small brass ball covered in runes that they called an anchor, resting on the floor. Then they waited.

“I’m bored!” Scarlet clamored after an hour.

Kaito had his phone out and was playing some kind of game on it and ignoring Scarlet. The pixie frowned at him before turning and facing Piper.

“How goes your plan to depose of the Nightmare Queen? Not well?”

Piper glared at Scarlet. This was the pixie’s favorite way to antagonize her.

“How many elves have you convinced to go to District 114? All in the hope of getting Cleo to rush to help the District.” Scarlet grinned at her from the top of the pallets. “It might have worked when you first started building a case against her for the Council, but she’s no longer sneaking away from meetings to rush to her vassals. Either her vassals got their shit together, or Cleo knows what you were trying to do.”

Piper glared at Scarlet as the pixie giggled. Slowly, her hand went inside her jacket where she kept a dagger infused with Ice Magic, the last gift she received from Destry before his death. The dagger was crafted from the heart of an ice salamander that Destry said was the matriarch of a clan. A powerful magic reagent.

The runes started to glow on the brass ball followed by a blue flash of light that interrupted Piper and Scarlet. The real Victor stood over the small brass ball as its runes died down. The gray-haired dragon looked them over. His hand held a small silver ball which mirrored the brass one on the floor.

“No luck I take it?” Kaito asked as he slipped his phone into his pocket.

Victor let a sigh escape.

“I have still not found any clues of where Brock is.”

“Of course not! He’s been missing for almost half a year! He’s dead somewhere over there, that’s the only answer,” Scarlet said with a huff.

Victor glared at her but said nothing. The old stone dragon had always believed there was some comraderie between them all. That was why he still held out hope of finding Brock when the rest of them had long since considered the cyclops dead.

“The damn changeling that’s pretending to be him has pretty much settled into his life. I should probably just send him to District 208 to pick up that stupid goblin slave,” Scarlet said. “It’s not like that district is still in our control.”
Victor gave Scarlet a stern gaze.

“If Brock is still alive and you do that, you could interrupt what he has been planning.”

Scarlet pouted, but Victor turned his attention away from her to Piper and Kaito.

“What has happened while I’ve been away?” Victor asked them.

After the update, a disgruntled Victor activated the silver ball and another flash of blue light filled the warehouse before he vanished. He hadn’t been happy when they informed him of the Goodwill committee that was coming to District 1. He asked if the boss had any plans, which he was even more unhappy about. Then he gave them a list of tasks to take care of while he was gone this time.

Piper left the warehouse quickly before Scarlet could try and antagonize her again. She made her way through District 1 to the portal, punched in the district code for one of her vassals, and stepped through.

Disgusting sand greeted her as the sun blared down on her once through the portal. This district was built from a mining ghost town in the American West. Shanty buildings cluttered the streets made from whatever the residents could gather to craft them. The ugly structures provide the only escape from the burning sun. This was an isolationist district, or at least the siblings were isolationists and forced it on their district. They rejected anything made by humans, including the converted shipping container buildings. Piper thought only a fool would pass up air-conditioning, regardless of how they felt about humans.

A scrawny forest elf leaning against a spear saw her and raced toward a large building near the center of the district. She figured the siblings would kill him if she walked in on them unannounced. This was the weakest of her vassal districts, but it did have its uses and strengths.

Piper opened the door to the building and walked in. Her nose twitched as the stink of alcohol tried to overwhelm her sense of smell. She scowled and looked around the dingy room. The walls showed signs of damage and poorly cleaned spatters of blood. More elves with spears stood guard around the walls while the one who had spotted her knelt before a table laden with food and bottles. A silver-haired elf, who was currently feeling up a blond elven woman sitting on his lap, looked from the kneeling spearman to her. Across from him an elven woman with the same silver hair threw back a bottle of booze and looked at her with a drunken expression. Piper frowned at them.

“Councilwoman Piper, we weren’t expecting you,” Baxter said as he slipped his hand out of the woman’s shirt.

“C-Councilwoman P-Piper,” Bella said with a drunken stutter.

Baxter and Bella were the bosses of this district. They had driven the district to ruin when they murdered the original District boss and usurped the role. Piper had considered having them killed multiple times, but they did have their uses. They were both hedonistic sadists who were skilled in sword arts. Offer them a small reward and they would gladly butcher anyone.

“We’re still offering the reward to any that can kill the dryad claiming to be Roth Willowson’s daughter,” Baxter said as he shooed away the woman. “We still get fools that try and take it up.”

Bella chuckled as she tossed an empty bottle to the floor and searched the other bottles on the table for one that still had booze.

“Can you imagine a monster, like a dryad, claiming to be part of the great Willowson line?” Bella found one and took a swig before spitting onto the floor. “Disgusting.”

“I’m tired of waiting on results,” Piper said firmly to Baxter. “I want you and your sister to take care of it before the end of next week. Am I understood?”

Baxter swallowed. “Yes, Councilwoman Piper.”

Piper turned and looked at Bella.

“Bella,” she said. “I don’t want rumors spreading that I ordered you and your brother to assassinate someone.”

Bella stood from the table, pulling a sword out from under it as she did. She gave Piper an exaggerated bow.

“Yes, C-Counilwoman Piper,” Bella said.

She pulled the sword from the sheath and a dark hue clung to the blade.

“Wait, please District boss Bella!” one of the spearmen pleaded, knowing what was about to happen.

A few tried to arm themselves and more tried to run to the door, perhaps in hopes of fleeing the district. Bella shot forward becoming a blur surrounded by shadows. Seconds later everyone that had been in the room was dead except Piper, Baxter, and Bella.

Bella flicked her blade, flinging blood along the side of the wall as she walked past the headless corpses of the spearmen to the table. She sat back down and grabbed a bottle. Baxter frowned at the now headless body of the woman who had been sitting on his lap.

He turned back to Piper after a moment and bowed his head.

“It will be done, Councilwoman Piper.”


CHAPTER TEN


ASH FELT A kiss on his cheek and opened his eyes. Faylen was leaning over him, already dressed. She gave him a warm smile as her tail swished behind her.

“Good morning,” Faylen whispered to him.

“Always a good morning when I wake up to a woman as beautiful as you,” Ash responded with a sleepy smile.

Faylen bit her lip and kissed him again.

“Today is Naomi’s day to have you. It’s not nice to tease me like that,” Faylen answered.

Ash felt Naomi’s tail coil around his leg as she cuddled closer to him. He looked at her and saw a sleepy smile on her face.

“What are you going to do today?” Ash asked Faylen when he turned back to her.

Faylen ran her hand through his hair.

“I’m going to hang with Luna, we’re having a sisters’ day. Other than that, Lilly invited me out to lunch. Her treat, she said.”

Ash closed his eyes.

“You girls have fun. Don’t get banned from any restaurants,” Ash said with a yawn.

He had dozed off again before he heard Faylen close the bedroom door. Sometime later, Naomi’s hand woke him up.

“Good morning,” Naomi said when he opened his eyes and smiled at her.

Her hand was moving up and down under the blanket. She gave him a smile before she slipped under the covers herself. Ash let out a sigh. It was going to be a very good morning.

Ash and Naomi didn’t make it out of the penthouse until noon. The start of their day together had been very active and continued into their morning shower. Now they were walking down Lilly Street window shopping. Naomi’s arm was locked with his as she leaned against him. Ash carried a shopping bag in his free hand which had a stuffed toy in the shape of a flower with sunglasses. Naomi had spotted it in one of the stores and had wanted it for her stuffed animal collection. Flower, as she named it, would be joining Fluffy, the stuffed wolf, and Crocy, the stuffed crocodile, in Naomi’s bedroom at the Flatiron.

They were nearing the end of Lilly Street when Ash spotted the ice cream shop that Naomi had wanted to visit. She was already pulling him toward it and he chuckled.

“Ice cream?” Ash asked Naomi with a smile. “We didn’t really eat breakfast.”

Naomi smiled with a faint blush.

“We both ate something this morning,” she said shyly.

Ash smiled at her words. It had been a very good morning.

“Welcome to Icy Treats!” a cheerful lamia greeted them as they entered the ice cream parlor.

“Oh, we have customers?” a voice called from the back.

“Yes, Dante,” the lamia replied.

Ash was surprised at the man who stepped from the back. He was human. The surprise was short-lived for Dante and he gave his customers a friendly smile.

“Hello, District boss. Welcome to Icy Treats,” Dante said, gesturing to the shop.

“I didn’t know another human had moved into the district,” Ash said as he held out his hand to Dante.

“They send more of us mages to De’Vas every day,” Dante stated as he shook Ash’s hand. The way he said mages had been particularly venomous.

Dante turned and gestured to the lamia who smiled warmly at him.

“Val and I saw District 114 a few months back on a stream. We learned it had a decent lizardkin community and it was the only district with a human boss, so we figured it would be welcoming to both humans and those with scales.” Dante gave him a big grin. “And we have not been disappointed.”

“Well, welcome to the district! I’m Ash and this is my girlfriend, Naomi.”

Dante gestured at him.

“American, right? It always amazes me how the translation ring still brings across accents,” Dante said.

Ash nodded.

“Portuguese?” Ash asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Nail on the head,” Dante answered with a smile.

That explained the venomous tone about mages. Portugal had been one of the holdout nations when the rifts first happened and the Humanity First summit was held. Those who refused to join the summit about what to do in regards to paranormals found themselves threatened with trade embargoes. A few even had their political leaders mysteriously end up dead. The Humanity First summit happened, but the scars to get the nations of the world on board still lingered.

“So, did you two meet before getting deported here?” Dante asked Ash.

Ash looked over to see Naomi and Val were having their own conversation.

“Humans are very warm,” Val said and Naomi nodded her head in agreement.

Ash looked back to Dante.

“No, we met here. It’s a complicated story,” Ash answered.

“I understand that. Val and I met when she rifted. She landed in a pool at a resort I was working at. She couldn’t swim so I dove in and saved her,” Dante said. “The other mages I’ve talked to had met paranormals during the rifts. So I was just curious if you had.”

“Oh, yeah. My friend Bo rifted in front of me. He’s a big orc that’s watched one too many B-horror movies and doesn’t know when to shut up about them.”

Dante chuckled.

“I know an orc like that. He has come in here a few times with a catkin and an elf. He always orders pistachio ice cream, and covers it in sprinkles,” Dante answered.

“Yeah, that’s Bo,” Ash said with a chuckle.

He wondered how many mages had similar stories. He knew Sofia, in District 44, had met Belath before coming to De’Vas. His thoughts were broken when he felt his phone going off. The ID said Celeste.

“Hey, Celeste. What’s up?” Ash answered.

“Hey Big Boss. Just had an elf fall through the portal. We’re taking care of her, but wanted to let you know,” Celeste said.

Ash huffed. 
“Damn it! Why do they keep coming for Lilly?— Wait. You said fell through the portal?” Ash asked, abruptly recalling what Celeste had said.

“Yeah. She’s roughed up, but nothing serious. Seems a little shaken. I think she might be an isolationist,” Celeste explained.

“Okay, Naomi and I are on our way,” Ash said.

They said farewell to Dante and Val, promising to come back soon, before racing to the portal. Ash saw a few of the 114 Pack standing guard outside the portal while a few stood around the elven woman. He could see several cuts on her, though none deep. She looked up at him with fearful eyes and pulled the blanket closer to herself as he and Naomi approached.

“Hey, Big Boss,” Celeste called to him, stepping away from the group guarding the portal.

“What happened?” Ash asked the minkkin.

Celeste shrugged.

“I’m not sure. She fell through the portal and collapsed. Started asking for refuge. The only thing we can get from her is that she’s from an isolationist district where shit went bad. Someone is probably trying to take out their District boss. She did tell me her name though,” Celeste said as Ash locked eyes with the silver-haired elf woman. “It’s Bella.”

Faylen

Faylen looked over the menu for Mei’s Den. She was debating if she wanted to get her usual or something different from the lunch menu. She could already tell something was up. Lilly was acting nervous. She was wondering if this was a confession and apology for stealing some sweets.

She gave another curious glance at the dryad that sat across from her. Lilly was zoned out on her menu and fiddling with the sleeve of her jacket. She didn’t even react when Silver came up to their table to take their order.

“Glad you didn’t bring a damn fern this time,” Silver teased Lilly.

Faylen gave a smile to Silver as Lilly ignored her.

“Mei rope you into working the lunch shift?” Faylen asked.

Silver shrugged.

“I like it, honestly. Beats the hell out of my other job.”
Silver had been acting less and less as Councilwoman Cleo Blackthorn, instead letting one of her banshee sisters play that role. Originally, it had been to throw off a coalition that was being built against Cleo under the premise that she was too involved in her vassals’ affairs.

Faylen believed that was no longer the case and that Cleo really just liked the freedom of being Silver. She was happy here, working at Mei’s and hanging out with all of them at the Flatiron.
“Hey, Turnip,” Silver said glaring at Lilly. “Are you just going to ignore me?”

“What? Oh. Hey, Silver,” Lilly said.

Silver stared at her for a moment before turning to a wolfkin waiter.

“Jessy, cover things for me,” Silver called out to him.

She then grabbed an empty chair and sat down at their table.

“Lil, what’s up?” Silver asked with a concerned look.

Lilly looked between Silver and Faylen. She was chewing her lip nervously.

“Lilly, we’re friends. You can tell us anything. If you need help, we’ll help you,” Faylen said.

Lilly turned a shade of red, which was the first time Faylen thought she had ever seen the dryad blush.

“I…” Lilly started before stopping as if rethinking her words.

A sigh escaped her.

“I want to fight beside Ash,” Lilly said.

Faylen gave a confused look as Silver narrowed her eyes.

“You have, Lilly,” Silver said.

Lilly tapped her fingers against the table nervously.

“I want to fight beside Ash…but not as a friend, I want to be something more,” she finally said.

Faylen felt a smile break out on her face, while Silver’s eyes widened at Lilly.

Lilly looked at her menu, still fidgeting with the sleeve of her shirt.

“I want to ask for your blessing, Faylen,” Lilly asked shyly. “As the alpha.”

“Yes, you have my blessing, Lilly,” Faylen said grinning at the woman who would soon be a bigger part of her and her man’s lives.

A sigh escaped Lilly and she smiled at Faylen.

Silver had a big grin on her face before once again turning to the wolfkin waiter.

“Jessy! Bring wine!” Silver shouted at the wolfkin. “The good stuff!”

The three of them shared a bottle and Silver even joined them for the meal. Lilly had her blessing, but she would still need to woo Ash. Faylen sipped her wine as she pondered how the dryad would go about asking out her man.

The little buzz from the wine she had at lunch was gone by the time she got back to the Flatiron. Ash and Naomi were up in the penthouse when she walked in. The two of them cuddled on the couch watching a movie.

“Hey, Faylen. How’s Luna?” Ash asked as Naomi motioned for her to join them.

“Good, we did some shopping. I also had lunch with Lilly and Silver at Mei’s Den,” Faylen said as she snuggled up on Ash’s other side.

Ash raised an eyebrow at her.

“And the two of them didn’t start a fight and get kicked out?” Ash asked.

Faylen laughed and shook her head.

“No, it was a nice girls lunch. Lilly had a question to ask me,” Faylen hinted.

Ash didn’t notice, and his attention turned to the movie on the TV. The hint was picked up by Naomi and she did her best to hide her excitement.

“That’s good. Our date was cut short. We had a refugee come through the portal,” Ash said.

“A refugee?” Faylen asked.

“An elf fell through the portal with injuries. She says she fled her district and it looks like she’s an isolationist. We set her up in a spare room not far from the gang barracks downstairs,” Ash answered.


CHAPTER ELEVEN


VAS

ALYNDRA STOOD on the edge of where the pine forest met the open miles of meadows. Master Rory had been discussing trading supplies they had scavenged with a bearkin family in exchange for food. Alyndra looked over at her forest elf master. She had considered herself lucky that he had been willing to take a dark elf apprentice like her. There was a lot of bad blood between forest elves and dark elves due to their many wars. Master Rory, though, didn’t care. He told her that she had talent and he would teach her the art of the sword. That was three years ago.

The father of the bearkin family and Master Rory were deep in conversation, haggling on the price. Alyndra and one of the daughters of the bearkin family shared a bored expression. The two old men had been at this for a while.

Her eyes wandered around the landscape trying to find an escape from her boredom. She could see the remains of tree stumps from where the wilds were cut back to create the meadow to support the ruined castle in the center of it. Not long ago, it had been a mighty fortress for some king or their vassal. Now, it was just stacked rocks bearing the marks from when a fire consumed the structure. Perhaps from war, or perhaps from an unattended cooking fire due to the Vanishing. She felt a shiver run down her spine at the thought.

There were still no answers to the mysterious events that began five years ago. People just vanish in a flash of blue light. The strongest to the weakest, regardless of race or status, were affected by it. Since it began, Vas had been thrown into chaos. Kingdoms would fall overnight when their King or Queen would become a victim of the Vanishing. Her family had been killed in one such conflict.

“Sounds fair. I agree,” Master Rory said to the bearkin father with a bow.

Alyndra did her best to hide the sigh of relief that it was finally done. She loaded the smoked fish and various wild plants into their wagon as the bearkin took the salvage. After that, they were back on the road again.

“I hope you were paying attention, Alyndra,” Master Rory said as he held the reins of the tamed elk that pulled the wagon. “Many of our elven brethren look down upon beastkin because they seem primitive.”
From her spot in the back of the wagon, Alyndra rolled her eyes. She knew what was coming and closed the book she was reading. There was no point in trying to read when Master Rory was going to give a lecture. He always seems to launch into one during the good parts, too. The human prince had just declared his intent to marry the elf protagonist of the story, even though she was just a common girl. Alyndra could tell the spicy scene was coming up.

“Years ago, I had the pleasure to meet the famed naturalist and alchemist Roth Willowson. We had both stopped at an inn to wait out a particularly nasty storm. He told me about the year he spent living with various beastkin, from the otterkin along the rivers to the wolfkin in the deep woods. They are a people that understand the importance of family, and that has allowed them to survive in the wilds among monsters and dryads.”

Alyndra shifted in the wagon so if Master Rory looked back, he wouldn’t see her bored expression. The lecture went on for what felt like forever, even Master Rory’s voice was starting to go hoarse.

“Alyndra could you pass me the waterskin? I’m a bit parched,” Master Rory rasped.

Alyndra moved the packs around in the back of the wagon until she found a waterskin and passed it to him. Something silver caught her eye and she spotted a silver ball that had rolled out of one of the packs they had taken from a necromancer some months back. The jerk had attacked them and it was his fault they were traveling now.

The cyclops bastard had appeared after Master Rory had killed its undead dragon that Alyndra had run into while scavenging supplies from an abandoned town. The bastard had been wearing odd clothing and spoke in riddles as if he knew a great secret. He tried to recruit Master Rory, and when he failed at that, he boldly claimed he would turn her master into an undead servant. The cyclops lost his head not long after making that bold claim, but he was still able to say the worst thing he could to her master. That Cleo Blackthorn, the Nightmare Queen, was alive.

Master Rory turned and caught sight of the silver ball before Alyndra could slip it back into the pack. His face was grim.

“We will find her, Alyndra. Then she will pay,” Master Rory said darkly.

The battle of the Narrow Pass had been where Master Rory first met the Nightmare Queen. He led the army of forest elf defenders that guarded the pass from her invasion of the Evergreen Kingdom. They held the pass for three bloody days until Blackthorn retreated. Master Rory said he faced her twice in battle himself during that time.

The rumors were that the Nightmare Queen had been a victim of the Vanishing. She disappeared one day and without her leadership, her kingdom fractured.

“Sure we will, Master Rory,” Alyndra agreed with a fake smile.

She hoped they didn’t find her. Master Rory was strong, but the Nightmare Queen had earned her title.

Master Rory fell silent as their journey continued in search of the Nightmare Queen. Eventually, Alyndra figured it was safe to return to her book and started reading. She became absorbed into the story. The risqué scene came up and Alyndra forgot where she was for a moment.

“Round ears are so sexy,” she sighed.

“What was that, Alyndra?” Master Rory asked from the box seat of the wagon.

Alyndra felt her face turn bright red and she coughed to clear her throat.

“Round guards are safest, Master Rory. I’m going over the sword sparring manuals we found,” Alyndra answered.

She saw Master Rory nod his head.

“Studying is good, Alyndra,” Master Rory said before laughing. “Though, I don’t know when you’ll use your interest in round ears.”

Alyndra stared at the roof of the covered wagon as her face turned red once again.

Lilly

Lilly checked everything in her shop before locking up. This would be her first attempt at wooing Ash. She had watched all the classic romance movies for ideas on what to do. Steeling her nerves, she grabbed her gear and left her shop, making her way to the Flatiron.

“You got this, Lilly,” she said to herself as she slipped the cassette tape into the boombox.

She hit the play button and raised the boombox over her head as she stood on the street below the Flatiron, looking up at Ash’s office window. Now, she just had to wait for Ash to notice the music and look out the window.

“Hey, Lilly. What are you doing?” Celeste asked as she walked out of the Flatiron.

“Trying to woo, Ash,” Lilly answered as she held the boombox over her head.

She scowled up at the window. What was taking Ash so long to notice her? This boombox was heavy!

“I don’t think that’s going to work, Lilly,” Celeste said to her.

Lilly turned and looked at her with a fearful gaze.

“Why not?” she asked. Did Celeste know something she didn’t?
Celeste pointed at the boombox.

“First, that’s playing polka music. John Cusack didn’t woo anybody with polka,” Celeste said.

Lilly pouted.

“This was the only cassette I could find in District 114 that wasn’t a self-help book on tape!” Lilly stated, with a little stomp of her foot. It had been hard enough just to find the boombox.

Celeste gave Lilly a smirk.

“You don’t have to do gimmicks from some eighties movie. Ash likes you, Lilly,” Celeste said before giving her a wink. “You just need to show him that you’re ready for the next step.”
Lilly set down the boombox and turned it off. The D batteries in it were already probably about dead.

“What do you think I should do?” Lilly asked Celeste.

Celeste bit her lip in thought.

“Do you have any sexy underwear or nighties?” she asked with a raised eyebrow.

Lilly shook her head.

“I don’t wear any,” Lilly stated.

“How about I help you pick out something the Big Boss would love to see on you? Then you just send a picture of you wearing it to him. You don’t even need to say anything, the meaning will be clear,” Celeste offered.

“Okay,” Lilly agreed to the plan.

Celeste took her to a store whose name was in a cursive script that Lilly could barely read. Everything inside was made of lace and bright colors. She was shocked at the price tag on everything as well.

“Why is this stuff so expensive!?” Lilly exclaimed.

“Because of what it does to a guy,” Celeste answered as she handed her a set of black lingerie. “Here. This set will look great on you. Also, there’s a mirror in the changing room. I’ll buy this one for you, just change and snap a picture for Ash.”

Lilly took the lingerie and headed to the changing room Celeste pointed out to her. She slipped off her blouse and jeans before donning the small bits of lacy fabric and looked at herself in the mirror.

She had to agree, she looked good in it. Her bust was smaller than Naomi’s and Faylen’s, but the lingerie did a decent job of showing off what she had. The lace of the panties was see-through enough that, in the mirror, she noticed the pink flowers that grew in her trimmed bush.

She took a deep breath as she pictured Ash behind her, his hands running along her body. Teasing at the straps of the lingerie. She bit her lip and shook the thoughts from her mind.

“Okay. Focus, Lilly.”

She pulled out her phone, opened a message to Ash, and aimed the phone’s camera at the mirror. Lilly’s heart raced and she did her best to look seductive. The flash went off and she hit send on the message before the spots from the flash left her eyes.

She stared at her lock screen waiting for a notification from Ash to come up. When none came, she quickly changed back into her clothes. He probably hadn’t checked his messages yet. She thought about opening it up and seeing if it said read, but she was afraid it would. After a moment, she shut her phone off and left the changing room.

“So, how did it go?” Celeste asked her.


CHAPTER TWELVE


ASH GROANED AS he took a seat in his office chair, moving the ice pack over his right leg. He was sure there would be a nasty bruise there tomorrow.

“Oh, quit whining. I didn’t hurt you that bad,” Silver said as she leaned against the back wall of the office.

Silver was still in her gray yoga pants and sports bra from sparring practice on the beach. Faylen raised an eyebrow at her from the couch.

“You did throw him pretty far,” Faylen said.

Silver twirled a bit of her silver hair through her fingers.

“I could have thrown him over the ship if he had stopped flailing like a damn fish out of water. Makes him much less aerodynamic,” she said with a smirk.

Naomi walked into the office and set down a cup of coffee for him before giving him a kiss and joining Faylen on the couch.

“Why do I let you train me again?” Ash jested.

Silver gestured to her outfit.

“Because I look good in workout clothing,” Silver joked before taking a more serious expression. “Also, you’re a literal ticking time bomb with a monster inside you. Ash, you won’t live to see next year unless you get stronger.”

Ash twirled the kraken’s ring on his finger. He could see Faylen shift uncomfortably on the couch at Silver’s words.

“He’s not fighting it alone,” she said defiantly.

Silver looked at Faylen and let out a sigh as she dropped her stern expression.

“No one wants Ash to fight the elemental alone, but we don’t know when it will break the ring’s seal. He needs to be ready,” Silver said in a softer tone.

Naomi gave Faylen a gentle pat on her leg and gave her a reassuring smile.

“Thanks, Naomi,” Faylen said as she wrapped the ice salamander in a hug.

“How’s Raina?” Naomi asked Silver.

Silver had brought pictures of the brass ball to Raina a few days back for her insight on the runes covering it. Ash had asked her why she just didn’t send digital pictures to Raina, but Silver said she wouldn’t trust sending it by text or email. She didn’t mention anything when she returned from District 71 after seeing Raina, so Ash figured there wasn’t any breaking news.

“Raina is good. She couldn’t tell me much except the runes weren’t complete. She said it looked like half of another object. Did you see anything else in the room you found it in?” Silver asked.

Ash shook his head.

“Big open room and a small desk in the corner with the goblin. We looked, but there wasn’t much else.”

Silver let out a frustrated sigh as her head hit the back of the wall.

“We finally make headway in finding a connection between the coalition and WillCo, only to hit a roadblock. Maybe Raina can figure out how to break the goblin’s tattooed runes or deactivate them and then we can interrogate the little shit.”

Ash felt his phone go off and looked at it. It was a text message from Lilly. He opened it to just see an image obscured by a bright flash. He figured Lilly had sent it to him by accident and ignored the message, turning his attention back to Silver.

“Who was that?” Silver asked.

Ash shrugged.

“Lilly, but I think she sent it by mistake. It looks like a selfie, but the flash obscures everything in the mirror.”

He raised an eyebrow when he noticed Silver, Faylen, and Naomi exchanging glances.

“What’s up?” he asked.

Silver smirked at him.

“Nothing,” she answered in a tone that told him something was up.

He cast a glance at Naomi and Faylen, both of them had smiles on their faces.

“So how’s the refugee doing?” Faylen asked, still smiling.

Silver looked back at him.

“Refugee?”
Ash began to fill Silver in on the elf that had fallen through the portal.

“Odd, but not unheard of,” Silver said. “Isolationist districts are more volatile, or at least seem that way. You said she was in the Flatiron?”

“I gave her a room near the gang’s barracks on the second floor, just as a precaution. If she needs something, the gangs are close to help her. If she has ill intent for the district, then the gangs are close to watch her,” Ash answered.

Silver smiled at him.

“Trust no one. Good to see I’m wearing off on you,” she said cheerfully.

Ash rolled his eyes at Silver, then noticed a notification of an incoming call on his laptop from his mother. He looked at it for a moment then disregarded it.

“Aren’t you going to answer that?” Faylen asked as her ears picked up the low-volume alert of the call.

“It’s my mom. I’ll call her back later. She probably just wants to talk about Selena’s District,” Ash explained.

He saw Faylen frown slightly at the mention of Selena.

“Of course, I want to talk about her district, and so should you since you gave her my email address,” his mother said.

Ash’s gaze darted back to his laptop to see a video call open with his mother looking back at him.

“Mom,” Ash said as he narrowed his eyes at the screen. “I didn’t accept your call. How?”

His mother crossed her arms on the screen and gave him a stern look.

“After the last time you rudely kept hanging up on your own mother, I bought the company that owns that video call software. I had them make a backdoor in the program so I could bypass the need for you to accept calls, Son.” Vivian answered. “Now when I call you, we’re instantly connected. So convenient.”

“Sounds like I need to download a new video call program,” Ash deadpanned.

“Son, do you really want to play that game? Grayson Industries can be the leader in video calls if you do,” his mother threatened.

Silver laughed.

“Oh, am I interrupting something?” Vivian asked.

“Yes,” Ash said, but Faylen and Naomi appeared right behind him.

“No, of course not. How are you, Vivian?” Faylen asked as she leaned over his shoulder.

His mother smiled at both Faylen and Naomi.

“I’m well. How are you, girls?” Vivian asked, her voice far warmer than when she spoke to him.

Ash sat there as his mother and both his girlfriends chatted. Silver was chuckling to herself at his disgruntled look.

“Now, who else is here with you?” Vivian asked. “I heard another voice.”

Silver stopped her laughter and walked around to his side of the desk to make an appearance on the video call.

“Hello, Vivian Grayson. I’ve heard so much about you from Ash, Faylen, and Naomi. I’m Silver, a liaison for Councilwoman Blackthorn. Who also speaks highly of you,” Silver said in a professional manner.

“Pleasure to meet you, Silver. I’m surprised Councilwoman Blackthorn needs a liaison for District 114. All my video calls with her have been at the Flatiron. In fact, I’m under the impression she’s rarely away from my son or his district,” Vivian said in a matter-of-fact tone.

Silver cleared her throat. “Yes, well she can at times be occupied by the Council. That’s why I’m here.”

Ash decided to step in before his mother found any hole in Silver’s explanation and started to dig further.

“So, mother, what’s the reason for your call?” Ash asked.

“Oh, I was just curious about this Selena,” she answered. “Is she one of your girls?”

Ash rolled his eyes.

“Yes,” Naomi said quickly.

“No,” Faylen said with a growl and a stern look at Naomi, who just smiled cheerfully.

“She’s a friend and a fellow District boss,” Ash said with a sigh.

His mother smirked at that.

“Well, I was just curious, that’s all. I gave her some advice and directed her to discuss it more in-depth with you. Selena seems like an intelligent young woman who’s just on a stretch of rocky ground.”

A knock came at the door and Ash looked to his mother.

“Sorry, mom,” he said.

“No worries, I understand. Work is endless,” Vivian said before she smiled at him. “See you soon, Son. Girls, take care of him!”

“Bye, Vivian,” the girls called out before the video call ended.

Ash looked towards the door.

“Come in.”
Jek opened the door and the elf from the portal stepped through. Her injuries were now healed, no doubt from a healing potion. She was wearing a simple outfit of blue jeans and a t-shirt, which was a far cry from the more traditional elven garments she had been wearing when she came through the portal.

“Hello again, District boss,” Bella bowed.

Ash gave her a smile.

“How are you settling in, Bella?” he asked.

She returned his smile with one of her own.

“I’m well,” she said before her smile faltered. “Still adjusting to this new district.”

Ash recalled how much of a challenge it had been for Naomi to adapt to District 114 given her isolationist roots.

“It’s a big change from an isolationist district, but we’ll help if you wish to stay here,” Ash stated. He would help the girl, but if she wanted to leave she was welcome to.

Bella bit her lip and looked at him as she swayed shyly.

“I was hoping you could show me around. Perhaps teach me?” she asked in a tone that startled Ash. “I mean, you’re a human, right? You’re the best person to help me understand technology.”

His mind went to the fact that humanity was seen as beings of myth back on Vas. In fact, they were the favorite subject for elven romance novels. Maggy’s and Sara’s publishing company, Tail and Horn, had even published some copies of those romances that made it to Earth. He had read one and it had been…enlightening.

Round ear kink is what I think they called it.

Ash coughed to clear his throat.

“I’m fairly busy,” he started to say but saw a pout form on Bella’s face. “But, maybe I can find time.”

The smile returned to Bella’s face and she bowed to him once again.

“Thank you, District boss,” Bella turned to the door. “I won’t keep you, I know you’re busy. Please, just let me know when we can spend time together.”
The door closed and a silence hung in the room.

“Damn horny elves,” Silver said with a huff.

Faylen had a scowl on her face.

“I don’t think that’s it. I didn’t smell anything on her that told me she was interested in Ash,” Faylen answered.

“Me neither,” Naomi said with a shared scowl.

Silver shrugged.

“Wouldn’t be the first person to throw themselves at a District boss in hopes of protection or to gain something,” Silver stated.

Ash shook his head as he made a note on his phone to help Bella.

“I’m happy to help her, but if she’s trying for something else, then I’m shutting her down quickly,” he said to Faylen and Naomi.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


THE NEXT MORNING Ash wrapped up making breakfast and frowned at the front door. Three plates were set out on the kitchen table. Naomi and Faylen sat by two of them, while the third remained untouched. Ash had been making his own plate, when he noticed how late it was. Naomi was too busy spreading three different types of jam on her toast to notice his worried look, but Faylen did.

“It’s not like Lilly to miss breakfast,” Faylen stated with her own concerned expression.

Ash looked back to the door before turning his attention to cleaning up the kitchen from cooking.

“Did she say anything when you messaged her back yesterday?” Faylen asked him.

His mind went to the odd text Lilly had sent him.

“I didn’t message her back. She sent a selfie obscured by the flash, no message with it or after, so I figured she sent it by mistake.”

Faylen stood from her spot, ignoring her breakfast, to grab Lilly’s cooling plate, which she hurried into the kitchen. Ash raised an eyebrow and Faylen placed the food into a Tupperware container before sliding it to him.

“Take this to her and check on her,” Faylen said sternly.

Ash gestured to his own plate.

“Can’t I eat first?”

Faylen looked away from him and pulled out another Tupperware container. Seconds later, Ash was walking outside the door of the penthouse with two Tupperware containers that held his and Lilly’s breakfast. He opened his phone and shot Lilly a text asking where she was.

Ash: Hey, Lil. Where are you? I have breakfast.

The message went through but wasn’t read by the time Ash got to Lilly’s room on the fourth floor of the Flatiron. He knocked on the door twice, then tried to call her phone only for it to go to voicemail. He knocked again before giving up.

“Either she’s at her shop or her house,” he grumbled to himself.

Where Lilly ended up sleeping was as erratic as everything else about the dryad. Ash turned and made his way to the elevator and hit the button for the bottom floor. The doors closed and he heard the strum of a guitar over the elevator’s speakers, followed by Bo starting to sing.

Ash sighed.

“I don’t need a headache,” he said as he hit the button for the third floor.

He would rather take the stairs than listen to Bo try and fail at singing. He needed to figure out how the orc kept changing the music.

The doors to the elevator opened and Ash quickly escaped.

“Morning, boss.”

Ash turned in his trek to the stairwell to see a ratkin nodding at him from where he was playing cards with a lizardkin in the hallway. They were members of the 114 Pack and Frozen Scales. It took him a second to recall why they were stationed on the third floor of the Flatiron. Then the reason opened a door not far from them and stepped out.

“Good morning, District boss,” Bella said with a bow.

The silver-haired elf was wearing a simple dress, but a modern one instead of one in the Vas style.

She gave a friendly wave to the two guards stationed in the hallway. They had been stationed here to help her if she needed anything and stop her if she turned out to be here to cause trouble.

“Morning everyone,” Ash said with a nod to the gang members before turning to Bella. “How are you this morning, Bella?”

Bella looked up at him with a small smile as her fingers played with a bit of her hair, she shifted her posture and her chest stuck out more toward him. Ash could see she was intentionally taking this attractive pose and he was reminded of what Silver had said.

Not the first person to throw themselves at a District boss.

“I’m well, though bored in my room. It’s wonderful, I don’t want you to think I’m ungrateful, but…” Bella bit her lip and looked him up and down. “I was hoping you would show me the district. Do you have time now?”

One of the gang members cleared his throat and Ash could see them return to their card game, smirks on both of their faces. Ash gave Bella a friendly smile and lifted the two Tupperware containers.

“I’m on my way to meet a friend for breakfast,” he replied and saw Bella pout. “But this afternoon I can show you around the district.”

Bella’s pout shifted to a smile. Ash figured he could talk to her while they toured the district and hopefully help her understand that she didn’t need to throw herself at him to have his protection.

Ash said his farewells and made his way down the stairs to the first floor. No one bothered him except in passing and his ears were saved from any more of Bo’s music. He made his way to Lilly’s shop, but the dryad wasn’t there either. Ash gave his breakfast a pitiful look knowing the eggs were now cold, he would have to microwave both containers once he got to Lilly’s house. She had to be there, if not, then he was rousing every member of the gangs to find her.

Lilly answered on the fifth knock at her door, much to Ash’s relief. He was starting to get worried about her. Lilly looked up at him as she opened the door, a massive red splotch on her forehead, which he frowned at.

“What happened to your head, Lilly?” he asked.

Lilly reached up and rubbed her forehead.

“I fell asleep at the kitchen table, probably just a red mark from that,” Lilly answered.

“Why did you fall asleep there?” Ash asked as he stepped inside Lilly’s house.

Lilly pouted as she followed beside him as they made their way to her kitchen.

“I was waiting for you to reply to my picture,” Lilly said with a faint blush.

“Oh,” Ash said once they got to the kitchen. “I thought you sent that by mistake.”

Lilly took a seat in a chair and frowned, her face bright red.

“Well, it wasn’t a mistake,” she grumbled. “You-you didn’t like it?”

Ash put the first Tupperware container into the microwave and started warming up the food. He raised an eyebrow to Lilly in surprise, she was genuinely upset.

“Lil, did you look at the picture when you sent it?” Ash asked.

Lilly bit her lip nervously.

“No, I was afraid you’d leave me on read. Which apparently you did,” Lilly said quietly. “I fell asleep waiting for your reply.”
Ash gave Lilly a smile.

“Lil, your phone’s flash took up the mirror. I couldn’t see anything,” Ash said warmly as he made Lilly’s plate. “What did you want to show me?”

“What?!” Lilly said as she picked up her phone only to realize it was dead.

She pulled the charger out of the wall and plugged her phone in.

“Quick, charge me!” Lilly demanded as she held out her phone to Ash.

Ash rolled his eyes as he pulled out his own phone and brought up Lilly’s message. He slid it to the dryad. Lilly took it and stared at the selfie she had sent him.

“Damn it!” Lilly said with a huff.

“So what was it?” Ash asked again.

Lilly turned crimson red and stared at him for a moment.

“A…a hat!” she said quickly as Ash set the food before her.

Ash gave her a stern look, knowing it was a lie, but Lilly just focused on her food. He gave up on figuring it out and warmed up his own breakfast to join Lilly in eating. The selfie wasn’t brought back up and their conversation shifted to what they were doing for the day.

“I’m going to show the refugee around the district, she keeps asking me to,” Ash said, taking a bite of food.

Lilly pouted as she cut up one of her eggs.

“She’s the silver-haired elf?” Lilly asked hotly.

“Yes,” Ash answered, wondering why Lilly sounded hostile.

She frowned as she took a bite of her eggs.

“She looks pretty.”
Ash sighed.

“I’m not interested in her and, according to Faylen, Bella isn’t really interested in me either. Silver thinks she’s trying to get my protection and secure a place in the district.”

Lilly had a glare that said she didn’t buy it but didn’t say any more about Bella. Instead, Lilly talked about her plans to hang out with Luna later today. Her mood lifted from whatever funk was plaguing her and by the time they were done eating, she was asking Ash to braid her hair.

Ash cleaned up the dishes and then moved to do some of the other chores around Lilly’s house. Because if he didn’t do them, then who would? Lilly was taking selfies of her braid, which she actually looked at before sending.

She was in a better mood by the time he left her house and made his way back to the Flatiron. He had just walked past the front guards into the entryway when a voice greeted him.

“Welcome back, District boss,” Bella said with a beautiful smile.

Ash returned her smile with a tamer one of his own. He already knew she was waiting on him to show her around the district and he had time, at least until he got roped into something else.

“Bella,” Ash greeted when a thought hit him. “Have you ever had ice cream?”
She blinked at him and tilted her head to the side.

A few minutes later he and Bella were walking down Lilly Street, each holding an ice cream cone from Icy Treats. Bella’s eyes were huge as she licked her chocolate swirl ice cream.

“Easy, or you’ll get a brain freeze,” Ash chuckled.

She stopped devouring her ice cream and looked up at him with a worried expression.

“This will freeze my brain?” Bella asked.

Ash laughed.

“No, well kinda, if you eat it too quickly it feels like that. Just take it slow and you’ll be fine.”

Bella turned back to her ice cream and cautiously took another lick.

Ash was considering where to take her first and more importantly, broach the subject of the perceived flirting. Those thoughts were derailed by his phone going off. Bella eyed the piece of tech with a mixture of curiosity and fear.

“It’s a machine used to communicate with others,” Ash said to answer her unasked question. “Sorry, I’ve got to take this.”

The ID said Celeste, which meant it was something important.

“Hey, Celeste. What’s up?” he answered the phone.

Bella must have heard Celeste’s voice come from the phone as she made a small jump when the Second-in-Command of the 114 Pack started speaking.

“Hey, Big Boss. The goblin made something I think you’ll want to check out,” Celeste said over the phone. “I think he’s trying to work a way around the runes tattooed on him.”

Ash gave a side glance at Bella, but her expression didn’t show any reaction to what Celeste had said.

“I’ll be right there,” Ash said before hanging up.

Bella pouted and Ash gave her a reassuring smile.

“Looks like I’ll have to show you the district another time.”
Bella nodded.

“You’re busy, I understand. I can make it back to my room from here,” Bella said as she turned to head to the Flatiron, she stopped and looked back at him raising her ice cream cone. “Thank you for this.”

Ash turned and walked a few steps toward the greenhouse that was the prison for the goblin. He looked back to Bella, only to see she was gone.

“She must have hurried back,” he said to himself, before shrugging and making his way to the greenhouse.

The humidity of the greenhouse hit him as he entered, along with the smell of earth and plants. Celeste was waiting for him with her tail frizzed out.

“Don’t say anything about the tail, Big Boss,” Celeste warned with a flat tone.

Ash said nothing. Humidity and fur were a bad combination, and he learned his lesson the first time Faylen had accompanied him to the greenhouse. A lesson he wouldn’t forget anytime soon.

“Faylen has already taught me that lesson,” he said with a chuckle. “So what did the goblin make?”
Celeste smirked at his remark about Faylen before turning and leading him deeper into the greenhouse. The goblin was sitting at a table with some contraptions made from LEGOs. Ash looked at Celeste and raised an eyebrow.

“One of the guards was talking to another about how their kid liked to play with LEGO blocks. The goblin overheard and demanded he have some,” Celeste answered.

The goblin turned and looked at him before standing from the table.

“Same concept as the napkin I threw to you,” he said as he walked away from the table. “Just keep Pickles and the dryad away from me.”

Ash scanned the table, his eyes landing first upon some blocked shape in a rectangle. He picked it up and looked it over. A marker had been used to draw features on it and he soon realized it was a vending machine.

“The mimics,” Ash said as he held it in his hands.

He could also hear something rattling inside of it and started to take it apart. Small LEGOs that were usually used to represent coins fell out from inside. He frowned as he looked at these before turning to the other objects made from the plastic bricks on the table. He moved to the two blocky spheres next, one made from yellow bricks and another made from white bricks. He recognized the yellow one as the brass ball, but there were no runes scribbled on it with the marker. Probably something that the goblin thought would set off the tattoo if he tried to replicate it. Like with the vending machine, there was something inside the blocky sphere. More of the plastic coins spilled out when he took it apart, same with the white one.

Ash stared at the plastic coins, he didn’t think they represented actual money. Slowly he started to piece things together. He licked his lips before looking at Celeste and holding up one of the coins.

“Reagents. The mimics weren’t there to guard the mall. The Coalition was farming them for reagents to power the brass ball and whatever that white one is.”

As soon as Ash voiced his realization, he frowned. The mall was in District 208, which had been under Destry’s control a few months back. Had some of the reagents he harvested from people fueled these devices? Did they always use mimics or had they switched to them once Sero was slaughtered and District 71 became a vassal of Cleo?

Celeste shivered as she stared at the plastic coins, no doubt coming to the same conclusion as him.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


AS THE BOSS of District 114 made his way through the fortified building that was his home, a small shadow broke away from his own and scurried to another shadow nearby. Slowly and cautiously this small shadow worked its way through the building until it reached the third floor. Here it slipped into the shadows of the two gang members playing cards before rushing to the door of a room and slipping under it.

Bella pulled herself out of the small shadow into what was the room the human had given her. She had originally planned to lure him to a secluded area and kill him, then move to take out the dryad. She figured the plant monster must be weak to be cowed by the human, all of them in this district were weak to follow the lead of one of those damn round ears.

Bella winced when leaving her shadow form. The spell wasn’t painful, but it did jar her body and reminded her that it had been some time since she last had booze. Her head ached as it demanded her to find something to drink, but Councilwoman Piper had forbidden her from drinking until the job was done. That reason alone made her hesitant to report what she had learned. If it was something of interest to Councilwoman Piper, she would demand Bella to either investigate more or change what her objective was. Either one would mean a longer time before she could get drunk.

“The fucking bitch better reward me well for this job,” Bella grumbled as her hand slipped into her bra and pulled out the small device Councilwoman Piper insisted she take. She had called it a cellphone, though this one was simpler than the one District boss Ash used. She had to flip a portion of it open to use it. Bella hated the contraption.

She silently cursed as she tried to navigate the odd way to create a message.

Bella: Odd things in the district, they have a goblin prisoner with tattooed runes on him.

The response was instant.

Piper: Tell me everything, now!!

Bella huffed and mocked throwing the phone across the room. She started working on the string of messages about what she saw and heard from the District boss’s shadow.

Piper: New priority, get the brass orb and either kill or recover the goblin. Kill anyone that gets in your way or tries to stop you!

Lilly

“One maple bacon, please,” Luna said, as she placed her order at Icy Treats.

“Coming right up,” the human said.

Lilly watched as he scooped the ice cream up and placed it into the cone. It looked really good and she made a note to get it the next time she came here. Icy Treats might have just opened, but she could already tell it would be one of her favorites. Even if one of the owners was still afraid of her.

“Val, you’re being rude,” the human whispered to the lamia hiding behind his back.

Lilly could see the lamia named Val peeking around the shoulder of the human and watching her closely. Anytime she made direct eye contact the lamia would flinch.

“But, Dante,” Val whispered back with a shaky voice. “She’s a dryad.”

The human named Dante scratched his head.

“Sorry about Val,” he said as he gave an awkward smile to them. “Ice cream is on the house today.”

Lilly waved it off.

“I’m used to it,” Lilly said. “It just takes people a little while to get used to me.”

Honestly, she was more amused by how humans weren’t fearful of her for being a dryad. Ash hadn’t when he first started working at her shop. A faint smile graced her lips as she recalled those early days when she first hired him for her shop. His lack of fear that she was a dryad had fascinated her. The first time he wiped something off her face she had frozen, unsure what to do. She stared at him, stunned, as he lectured her on cleaning up after herself. He would fret about her, and she started doing things just to get a response from him. It amused her at first, but it grew into something more.

“That smile, you’re thinking about Ash” Luna said as she licked her ice cream.

Lilly was snapped out of her thoughts and realized she had followed Luna outside of the ice cream shop. She felt the blood rush to her cheeks as the two of them walked down Lilly Street and she heard Luna snickering.

“Shut up,” Lilly grumbled, but that only egged on Luna more.

Luna had a few more chuckles at her expense before she calmed down.

“I still can’t believe you listened to Celeste’s advice,” Luna said.

Lilly frowned.

“A lot of good it did me. I messed up the selfie and Ash didn’t even see it!”

Luna shrugged.

“It’s probably for the best. That’s not your style, Lilly. Honestly, you don’t need to send him sexy pictures or rip off some old rom-com. Just tell him how you feel, you like him and he likes you,” Luna said.

Lilly turned and looked at Luna.

“You’re sure he likes me?” she asked.

Luna rolled her eyes.

“Yes!”

Lilly bit her lip in thought.

“Maybe I could take him out to Mei’s Den like I did Faylen when I asked for her blessing to pursue Ash,” Lilly suggested.

Luna shook her head.

“Naw. Mei would probably have a heart attack if both you and the District boss were in her restaurant at the same time.”

Lilly finished her ice cream as she listened to Luna talk about her and Faylen’s day out. But in her mind she was trying to figure out how to ask Ash. They made their way off Lilly’s street and headed to the movie theater to watch a new horror movie that they just started showing. The theater usually didn’t play the newest movies and only showed them once they were released, but this one was still the hot release in theaters and Luna was set on seeing it.

They both took their seats in the middle row with popcorn and drinks. Though Lilly was doing her best to keep her popcorn away from Luna, the wolfkin had almost knocked it over with her damn wagging tail. Lilly had only seen a wolfkin’s tail wag that much when Faylen was dragging Ash off to bed.

“This better not be some shaky phone recording,” Lilly stated as the lights started to dim.

“If it is, then we’ll just throw popcorn at the screen and ask for a refund,” Luna said as she ate some popcorn.

The movie was the classic slasher setup. A guy in a cheap mask terrorizes the local dumb college kids. However, one scene did give Lilly an idea. One of the college girls baked a cake for her boyfriend. Well, in the movie the cake had a human hand in it, but it still gave Lilly an idea. She could bake a cake for Ash and tell him her feelings. A smile spread across her face as she thought about sitting in Ash’s lap, both of them enjoying the cake she made.

“Lil, your smile is a ten right now and it should be at most a three,” Luna whispered to her. “You’re looking like a psychopath.”
Lilly blinked as she left her imagination, the killer in the movie had just massacred the college party with a chainsaw and most of the theater was gasping at the violence on screen.

“Sorry,” Lilly whispered back.

Luna responded by flicking a popcorn at Lilly before shaking her head.

The movie ended sooner than they thought it would. Apparently, it was a phone recording and the guy got busted by the theater usher. Though it was a good chase scene as he tried to run away from the theater staff.

Lilly told Luna her plan as they left the theater.

“A cake?” Luna asked with a raised eyebrow.

Lilly nodded wondering if the wolfkin was going to shoot down the idea. Instead, Luna pulled out her phone and started texting. She cast a side glance at Lilly, catching her watching her, and smiled.

“I’m texting, Sis. She should know what Ash’s favorite kind of cake is,” Luna explained. “It’s not like I’m going to let you do this alone.”

Lilly smiled at her friend. They made their way to a nearby grocery store and arrived by the time Faylen responded back. After a quick shopping spree, they were back at Lilly’s house working on the cake.

“How is this supposed to frost three cakes!” Lilly huffed as she looked at the empty icing container. Right on the side in bold letters was the claim she was grumbling about.

Luna was at the sink washing the mixing bowl.

“I don’t think you’re supposed to eat a spoonful for each one you put on the cake,” she deadpanned.

Lilly shook the empty container at her.

“They should account for quality sampling!” She looked at the cake. “I don’t know if this will be enough.”
“Just focus on the wording. That’s the important part, in case you chicken out,” Luna jabbed.

Lilly stuck her tongue out at her friend, then did exactly as she said. They finished everything up by the evening and Luna walked with Lilly to the Flatiron.

Lilly looked down at the cake, her heart racing. Part of her thought this was a stupid idea and she should just turn around.

She felt Luna grab her shoulders and when she looked up from the cake at her, the wolfkin had a warm smile on her face.

“You got this, Lil.”

Lilly smiled and nodded before turning and walking into the Flatiron.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


ASH SAT IN his office as the light through the window faded into the evening. His mind was still replaying what the goblin had shown him with the LEGOs. He wanted to talk to Silver about it, but she was working at Mei’s tonight. She said she would come by tomorrow after the lunch shift. It still boggled Ash’s mind that the Nightmare Queen, a powerful banshee who conquered kingdoms back on Vas, enjoyed working as a waitress. But clearly, the job was providing Silver with something she had missed while being a literal queen.

His phone vibrated, pulling him back from his thoughts to reality and the spreadsheet on his laptop. He sighed at the list of expenses for the district. They were in the black, but it was a massive list to compile before the monthly meeting of District bosses.

He turned and looked at his phone to see a new message on it.

Selena: I was wondering if there was a good time I could discuss my district with you? Perhaps finalize the trade deal.

He thought for a moment about his schedule as he tapped his fingers on the desk.

Ash: Would around 10 am District 114 time be alright? We can do a brunch meeting.

That should give them some time to talk before Silver got off at Mei’s Den and dragged him into a discussion about the goblin. She might even want to ask Selena questions about any odd things she might have seen or heard when her father ruled District 208, though that would be a touchy subject. His phone vibrated with a response.

Selena: Sure. It will just be me this time, so tell Ella’s boyfriend not to get excited.

Ash chuckled at even Selena calling Bo out on his relationship with Ella.

He turned back and started to focus on the spreadsheets. Even if no one, except Raina, would look over them at the monthly meeting. Well at least Aerial, the banshee pretending to be Councilwoman Blackthorn, would pretend to look them over.

A knock at the door broke his attention away from his laptop again.

“Come in,” he called out.

Silence hung in the air for a moment.

“I can’t, my hands are full,” Lilly answered on the other side of the door.

Ash blinked.

“Full of what, Lil?” he asked.

Silence again.

“I can’t tell you! It’s a surprise!”

He stood from his desk.

“It better not be crabs, Lilly,” he said as he made his way to the door. He still checked under the bed after Lilly accidentally released dozens of crabs into his bedroom.

“You unjustly banned crabs and laser pointers, tyrant! Just open the door—” Lilly froze as he opened the door and looked up at him with a nervous smile. Frosting around the edges of her mouth. “Hi.”

Ash then noticed the rectangle cake Lilly was holding. The cake was a German chocolate with white lettering asking a question. Would you be my -oyfriend? The place where the B for boyfriend should be had been cut out from where someone took a slice.

Ash’s eyes widened and he looked back up at Lilly.

“There was an issue while transporting the cake,” Lilly said with a blush.

Ash smiled at her.

“You got hungry, Lil?”
Her blush deepened as Ash pushed the door open and invited Lilly into his office. She moved forward and set the cake on his desk as he snagged a few tissues to wipe the frosting off her mouth.

“I get hungry when I’m nervous,” Lilly answered before turning to face him.

She grumbled as he started to wipe the frosting off her face and then glared at him. Ash just smiled at her as he pulled two chairs up for them and took one. Lilly followed and took the other chair facing him.

“You sure you want me, Lilly? I have two girlfriends already and between them and the district I’m fairly busy,” Ash said, cutting to the chase.

Lilly bit her lip and nodded.

“I’ve wanted you for a while, Ash. I like you and you care for me. I fought against it for some time because of what I am,” Lilly said, her voice cracking at the last words.

She had told him what her mother had done to her father. What dryads normally did to their mates. Fusing them with a tree and turning them into little more than living husks the dryad could breed with. The whole thing sounded like something from a B-horror movie.

“You’re not like that, Lilly. I know you would never do something like that to me,” he said to reassure her.

Lilly nodded.

“Faylen told me the same when I asked her for permission to pursue you,” Lilly took a deep breath and looked back up to him. “So, will you be my boyfrie—”

Ash cut her off as he leaned forward and lifted her chin. His lips locked with hers in a kiss. He could taste the frosting from earlier on his lips and felt her hands grip his shoulders tightly. They held their kiss for a few seconds before breaking away, Lilly had a heated look in her eyes and licked her lips.

“Was that a yes?” she asked.

Ash smiled at her.

“Yes, Lilly,” he said and grinned at her. “I’m very much looking forward to being able to kiss you to shut you up.”

Lilly grinned back at him.

“Sounds like a good reason for me to pester you more,” she purred.

Their hands interlocked with each other and they stared at one another for a moment. Lilly broke their hold to stand up.

“I’ll cut you a slice of the cake,” she said before hurrying over to it.

Ash figured she wanted another slice herself, but then recalled Lilly had just brought the cake and no plates or silverware.

“Hold on, let me get some things from the kitchen first,” he said as he stood.

A few minutes later they cuddled together on the couch as they enjoyed the cake. Lilly had done a great job on it, even putting in extra coconut like he liked. When he mentioned it, Lilly confessed that Luna helped and asked for pointers from Faylen. When they were done eating and most of the cake was devoured, mostly due to Lilly, he noticed how late it was getting.

“I’ll walk you home, Lil. Or to your shop or room, wherever you want to stay tonight,” Ash offered.

Lilly looked up at him.

“Room, and I’d like that, Ash,” she raised an eyebrow at him with a smirk. “Though I’m not letting you in with me tonight.” She stuck her tongue out at him to show she was teasing and he laughed at her.

“Tomorrow is going to be a full day for me, but that night, would you like to go on a date?” he asked her.

“Yes!” Lilly quickly answered, her eyes alight with excitement.

They left his office to make their way to Lilly’s room, their hands interlocked. When he came back to the penthouse, both Faylen and Naomi were waiting for him on the couch, smiles on both of their faces.

“So, how’s Lilly?” Faylen asked while her tail wagged behind her.

Ash walked over and plopped down on the couch between his two girlfriends, his arms going around both of them.

“She’s good. We have a date tomorrow night,” he said casually.

Faylen grinned as Naomi excitedly clapped her hands.

“Good, I’ve been waiting for Lilly to make her move since we started dating,” Faylen said as she leaned against him.

“That long?” Ash asked, surprised.

Faylen looked up at him and poked him in the head with her finger.

“It’s hard to believe you can be so dense sometimes. Even without a beastkin sense of smell, you should have noticed,” Faylen answered.

Truthfully he kind of did know, which was why it hadn’t been such a shock to him. Though Lilly was such a ball of chaos he couldn’t be sure if her flirting was genuine or her just being Lilly.

“Our pack grows stronger,” Faylen stated as she pulled out her phone.

Ash watched as she opened her messages and typed out one to Lilly that said “congrats” and sent it to her. Instantly Lilly responded with a heart emoji. Faylen slipped her phone back into her pocket and cuddled closer to him.

He felt Naomi’s tail coil around his leg as she cuddled in on his opposite side. Already he could see Faylen and Naomi exchanging looks with each other as they silently figured out which one would get him tonight.

He awoke the next morning to his phone going off and struggled for a moment to free himself from a sleeping Naomi to answer it. It was a call from Jek.

He accepted the call and instantly heard the sound of fighting on the other line.

“Jek! Is everything alright?” he asked, the sounds of screams and shouts echoed in the background of the call. When there was no response, he hung up.

“What’s going on?” Naomi asked sleepily. “Were you just shouting or was that a dream?”

Ash was quickly getting dressed.

“Jek called but didn’t answer. It sounds like fighting, he’s with the guards at the portal this morning, right?” Ash asked, though he was fairly sure that’s where the second-in-command of the Frozen Scales was stationed today.

“Yes,” Naomi said as she threw the blankets off her nude body and started to get dressed as well.

“I’m going to head down there and see if I can help. Grab Faylen and any of the gang you can gather and meet me there,” Ash instructed before racing to his office to snag Riptide.

As he clipped the sword on his belt, his eyes settled on the cactus that Lilly had gifted him as a housewarming gift when he moved into the Flatiron. It was dead, looking little more than a shriveled husk of dull green in a pot.

Ominous.

Yesterday it had been healthy, he doubted Lilly would be happy that something killed her gift to him, but he had other concerns now. Something was happening at the portal. Had the elves finally sent someone powerful through for Lilly? Fear filled Ash as he hurried out the door. Lilly was connected to the cactus, if something happened to her would it show on her plants? He wasn’t sure.

He rushed out of the Flatiron toward the portal. It was still early in the morning, but he saw some people rushing away from that direction. He snagged someone by the arm as they tried to run by him.

“What’s going on?” he asked the fearful orc.

The orc looked at him with a terrified gaze.

“Dryads!” he yelled before pulling his arm free and running.

Ash frowned and pulled Riptide from his belt, pushing magic into the sword. Dryad? Was Lilly in a fight and using her Nature Magic to defend herself? That could scare some of those who didn’t know her very well. His pace quickened toward the portal.

He slowed as he saw the large plants jetting into the air near the portal. Some were over twelve feet tall and all of them had a member of the gang tangled in the mess of vines that grew from them. A rather large one restrained a lizardkin that he realized was Jek.

His gaze shifted to the group of women that stood before the portal, all of them staring curiously at him. Colorful flowers seem to grow from their hair and all of their clothing was crafted from leaves and vines. He knew instantly they were dryads.

“I don’t know who you are, but you better let my friends go,” Ash demanded as he held Riptide and slowly approached.

“They’re of no interest to us,” a voice called from the group of dryads as a woman stepped forward. “You are though.”

Lilly?
Ash froze as the woman smiled at him, she looked like an older version of Lilly. The same pink flowers in her dark hair with bright green eyes.

His thoughts were broken as the dryads lifted their hands, each holding a seed. Vines shot toward him from those seeds. Ash swung Riptide, cutting through the stretched vines. As he did, he pulled on his magic in his other hand, forming a Bolt. Thunder echoed as lightning raced at one of the dryads, her eyes went wide as the remains of her vine coiled back to her and formed a shield. The Bolt tore through the shield and threw her back, several yards. Still her mass of vegetation had absorbed some of the spell’s power and the dryad glared at him as she struggled to stand.

He started to form another Bolt when the dryad that looked like Lilly performed a familiar spell, Dryad’s Thorn. She gripped a seed in her hand and a wood-like gauntlet formed over her arm, a long spike on the end of it. Ash shifted the Bolt to her and released it, her gauntlet swiped through the spell, dispersing it, and she charged at him.

“Shit!” Ash growled as he lifted Riptide to block the strike from the Dryad’s Thorn.

The translucent water blade of Riptide met the wood-like spike of the gauntlet and to Ash’s shock it held. The woman that looked like Lilly pushed against the blade with her gauntleted hand, then lifted her free hand to point it at Ash. A seed rested in the fingers of that hand and thorn covered vines burst from it toward Ash. The vines started to wrap around his hand, the thorns cutting into his skin as he tried to pull away.

Ash swore as he summoned a Lightning Claw in that hand, charring the thorned covered vines. Once free he struck out at the woman who looked like Lilly with Riptide, she batted the blade away as she watched him curiously.

“Strong,” she said as she tilted her head. “He will breed capable daughters for the grove. Lilly has chosen well.”

She flung her hand out toward him, scattering seeds on the ground. Vines erupted around him and he started using Riptide like a machete as the growth tried to entangle him. He pulled on his magic to try and burn it away when the other dryads joined in, adding their own vines to the onslaught.

One stem wrapped around his leg as he cut a vine with Riptide. Another bound his free arm as he turned to try and deal with the stem. Soon more and more of the plants bound him. They constricted tighter until he could no longer hold Riptide and the blade fell from his hands. He glared at the dryad with pink flowers in her hair as she smiled at him.

One of the dryads approached the portal’s keypad and a second later it whirled to life with a blue vortex. The dryad that looked like Lilly motioned toward him and the vines started to pull him toward them. He fought against the bindings, but it was of little use. Soon he felt himself being pulled through the portal to wherever the dryads intended to take him.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


LILLY HEARD THE heavy footsteps coming down the hallway before Naomi even knocked on her door. When she did, Lilly answered the door in her pajamas and saw Naomi armed with her massive sword, Torrent, and looking ready for a fight.

“There’s trouble at the portal!” Naomi said, panting as if she had just run down the stairs. “Ash is already heading there. Faylen and the gangs are getting ready.”

Lilly frowned and focused on her plants near the portal. They should have warned her if there was trouble. Her frown deepened as she felt her connection with those plants severed. A knot formed in Lilly’s gut. If the plants had been attacked directly, she would have known. The only thing that could sever the connection like this was Nature Magic more potent than her own.

“I’ll get dressed and be right there,” Lilly said to Naomi. She didn’t have a good feeling about this. If Nature Magic was involved, she would be more useful in the fight instead of playing defense like she usually did.

Only a few minutes later, she made it downstairs. Naomi and Faylen had just organized the gangs and were about to head out.

“Do we know what it is?” Faylen asked Naomi.

Naomi shook her head. “Jek called, and Ash heard fighting on the other end. He told me to gather everyone and meet him there.”

Faylen growled, and her ears canted.

“He should have waited for us so we could go together!”

Naomi shook her head.

“Jek is his friend. He wouldn’t have waited.”

Faylen frowned but didn’t argue.

Lilly made her way to stand by them. They were all Ash’s girlfriends now, so it seemed like the place for her to be. She looked at everyone gathered and ready to move when she spotted someone lingering by the stairwell door: the refugee elf.

“Is there something wrong?” Bella asked Faylen.

Faylen nodded at the elf.

“Trouble at the portal. It’s best if you stay in the Flatiron for your safety.”
Bella gasped and looked around with a worried expression on her face.

“Is District Boss Ash not here?” she asked, fear painted across her face.

“He went ahead to help with the issue,” Faylen responded as she led them all toward the door of the Flatiron.

The knot in Lilly’s gut tightened as they neared the portal and saw the massive plants trapping several gang members. Nature Magic like this was the work of dryads.

“Jek!” Faylen called out as she rushed to one of the plants.

Earthen spikes shot from the ground and cut the second-in-command of the Frozen Scales free. Jek was hurt and tried to stand, but when they rushed to help him, he shook his head and gestured to the portal. Lilly quickly pulled out a healing potion and passed it to him.

“They took the boss,” he said in a weak rasp as he took the potion.

Faylen stared at the portal, her tail and ears hung dejected. “Ash…”

“Who took him?” Naomi demanded, her voice cracking. “Where is he?”

Tears ran down Naomi’s face as she looked at Jek. She gripped the sword before her tightly, the runes glowing on it.

“Dryads,” Lilly said, her voice sounding distant to herself.

She looked at Jek. She knew what happened here. There was only one reason for dryads to come to District 114.

“Led by a dryad woman with pink flowers and black hair?” Lilly asked Jek.

“Yes,” he said weakly, though the potion was taking effect on his injuries.

Lilly felt her body tremble in anger and fear. How did she find out? How did she know?

Faylen and Naomi were both looking at her now.

“Who is she, Lilly?” Faylen asked.

Lilly licked her lips. All her fears had come true today, her fear of why she hadn’t pursued Ash.

“Agatha. My mother,” Lilly answered as everyone’s eyes widened at her words.

A whirlwind of questions came at her from the gang members and Naomi. Everything from why her mother had taken Ash and attacked the District to where she had taken him. Naomi was the most adamant about where Ash was, the ice salamander’s eyes full of fear. She had already lost all those she loved once. Faylen said nothing, just stared at her.

“Quiet,” Faylen demanded, and everyone obeyed.

The wolfkin’s eyes met Lilly’s, and they stared at each other for a tense moment.

“What do we need to do, Lilly?” Faylen asked, her voice calm.

Lilly shuddered. She knew they wanted to rush to her mother’s District, fight, and bring Ash back. That was death. District 18 was entirely under her mother’s control, and she was a powerful dryad. If only Lilly hadn’t pursued Ash, then her mother wouldn’t have come here. But how did Agatha know?

“Somehow, my mother learned Ash and I became a couple. That’s the only reason she would have kidnapped him,” Lilly said, her mind racing. “Invading her district would be a slaughter. She’s the matriarch of a dryad grove, and their plants cover the district. My Nature Magic can overpower weaker dryads’ control of plants, but my mother’s…”

Faylen took a deep breath and clenched her fist. “So you’re saying you have to go alone?”
Lilly bit her lip. “I can probably get one more person in with me.”
Faylen nodded and pulled out her phone. Her hand shook as she dialed a number before lifting it to her ear.

“Silver,” she said into it.
Silver arrived seconds later in a dark cloud of fog, not even trying to hide her magic. She had apparently stayed at Mei’s last night instead of her room in the Flatiron. As the fog cleared, she wore a deep scowl.

“Shit, this doesn’t look good,” Silver said, her eyes focused on the massive plants that had held the gang members. “That’s a lot of Nature Magic.”

She turned to Naomi and placed a gentle hand on her shoulder before approaching Faylen.

“How long ago?” she asked.

Faylen gave her a dejected look. “Perhaps five to ten minutes since they took Ash through.”

Silver nodded.

“The transformation takes time. We’ll bring him back,” she said.

Silver met Lilly’s eyes. “Ready?”
Lilly let out a heavy sigh and moved to the portal. Naomi looked up at her, her eyes blood red.

“Lilly, please. Bring our man back,” Naomi pleaded.

“I will,” Lilly promised.

Silver stood beside her as she punched in the number for District 18, and the portal glowed blue. Then they stepped through.

District 18 greeted them on the other side, and Lilly pushed her Nature Magic out around them. She had better control if she could handle a plant directly, but she could generate enough magic here to prevent weaker dryads from using their plants to notice them. Her mother had probably done something similar to the plants Lilly had by the portal. She hoped it would give them a few moments before they were detected.

District 18 was as she remembered it: the ruins of a human city, choked by plant growth that threatened to climb the surrounding walls. If Lilly looked closer at the plant life, she could see what remained of the non-dryad inhabitants who once called this district home.

“Even I try not to piss off dryads in their forest. Would their plant sight be able to see us in fog?” Silver asked as her eyes darted around.

“The fog would hide us, but my mother is expecting us,” Lilly answered and gave Silver a grim look. “When we find her, try to free Ash and then run to the portal.”
Silver narrowed her eyes at her. “What are you going to do when we find her?”
Lilly shuddered.

“I’m going to fight my mother.”

Faylen

Faylen walked up to Naomi, her eyes still red. They were afraid of what might happen to Ash. The recesses of her mind kept trying to bring up the image of his husk of a body fused with a tree. She kept pushing that thought down. Faylen knew she and Naomi needed something to focus on.

“Lilly and Silver will bring him home,” Faylen said with a fake smile to Naomi. “Let’s help the gang get the injured to Lilly’s shop.”

The gang members who came with them could have handled the task, but Naomi and Faylen needed this. Helping the injured would slightly distract them from their inability to do anything about Ash’s disappearance.

They arrived on Lilly Street by mid-morning, and people were already starting to move about. Several watched with concerned expressions as they led the group to Lilly’s shop, which had cots for the more seriously wounded and stocks of healing potions. They got everyone situated and then left for the Flatiron’s penthouse. Naomi had recovered some but was still worried about Ash.

Faylen was trying to think of ways to help distract Naomi as they rode the elevator up to the penthouse. Just before the third floor, the scent hit her. Blood.

Faylen immediately hit the third-floor button, causing the elevator to stop. Naomi must have also smelled it, as she didn’t ask why they had stopped. Instead, she readied her sword, and her eyes hardened.

The doors seemed to take forever to open, but when they did, a gruesome sight awaited them. Blood covered the walls of the hallway next to a broken folding table. Playing cards were scattered across the bloody floor surrounding a decapitated body. Another body leaned against the wall and showed gruesome signs of torture. They were the guards who had been stationed to watch Bella.

Faylen and Naomi rushed from the elevator into the hallway. There was no saving the gang members, but the door to Bella’s room was wide open.

“Sword cuts,” Naomi said as she glanced at the bodies. “And one of the guards is missing his weapon.”

Faylen frowned and pulled on her magic before entering the elf’s room. It was empty, though her scent was still in the air. Faylen left the room and went to the stairwell. It took her only a second to pick up on Bella’s scent and the scent of blood that was following hers. Faylen frowned. It seemed Bella was more than a refugee.

“She went upstairs,” Faylen said to Naomi as she gazed up.

The scent grew stronger as they finally reached the fifth floor and saw that the door to their penthouse had been smashed open. The runes glowed on Naomi’s sword as they entered through the door. The living room looked untouched, but Faylen’s ears picked up movement in Ash’s office. Faylen crept closer, magic dancing on her fingers, ready to cast a fireball.

Bella stood in Ash’s office, taking swigs from the bottle of bourbon his mother had gifted him. Her other hand held the brass ball as she examined it curiously. Her gaze shifted to Faylen, and a cruel smile blossomed on her face.

“Good, I need someone to tell me if this is what the Councilwoman wants. The guards outside my room were barely any help,” Bella said as she set down the bottle and grabbed a sword leaning against the desk. “Tell me, and I’ll kill you quickly.”

The fireball shot from Faylen’s fingers. Fire filled Ash’s office as it soared through the air and collided with the window overlooking District 114. The sound of glass breaking rang in her ears as she saw Bella was no longer standing in the office.

“You’ll have to be faster than that,” Bella’s voice said from behind her.

Faylen turned in time to see Bella’s blade slashing down at her as the elf smiled.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


ASH HAD NO idea what District he was in when the dryads dragged him through the portal. He fought against the bindings that held him, even trying to gnaw through them with his teeth. His efforts amounted to jack as more grew over and took their place. Sometimes, the dryads would see him making progress only to hold a seed up by him and add a new batch of vines to constrain him.

This district had an apocalyptic feel. Everything was silent except the slithering vines that consumed everything from street signs to multistory buildings. Some even had bones caught in the plants’ growth.

“Why are you doing this?” he called out to the dryad with pink flowers in her hair.

The other dryads seemed to regard her with respect, and he figured she was at least the leader of this band.

The dryad with pink flowers looked back at him as they walked, her face impassive.

“My daughter showed interest in you,” she said. “When Lilly came to this district for my Roth’s journal, I hid tiny sprouts in its bindings. They took root in my daughter’s plants and allowed me to observe her. I saw you embrace each other, just as I once did with my Roth.

Ash took a deep breath.

“You’re Agatha,” he said, recalling the name of Lilly’s mother. 
Lilly had told Ash about her when he helped publish her father’s journal. Agatha met Lilly’s father, Roth Willowson, while he was studying wildlife in her forest. The elf researcher had actually sought out Agatha to ask her permission to reside in her forest for his research. As the years passed, Agatha grew close to Roth, and Lilly was the result. When Roth completed his research after spending decades in the wilds, he wanted to return to civilization and publish his life’s work. Agatha thought he was leaving her and fused him with a tree to make a dryad’s husband, much to Lilly’s horror.

“You’re making a mistake,” Ash said. “Lilly would never fuse me with a tree, or want that.”

Agatha turned away from him as the dryads continued to carry him further into their district.

“My daughter is young and foolish as I was once. This is to protect her,” Agatha said.

Ash struggled against the vines as he looked at Agatha.

“You drove your daughter away because of what you did to her father. Is that husk the man you— ”

Agatha glared at him, and vines wrapped around his mouth, silencing him. She kept him gagged until they arrived at a grove of trees that were oddly humanoid-shaped. Ash’s gut turned as he saw the twisted faces of agony now covered by bark.

“Here,” Agatha said, pointing at a barren spot in the nightmarish orchard.

The vines dragged Ash to the spot, and he continued his fight against them. Flooding his body with magic to increase his strength to try and break free and sending Lightning Magic through the vines to burn them. Some he broke or burned away, but more vines came to replace those. Agatha watched his futile struggle as did the other dryads, who eyed him curiously.

“Will he be for the grove?” one dryad asked Agatha while biting her lip. Her eyes ran up and down him.

Agatha gave the dryad a stern look.

“He is reserved for my daughter. Once he is planted here, Lilly will have no choice but to return,” her glare adding extra weight to her words.

“Yes, Grove Mother,” the dryad said with a bow before backing away.

Agatha approached him with a different seed in her hand. “I do this for my daughter.”

She slapped the seed against his neck, and he felt something start to pierce his skin.

Ash let out a grunt of pain as the seed started to burrow into his flesh. He could feel it spreading throughout his body, weaving itself around muscle and bone.

Agatha took a step back and gave him a sympathetic look. “The pain is temporary. It will pass once the tree gains control of your nervous system.”

Her sympathetic look vanished as her face grew concerned. Ash felt the elemental inside him stir like a caged animal being agitated. A faint blue hue filled his vision as Lightning Magic coursed through his body, attacking the seed’s roots.

“NO!” Agatha said as she rushed back to him and placed her hand on his neck where the seed burrowed.

A green hue mixed with the blue of his elemental scar in his vision, and he knew Agatha was flooding her Nature Magic into the seed. He could feel the contest between her and the elemental, and he could feel her losing against it. The Lightning Magic pushed past Agatha’s Nature Magic, burning away the seed’s roots. A cry of pain escaped Agatha as she pulled her hand away from his neck and clutched it against herself. He could see burn marks tracing along her fingers.

“What are you?” she growled at him with narrow eyes.

She looked him over once more. Her face was in a scowl, but Ash could see something in her eyes that wasn’t there before. He saw fear in Agatha’s eyes.

“Something very dangerous is inside of me,” Ash said truthfully. “You don’t want it to come out.”

He wished he could pull Sparky out right now. That would at least give him a chance to run toward the portal while the elemental rampaged. Unfortunately, he had no clue how to do it without Deliah or some other way to flood his body with Lightning Magic.

Agatha turned away from him and looked past the orchard. A smile replaced the scowl that was on her face moments ago.

“Lilly, you’ve returned to the grove,” Agatha said cheerfully.

Ash looked past the orchard of humanoid trees to see Lilly walking toward the group of dryads and him with purpose. The ordinarily cheerful ball of chaos now had a frown and eyes that burned with hatred.

“Give him back, Mother,” Lilly said as she stopped not far from the group of dryads.

Agatha shook her head.

“I’m doing this for you, Lilly. You won’t know the heartbreak of him trying to leave you,” Agatha replied.

Lilly’s fist clenched, and Ash saw vines grow around and into her arm. Soon what looked like a wooden gauntlet with a large spike on it covered her arm. Lilly’s only close-quarter combat spell, Dryad’s Thorn.

“Give him to me, or I will fight you!” Lilly said through gritted teeth.

Agatha’s smile dropped, and she tilted her head to Lilly.

“You’re challenging me, daughter? You’re not strong enough, Lilly.”

Lilly said nothing and instead readied herself in a fighting stance. Agatha sighed, and her own arm was soon encased in vines, becoming a Dryad’s Thorn as well.

The other dryads turned and watched what was unfolding, and Ash saw more emerge from the surrounding orchard. He was starting to think this district’s entire population was dryads.

Lilly let out a cry as she rushed Agatha, swinging the Dryad’s Thorn in an overhead slash. Agatha was nonplus as she blocked the blow and countered with a slash to Lilly’s leg that she barely dodged.

Ash gritted his teeth and pulled against the vines holding him. Once again, he flooded his body with magic to try and break free. With Agatha and the other dryads focused on the fight and not him, he could make some headway.

Lilly charged again, swinging her Thorn at her mother. This time, though, she pulled something out of her pocket and threw it at Agatha. Ash realized they were seeds when thorn-covered vines burst from the ground and tried to tangle her mother. She slashed through them with her Dryad’s Thorn before they did little more than leave a few scratches, but to her, it had escalated the fight. Vines from the orchard shot towards Lilly, trying to grab her.

Ash pushed against the vines again and heard several cracks for his efforts. He needed to get in there and help Lilly. She was losing this match. As the battle continued, a heavy fog began to move through the orchard.

“Hold on, I’m cutting you free,” Silver whispered behind him.

The vines broke free, and he took a step toward the fight, already pulling his magic to jump in and help Lilly. Something grabbed the back of his shirt and pulled him away. Fog surrounded him, and he felt himself being moved quickly away from the orchard. As the fog cleared, he saw Silver standing over him with a scowl across her face.

“What the hell were you about to do?” Silver asked.

Ash looked around and saw the orchard in the distance. He could barely make out Lilly and Agatha fighting.

“I can’t let Lilly fight alone!” Ash said as he tried to stand and head that way.

“Dumbass!” Silver said as she grabbed his shirt again and stopped him. “This is the plan. She distracts her mother as I get you out of here.”

Ash gave Silver a stern look. “I’m not leaving without Lilly!”

Silver glared at him and then let out a growl of frustration before pointing back toward the fight. 
“Lilly’s mother has the home-field advantage here! And she’s strong. Stronger than Lilly and strong enough to give me a decent fight where I can’t focus on protecting you two.”

Ash looked back at the fight between Lilly and her mother. It was clear Agatha was just toying with her daughter. At least right now.

“Agatha thinks I’ll eventually leave Lilly. If I run, that proves her right,” Ash said before looking at Silver. “Do you have any restore potions on you?”

Silver cursed as she pulled out four vials and handed them to Ash.

“Why is every idea you have so stupid?” she asked him.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


FAYLEN INSTINCTS WANTED to pull on Earth Magic to shield her, but they were on the fifth floor. Instead, her arm moved up to try and block the blade. It was better to lose a limb than her life. Though the dark edge along the blade showed Bella had fused magic into the attack. Sacrificing her arm might not be enough to stop the sword.

A strong gust rushed by Faylen, and Bella’s attack was stopped as the Wind Magic flung her across the room against the far kitchen wall. Faylen turned to see an angry Naomi holding Torrent with its runes glowing green. Ice started to form on the blade as the runes glowed even brighter, and Naomi prepared for her next attack.

Bella had just climbed to her feet when Naomi unleashed another gust with shards of ice in it at the elf. Faylen followed up Naomi’s attack with another fireball.

“She’s gone!” Naomi exclaimed.

The dust had settled after their attacks destroyed the kitchen’s back wall, but the elf was nowhere to be seen. Faylen’s ears twitched as she tried to pick up any sounds of Bella’s footsteps. Had she been able to flee the room? Was she able to turn herself invisible? Faylen had heard of a few who used Light Magic that could perform such a feat. Her ears picked up nothing, but she smelled that the elf was still in the room. Her scent was growing stronger.

“Watch out!” Faylen said as she tackled Naomi.

She had been watching where the elf’s scent was coming from when she saw a small shadow dart across the floor toward Naomi. Bella partly emerged from the shadow and sent a slash of Shadow Magic through the air where Naomi had been a moment ago.

The attack would have been lethal, given its destruction to the wall behind Naomi. Outside light poured into the penthouse from the long gash it had left in the wall. Faylen’s ears picked up shouting outside as those on Lilly Street no doubt saw the Shadow Magic break through the outer wall of the Flatiron.

Bella gave Faylen a wicked smile as she slipped back into the shadow on the floor, which turned toward them. There was confidence in that smile and her ability to kill them. This was a strong opponent, and they had not seen all of her tricks. With Silver, Ash, and Lilly being gone from the district, only she and Naomi could stand a chance against someone like this. Faylen needed to take Bella out fast.

Pulling on her Fire Magic, Faylen slammed her hands before her on the floor. Waves of fire erupted from the palms of her hand and filled the penthouse. She hated to use an attack like this here, all the memories she had shared with Ash and Naomi, only for her to turn it into an inferno. When the sprinklers finally kicked on, the entire penthouse was filled with flames except where she and Naomi stood. Bella’s screams of pain were music to Faylen’s ears, and she smelled the scent of burning flesh. The elf’s ability to hide within shadows was powerful, but there was no escape if everything was on fire.

“We got her?” Naomi asked, hopeful.

Faylen frowned and cut off her Fire Magic. “No, we didn’t,” she said as the scent of Bella left the penthouse. Faylen moved through the charred room to Ash’s office and peered out of the hole where the window once was. An injured Bella struggled to her feet five stories below, gang members rushing toward her as the residents of the district watched.

Faylen turned and ran for the door, Naomi wordlessly following behind her. She couldn’t let Bella escape, not with the orb, at least. They raced down the stairs and quickly exited the Flatiron for Lilly Street. A few of the gang members still stationed there followed behind them.

“What the hells…” one of the gang members said at the sight that greeted them on the street.

Faylen’s ears went flat, and she snarled before looking at the gang members who had followed them out.

“Get everyone away from the street!” she told the gang members.

She looked back at what Bella was doing in horror and disgust. The elf stood among four bodies, hacked to bits by her sword and her fifth victim that she held by the throat. Dark green specks left the struggling victim only to be absorbed by Bella’s body. The burn marks covering the elf quickly receded as new skin replaced it. A sigh of relief left Bella moments before she snapped the neck of her victim and dropped them to the ground. She turned and glared at Faylen.

“That hurt you little bitch! Worse, you burned up what was left of that good booze!” Bella glared hatefully at her.

The Life Drain spell she had just used had to be a dual affinity spell. Now, an uninjured Bella stared at her with murderous intent. Would the spell also drain the magic from its victims as well? If so, then the longer this fight went on, the more in favor of Bella it was.

Faylen pulled on her Earth and Fire Magic, causing flames to encase her arms. They extinguished quickly, and now her hands and forearms were covered in magic-infused iron, her Iron Claw spell.

“Naomi,” she said, casting the ice salamander behind her with a stern look. “We need to throw everything at her.”

Naomi nodded as she understood the meaning and stabbed Torrent into the ground before her. The runes glowed brightly on Torrent as Naomi focused on her magic. Faylen had been working with her to fuse her magic with her swords to a similar effect as Faylen’s Iron Claws or Bella’s Life Drain spells. She wasn’t quite to those levels with the magic yet, but she had developed a powerful spell in the pursuit.

A cold wind started to swirl around Lilly Street, and Faylen pulled on her Fire Magic just to keep her body temperature up. She knew things were going to get much colder. After all, Naomi had named this spell Blizzard for a reason.

Faylen sent a series of Earth Spikes at Bella, causing the elf to dodge a few and deflect others with her sword. She needed to keep the elf away from Naomi as she built up the spell.

“Dual affinity, as well?” Bella called out as a dark edge formed on her blade. “This will make the fight interesting, at least.”

A slash of Shadow Magic left the blade, cutting through the road’s asphalt as it approached her. Faylen met it with her Iron Claws, tearing through the spell. She cut through it as Bella slipped back into a shadow and raced along the ground toward her.

Faylen slammed her foot down as she channeled Earth Magic, and the ground erupted around her into spikes. The elf bitch jumped from the shadow to avoid the spikes and slashed at her, which Faylen blocked with her Iron Claws.

More strikes followed the first, and Bella showed she was a skilled swordswoman as Faylen was thrown on the defensive. The sound of steel clashing echoed throughout Lilly Street as the wind grew stronger and colder. Bella was wholly focused on Faylen, waiting for a slip-up to send her blade past the Iron Claws and sink it into her flesh. Then, the ice shards appeared within the whirlwind of cold air Naomi had created. Two slammed into the side of Bella and her blood sprayed in the wind.

“Fuck!” Bella cursed as she backed away from Faylen and moved to grab something from her pocket. The elf didn’t even look at the two ice shards buried in the side of her chest.

She moved to lift a small vial to her lips, but another set of ice shards tried to skewer her, and she was forced to dodge. Her glare shifted from Faylen to Naomi, who was still holding Torrent and focusing on her spell.

More and more ice shards formed in the whirlwind, as did snow. Soon, Lilly Street was masked by the spell’s namesake. Faylen closed her eyes and relied on her sense of smell to track Bella. The snow in the air was thick enough now that vision was obscured to only a few feet in front of her. She smelled the elf’s blood and darted toward her with claws stretched out. She lashed out as the smell of blood grew stronger, feeling her claws sinking into the elf’s flesh before Bella fled from her.

“Damn you! I’m going to cut off your fucking tail as a trophy, mutt!” Bella screamed into the strong winds.

Faylen hunted her again in the snow, striking her again with the Iron Claws and bringing forth a cry of pain from Bella. She tried to finish this by sending an earth spike up where the elf should have been standing, only for Bella to tear herself free at the last second. The smell of blood grew stronger. Faylen’s third attack against the elf struck something metal, and she tore through it. Opening her eyes, she saw the remains of a street sign with a blood-soaked shirt wrapped around it. A new voice cried out in pain as the Blizzard spell faded.

Faylen turned to it to see Bella standing before Naomi shirtless. Her sword pierced through Naomi’s side. Naomi still stood, her one hand still wrapped around Torrent as she glared at the elf.

“Found you,” Bella said with a wicked smile.

Bang!

A ball of Shadow Magic exploded into Bella’s side, throwing the elf across the ground. Naomi slumped some as she held pressure to where the sword had been. Ice Magic flared on the hand, which held the pressure on the wound. She froze a sheet of ice around the sword cut to stop the bleeding.

“My fucking arm!” Bella screamed as she staggered to her feet.

The spell that had struck the elf had destroyed her sword arm, leaving only ragged flesh in its place. She clutched the bloody stump, and a green hue glowed from her hand as she used Nature Magic to stop the bleeding, leaving a layer of moss covering the stump. Her gaze shifted to the newcomer in their fight, as did Faylen’s.

A unicorn woman in blue jeans and a black jacket stood on Lilly Street. Her blond hair was styled, and she wore silver earrings with sapphires on them. She looked more like a woman ready for a date than a fight, but her violet eyes said differently, as did the handgun she had trained on the elf.

“Selena,” Faylen said in greeting. “Glad to see you.”

Selena moved toward Naomi, never taking her eyes or the gun off the elf. She laid a hand on the ice salamander’s shoulder, and a golden glow started to emit from her hand and horn. Naomi took a deep breath as she stood straighter, and the sheet of ice over her wound crumbled away to show healed flesh.

“What’s going on here? Where’s Ash?” Selena asked hotly.

Faylen breathed a sigh of relief when she saw Naomi’s wounds healed. For once, she was grateful for Selena showing up in their district.

“He’s in trouble, but Silver and Lilly are helping him. This bitch started causing issues while we were focused on that,” Faylen replied with a nod towards Bella.

Bella glared at them as her eyes darted between Faylen, Selena, and the now-healed Naomi. She slipped back into a shadow that started moving toward the shadows cast by the surrounding buildings.

Selena flicked her wrist, and a ball of light flew into the air overhead. The Light Magic stripped the shadows away from Bella, and she was forced to re-emerge.

Bang! Bang!

Two more shots rang out from Selena’s gun, and Bella dove away as Death Magic exploded on the ground where the shots struck. Faylen rushed toward the elf, slashing with her claws as Bella tried to avoid them. While Bella could dodge the attacks, with only one arm and without her sword, she couldn’t retaliate. The elf desperately dodged as she looked for a way to flee. Fear took over Bella’s eyes as she saw Naomi appear beside her swinging Torrent. The elf’s hand pulled out the brass ball and held it up to try and block the blade, which, to Faylen’s surprise, held against it.

The runes glowed on Torrent, and so did the odd runes on the ball. Faylen felt a mass of magic coming from the ball and a sinking feeling in her gut. She wasn’t the only one as Naomi backed off her attack, and Bella dropped the ball. The three of them had distanced themselves quite a bit before the ball struck the ground, and a magical explosion was unleashed. Even then, Faylen felt herself being thrown backward by the force.

She felt Healing Magic coursing through her body and opened her eyes. Selena knelt by her, her horn glowing golden, as Naomi watched over her shoulder anxiously. Faylen pulled herself up into a sitting position.

“Easy, the explosion threw you back pretty far,” Selena said.

Faylen looked past her to the massive crater that had appeared in the middle of Lilly Street. The thing looked big enough to fit a shipping container in. Her eyes looked around, but she didn’t see Bella’s body.

“The elf bitch?” she asked Selena.

Selena shook her head.

“Slipped back into the shadows and ran.”

Naomi looked down the street.

“She was very injured. I have the gangs on the lookout for her, but I told them not to engage if they see her and to contact us. That Life Drain spell is very troublesome.”

Faylen stood and made her way to the crater. She grimaced and looked into the bottom of it.

“We might want to station some of the gang to watch this as well,” Faylen said.

“Hmm?” Naomi asked as she walked to join Faylen by the crater’s edge. “Oh, no.”

Selena joined them shortly after. “That’s….that’s a rift forming, isn’t it?”


CHAPTER NINETEEN


LILLY SWIPED HER Thorn at Agatha, only for her mother to block the strike with her own Thorn and kick Lilly in the stomach, knocking her back. Lilly gritted her teeth as she stood back up and readied herself.

“Daughter, don’t you see how futile this is?” Agatha asked.

Another set of vines came at Lilly. She commanded the vines she had grown to defend her. Thankfully, she had brought a few handfuls of seeds when she heard there was trouble at the portal. Without them, she wouldn’t have even been able to create the Dryad’s Thorn or the few vines she controlled.

“I’m not letting you have him!” Lilly screamed as her vines fought against her mother’s as she charged the woman.

Agatha blocked the strike with her Thorn, but Lilly lifted her other hand, holding a small seed. Vines burst from the seed at her mother. Agatha jumped back to create space and defended against them with her Thorn. She only took a few minor cuts in the process, Lilly knew this fight was one-sided. Her mother was toying with her and could crush her at any time.

Silver had already freed Ash. Now, Lilly just needed to occupy her mother long enough for them to get away. After that, she would need to figure out her own escape. She doubted her mother would let her leave this time, especially after challenging her.

“Lilly, I’m trying to save you from the hard lessons I had to learn,” Agatha said as she batted away a vine.

Lilly glared at her in anger.

“Hard lessons? You killed father!” Lilly yelled as she launched a desperate attack with the vines she controlled. She wanted to hurt the woman.

Agatha frowned and deflected the attack.

“I did no such thing!” Agatha yelled back and glared at her. “He is alive within the tree.”

Then Agatha rushed forward and slammed the blunt side of her Dryad’s Thorn into Lilly, knocking her over. Lilly glared up at her mother as the woman pointed the Thorn at her.

“Yield, daughter.”

Lilly felt tears well in her eyes.

“Alive?! What kind of life is he living, Mother? When did that tree last play you one of the songs father wrote? When did it make you laugh?” Lilly yelled. “Never, right? You killed father! You killed the man you loved!”

Her mother shook with anger, and Lilly saw tears in her eyes.

“He will leave you,” Agatha growled through gritted teeth. “Just as your father tried to leave me!”

Lilly glared up at her mother. She was about to tell her she was wrong, when a bolt of lightning struck Agatha. The sound of thunder echoed as her mother rolled across the ground. Lilly turned to see Ash racing toward her, Silver right beside him.

“Ash! You were supposed to run!” Lilly yelled. “That was the plan!”

Ash grabbed her and threw her over his shoulder.

“Well, new plan. We’re getting out of here together,” Ash said as he ran. “Silver!”

“You and your stupid plans!” Silver said before shifting to fog and covering them.

Lilly felt the fog grab Ash and start pushing them faster than he could run. Then Lilly heard a scream from her mother, and the ground shook.

Silver’s fog flung both of them away from it as the ground tore up underneath them. Ash wrapped himself around her protectively as they rolled along the ground.

“You okay, Lilly?” Ash asked when they stopped, still holding her.

Lilly looked up and kissed him.

“Yes,” she answered, then looked around them.

Roots tore themselves from the ground, shattering the road. Chunks of asphalt, vegetation, and stone mixed as the roots twirled together until a two-story tall humanoid body stood before them.

“Golem!” Lilly shouted as she and Ash stood.

The golem started toward them, and Ash fired a few of his Bolts at it. Several of the roots covering the mass of earth and vegetation caught fire, but the golem kept lumbering toward them. Silver rushed past them toward the golem, no longer in her fog form.

“Get to the portal!” Silver called out as claws of Death Magic formed on her hands, and she launched herself at the construct of Nature Magic.

Silver’s first strike against it left deep grooves in the stone body of the golem, and the Death Magic rotted away at the roots. Her second strike caused the left arm to fall to the ground in a mass of earth and dead vegetation. When she went for a third strike, hundreds of vines shot toward her, forcing her to back off. Silver was dispatching them quickly when they got too close to her, but there was an endless stream of them.

Lilly and Ash raced toward the portal as the golem resumed its pursuit of them. Its massive size allowed it to close the distance with each step. Lilly saw Ash start to cast his Bolt spell as he pulled a vial from his pocket. He held the spell as it built in his hand before he downed the vial, then another one. The lightning danced erratically on the tip of his finger before he pointed it at the golem and released the Bolt. The sound of thunder boomed, and Lilly felt the ground tremble. The golem’s right leg exploded as the powerful spell slammed into it, though at the cost of breaking Ash’s fingers that cast the spell.

The golem fell to the ground with a loud crash as dust filled the air. Before the dust had settled, they started running again, only for vines to whip through the air all around them, forming a cage.

“Shit!” Ash said.

Her mother had created a web of vegetation and was slowly closing it in around them.

“You will not escape me!” Agatha said as she moved toward them.

Her dress was torn, and her Dryad Thorn had decayed spots along it as if damaged by Death Magic. It seemed her mother had a brief scuffle with Silver, before her vines drove her off. Lilly could see Silver in the distance doing her best to avoid the endless attacks from the vines.

The cage of vegetation was closing in around them, and she knew they didn’t have much time. Lilly prepared herself to fight her mother again.

“Ash, I’ll make a path through my mother’s plants. When I do, run,” Lilly said.

The stubborn boy she loved just shook his head and downed a magic restore potion. Lightning Dancing in his hand.

“Like I said, I’m not leaving you.” He gave her a warm smile, then held out his other hand to her. Lilly grasped it in hers and smiled back at him.

“You’ve turned my own daughter against me,” Agatha sneered at Ash.

Lilly squeezed Ash’s hand tighter.

“No, you did that yourself, Mother!” Lilly said then looked at Ash. “I’m protecting the person I love and what I love about him!”

She turned back and glared at Agatha, who was drawing nearer as her vines closed in.

“You cast away everything that made Father who he is. Well, I’m not doing that to Ash! He makes me feel wanted and because of him I’ve been accepted in our district. I feel safe with him, as he tries his best to protect and take care of me! Because of him, I’ve felt things I’ve never felt before. So I will not let you take him!”

Agatha said nothing, but Lilly heard other voices.

“What are they doing?”

The voices asked among the vegetation outside of Agatha’s cage.

“Why is he not afraid of her?”

“He protected her when they were flung from the fog.”

The choir of voices grew louder, but Agatha kept moving toward them. She lifted her hand, and vines broke away from pursuing Silver to dive toward them. Lilly held tight to Ash’s hand and was ready to fight beside him.

Dozens of vines came from outside the cage and clashed with Agatha’s. Lilly’s mother glared behind them and pulled her vines back.

“Why did you interrupt me?” she asked.

Lilly glanced to her side and saw a few dryads approaching her and Ash. They tilted their heads as they looked at them as if trying to figure out a puzzle.

“We are curious,” one with blond hair and red flowers said before approaching Lilly.

“Why is he not afraid of you?” she asked Lilly.

Lilly pulled Ash closer to her.

“He’s my boyfriend!” she stated.

The dryad looked puzzled and rolled the translation ring on her finger.

“He’s your mate, but not bound to a tree?” she asked after a moment.

Lilly nodded but kept her eyes on her mother. Agatha seemed poised to strike, but she was waiting for whatever was happening with the other dryads to finish before she did.

“What does he do?” another dryad asked.

Lilly thought for a moment.

“Mostly cleans up after me and feeds me,” she replied.

Murmurs went up from the dryads.

“Rose,” Agatha said to the blond dryad with red flowers in her hair. “Take the girls and leave. That’s an order from your Grove Mother.”

The dryad named Rose looked at Lilly, then Ash before focusing on their joined hands.

“Can you show others how to get a mate like yours?” Rose asked.

She nodded.
“Of course,” Lilly said to the dryad named Rose. “I’m a master at romance.”

“Rose,” Agatha called out with a stern voice.

Rose turned and looked at Agatha.

“Dryads choose their Grove Mother. You’re no longer mine, Agatha,” Rose said before standing beside Lilly.

A few more said similar things and joined Rose. Soon, over a dozen dryads stood beside them, and the rustling of vines grew louder from behind. Agatha glared at them, and her eyes darted at each one of them before settling on Ash.

“You hurt my daughter, and I will kill you,” she said before the Dryad’s Thorn crumbled from her arm, and she turned to leave.

“Thank you,” Lilly said to Rose.

Rose bowed to her.

“It was nothing, Grove Mother.”

Lilly blinked.

“Huh?”

Silver appeared beside them after Agatha’s departure and cautiously eyed the dryads.

“What’s going on?” she asked.

“Not really sure,” Ash said, looking at Lilly.

“We chose Lilly as our Grove Mother,” Rose said. “We are her grove now.”

A thought popped into Lilly’s head, and she smiled. Faylen had her 114 Pack, and Naomi had the Frozen Scales. She was Ash’s girlfriend as well, so doesn’t that mean she needed her own gang?

“Let’s get back to the district,” Silver said, breaking Lilly from her thoughts. “Before Agatha changes her mind. I don’t want to dodge any more vines today.”

“Agreed,” Ash replied.

They made it through the portal without any trouble, but a few gang members were waiting by it once they arrived in District 114. Lilly had to stop them before any tried to attack the two dozen dryads that had started calling her Grove Mother.

Apparently, something happened in the district while they were gone, and the guards were waiting for Ash’s return to inform him that Faylen wanted to see him.

“I’ll be right there,” Ash said to the guards before turning to Lilly, his eyes gazing over the dryads before meeting hers.

“Lil, what do you plan to do with them?” Ash asked.

Lilly had some ideas but would need to discuss it with her grove first.

“I’ll go over some stuff with them, then take them to my house and fill them in on life in District 114,” she answered.

Ash gave a reluctant nod before turning to Silver. “Let’s go see what Faylen wants to show us.”
They headed toward the Flatiron while Lilly looked over the two dozen dryads gathered before her.

“Alright! Follow me!” she said.


CHAPTER TWENTY


ASH HAD CALLED Faylen the moment he and Silver stepped away from Lilly and the dryads. He was sure his girlfriends were worried sick about him—a fact proven when the call didn’t even get a chance to ring before Faylen answered.

“Ash! Are you alright?” Faylen asked, her voice worried.

“I’m fine, Faylen. Silver and Lilly got me home in one piece. Sorry for giving you girls a scare,” Ash answered, then thought about the two dozen dryads that had returned with them. “Lilly did bring home some new friends, though.”

“Barely got you back at all, thanks to your stupid plan,” Silver said with a huff beside him. He shot the banshee disguised as a rabbitkin a glare.

“Thank the gods,” Faylen said with a sigh of relief. “We had a situation while you were away.”
Ash’s gut dropped.

“Everyone alright?” he asked, panic in his voice. “What happened?”

“Some gang members were killed, and Naomi was injured, but Selena showed up and healed her. As for what happened, well it’s probably best I show you once you get to Lilly Street.”

Ash hung up the phone and started running toward Lilly Street, Silver right beside him. They made the trip in under five minutes and were shocked when they got there.

“Shit,” Silver said as they arrived on Lilly Street. “What the hells happened?”

A massive hole was in the center of Lilly Street, large enough to swallow a semi-truck and trailer. Faylen, Naomi, and Selena stood around it with a few of the gang members, all of them staring into the hole.

“Ash!” Naomi called out and rushed toward him.

He was almost knocked off his feet as the ice salamander embraced him and her tail coiled around his leg. Naomi buried her face into his neck and he felt wetness on her face.

“I was so worried,” Naomi sobbed.

Ash wrapped her in a hug and held her close to him, gently patting her back.

“I’m here now, Naomi. It’s alright.”

Faylen approached but gave Naomi and him a moment. Ash could see Silver walking past them toward the massive hole in Lilly Street by Selena. The unicorn woman had been watching him and Naomi but broke her gaze when his eyes met hers.

“I swear I’m going to need a fucking drink after this day is over!” Silver swore as she looked into the pit.

Naomi broke her embrace finally and Faylen quickly wrapped Ash in another hug. This one was short, but with a kiss that showed how much the wolfgirl had been worried about him.

“Bella attacked us once you were out of the district. She was after the brass ball,” Faylen said after the kiss.

Ash looked back at the massive hole and frowned.

“She did that?” he asked.

Faylen took his hand and led him toward the pit.

“Bella used the brass ball to block an attack from Naomi’s sword and the thing caused a magical explosion. Bella escaped, but there haven’t been any reports of her in the district so far,” Faylen said with a growl at the last part. “She was strong, Ash. It took Naomi, me and Selena to beat her.”

Ash gritted his teeth and squeezed Faylen’s hand. Someone that powerful had attacked his girls while he was away. The thought vanished from his mind as they arrived at the pit and he looked down into it.

“Well, shit,” Ash said as he saw the flickers of blue haze that marked a rift forming.

Selena said her farewells once they decided to move the discussion of what had happened to one of the conference rooms of the Flatiron, since the penthouse was destroyed in Bella’s attack. Ash thanked Selena profusely for helping Naomi and Faylen, promising to make it up to her once they had the situation handled.

“You’ve helped me quite a bit already. I have not forgotten the aid you gave me with the djinn a few months back,” Selena said as she tucked a stray blond hair behind her ear. “We can discuss my district and the trade deal another time. Take care, Ash.”

With that, Selena left to return to her district, and Ash took a seat at the conference table with Silver, Faylen, and Naomi. He and Silver went over what had happened with Lilly’s mother.

“Two dozen dryads and they’re calling Lilly their Grove Mother?” Faylen asked with an uncomfortable shift.

She and Naomi exchanged glances.

“Yeah,” Ash sighed. “I already plan to move things around to expand the ‘Lilly Damage’ budget for the district.”

Silver frowned from where she sat at the conference table.

“We have a lot to discuss. If Bella was after the brass ball, then she’s connected to it somehow.”

Faylen grimaced.

“She said a Councilwoman sent her to retrieve it.”

“Shit!” Silver cursed. “I wanted confirmation that the coalition was involved, but not for us to already be on the defensive.”

“She didn’t get the brass ball,” Naomi added as her tail coiled around his leg under the conference table.

Silver sighed as she rubbed her eyes.

“True, but we lost the ball. At least the goblin is safe. Maybe Raina can undo some of the rune tattoos on him and we can get some answers.”

Ash cleared his throat.

“The brass ball brings us back to the rift forming on Lilly Street. What are we going to do?” Ash asked. “Was creating rifts the purpose of the ball?”

Faylen shook her head.

“From what we’ve seen with the recent rifts, they are appearing in areas of high magic. That was a big magical explosion, so while we can’t rule it out, there’s also a good chance it’s an unintended side effect. Though, it is forming slowly.”

Silver pulled out her phone and started to type a message before setting it down and drumming her fingers on the table in thought.

“I can call Aerial and let her know. That would get us Roc and Zara’s help with whatever comes through. Though we might want to deal with this ourselves,” she said.

Ash gritted his teeth. “I think we’ve all had enough fighting for the day.”
Silver nodded.

“I agree. After fighting Lilly’s mother, I don’t think I’ll watch any plant-based horror movies for a while. Still, we call, and it’s an open invitation to District 114 for the Council. While I trust Roc, Zara, and Aerial, others might use it as an excuse to come in and cause us trouble. Like the Councilwoman pulling Bella’s strings.”

She was right. They were in the crosshairs and needed to be careful.

“Keep the citizens off Lilly Street and have the gangs watching the pit for when the rift opens. I’ll call Lilly and see if any of her… grove, I guess? Can help set up defenses around it. A few dryads would slow down a monster, and buy us time if we need to call for aid.”

Bella

Bella had been able to slip through the portal in District 114 back to her own district without being seen. She had debated trying to heal before she returned, but that would have put her at a greater risk of being caught.

“Bella, must you do that here?” Baxter asked as he played with his new woman.

The whore stared at her with a disgusted look while Baxter teased at the seams of her dress, and she wondered if her brother had told her what happened to his last toy. Her blood was probably still on the walls of this shitty tavern if one looked hard enough.

“Shut up, Baxter,” Bella growled as she held the soldier down with her one arm and used her Life Drain on him.

He screamed as his broken limbs tried to fight her off, but she just stared into his eyes as her spell took effect. Picturing them as the eyes of that unicorn bitch who blew her arm off.

Bella licked her lips as she imagined the hell she would put that woman through once she got her hands on her. She felt the itch of new flesh taking hold on the stump where her sword arm used to be.

Then, that cursed human tool called a cellphone started to shake and make a racket. Bella growled at it as she kept draining the soldier. She figured it would take the lives of about three to heal her arm fully.

“I’m busy, you spider bitch,” Bella said through gritted teeth at the cellphone.

The soldier was in his last throes of life. Then, she would need to grab another one.

“My time is vastly more important than anything you do, Bella,” a cold voice said from behind her.

Bella felt her heart drop.

“Councilwoman Piper,” Baxter said, his voice laced with fear.

Bella turned to see Councilwoman Piper walk through the door. Her dark skin with white hair only highlighted the sinister red of her eyes as she stared at her.

“Where is the ball, Bella?” Councilwoman Piper asked.

Bella gritted her teeth.

“It was destroyed. A sword struck it and caused a magical explosion.”

There was no lying to Councilwoman Piper. Bella was sure the bitch could smell it when someone told one.

She frowned. “And the goblin?”

Bella felt herself shake as her tongue ran along her lips. Her mind spun trying to piece together what to say.

The Councilwoman’s frown deepened, and from her back sprouted a black spider leg that slammed into Bella and threw her across the room into the wall. She rolled on the floor only for the drider to be upon her as she tried to stand with her one arm.

“My leg!” Bella screamed.

She felt Councilwoman Piper twisting the point of the black spider leg into her calf. Pain throbbed through it as the black chitin tore through muscle and bone.

“Where’s the fucking goblin, Bella!” Piper screamed.

She heard the bone cracking in her leg.

“I couldn’t get to him!” Bella screamed.

The spider leg tore free from her, and she heard Councilwoman Piper shouting obscenities as she trashed the tavern. Her brother just stood back and watched a spot on the wall, fearful of gaining Piper’s attention and fury. His new whore was hiding behind a flipped table not far, kneeling in a puddle of her own piss as she trembled.

Bella grinned at her and started dragging herself across the ground. When she got to the flipped table, Bella clasped a hand around the whore’s mouth and started to use Life Drain. The throbbing pain in her leg started to subside as the muscle and bone regrew.

When Councilwoman Piper was finally done throwing her tantrum, Bella dropped the corpse and knelt before her. She saw her brother do the same but with a glare at her for killing his new woman.

“Bella,” Piper said as the black spider leg withdrew itself back into her body. “I’m leaving you alive because I will need you to act again in the future, but right now you are very disposable to me. Don’t mess up next time if you want to continue to live.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


ALYNDRA STRETCHED IN the back of the covered wagon, doing her best not to bump the sleeping Master Rory in the bedroll next to hers. The old swordmaster was the picture of a grumpy old man if he was woken up too early. Alyndra, though, liked her early mornings. They allowed her a little bit of privacy to read and relax before Master Rory started to put her through the paces of swordsmanship.

She grabbed the book she was reading and quietly moved to slip out of the back of the wagon. She was already thumbing to the page she had stopped at last night, the one where the human prince was carrying the elven tavern girl up to his room, when she opened the flap of the wagon and saw dirt.

“What?” she asked softly as she stepped out and looked around.

The wagon was in a giant hole, but how was that possible? Had a sinkhole opened up in the middle of the night? How had it not woken them? Master Rory was a heavy sleeper, but not that heavy. She was still wondering what had happened when a voice called out.

“I saw the flash! The rift just happened!”

“Rift?” Alyndra frowned before calling out to the voice. “Um, hello?”
A wolfkin with black hair and sapphire blue eyes looked down at her.

“Not monsters. Just new arrivals!” she called out to whoever else was up top.

Had their wagon somehow ended up in a beastkin trap meant for monsters or game? The wolfkin woman was wearing odd clothing, but Alyndra remembered what Master Rory had said. She put a smile on her face determined not to suffer through another story about the time Master Rory got to meet Roth Willowson.

“Hello!” Alyndra called out with a wave. “Can you tell me what happened and why our wagon is in this hole?”

The wolfkin scratched the back of her head.

“That’s…a long story. Let’s get you out of that hole, and we’ll try to explain it,” the wolfkin said.

Alyndra looked back toward the wagon and debated waking her master. Then again, if this was something she could have handled on her own, he would probably be upset at her if she woke him. A clanking sound broke her attention from the wagon, and she turned to see an odd ladder had been lowered into the pit.
Is it made of metal?

She eyed the ladder cautiously and began to climb up it. At the top, the wolfkin held out her hand toward her.

“Welcome to District 114,” she said with a sympathetic smile. “I’m Faylen.”

“How?” Alyndra asked as she looked around as her jaw hung open.

They had been in the wilds yesterday, but now they were in an elegant city. She took in the multistory buildings made in an unfamiliar style, many with large panels of crystal clear glass on them. She stood on a road that appeared to be a solid sheet of black stone instead of cobblestone. Then she noticed the people standing around. Beastkin, lizardkin and…

“Dryads!” Alyndra shouted as she started to climb back down the ladder.

“Wait!” Faylen called out to her, but Alyndra wasn’t stopping.

She hit the bottom of the ladder and rushed back to the wagon, climbing into the back and started shaking Master Rory.

“Alyndra? What is it?” he asked as he still tried to sleep.

“Half a dozen dryads are outside! And we’re in a huge pit, in a strange city! And there’s a wolfkin wearing odd clothes!”

Master Rory stared at her with a raised eyebrow as Alyndra tried to convey the gravity of everything to him.

“I think you had a nightmare, Alyndra,” Master Rory said as he rolled back over in his bedroll.

“We mean you no harm! We come in peace!” a voice yelled out and Master Rory finally opened his eyes and sat up.

He grabbed his sword, opened the flap to the covered wagon, and stepped outside. Alyndra followed behind him. She had faith that her Master could handle a whole grove of dryads.

“Hi!” a dryad with pink flowers in her black hair said with a wave. She was standing beside the wolfkin named Faylen at the top of the pit.

“Hello, Miss Dryad and Miss Wolfkin,” Master Rory said cautiously as he eyed the strange duo in their odd clothing. “Can you tell me why my wagon is in a hole?”

“It’s complicated,” Faylen answered. “As I told your friend, might be best we get you out of the hole first and then ease into it.”

Master Rory’s eyes darted between the wolfkin and the dryad.

“And you assure me that I won’t be fused with a tree?” he asked.

The dryad put her hands on her hips and huffed. “I have a boyfriend!”

Master Rory reached down and rolled the translator ring on his finger and looked back to the dryad.

“I’m sorry, I think my translation ring may be having issues.”

Faylen shook her head and gestured to the dryad.

“No, your ring translated right. We both have the same mate, and he’s not a tree,” Faylen answered. “There will be things here that are strange.”

“And where is here?” Master Rory asked.

“Not Vas,” the dryad answered.

“What!?” Alyndra shouted.

She watched as Faylen began rubbing her forehead with her hand and let out a heavy sigh. “Damn it, Lilly. Do you know what ease into it means?”

The dryad named Lilly chuckled and started to say something, only for Faylen to cut her off.

“No sex puns,” Faylen growled as she pointed a finger at the dryad.

Alyndra watched as Lilly just stuck her tongue out at the wolfkin. Her mind was reeling. How could they not be on Vas? That was the entire world! The dryad must be crazy unless…

“Are you saying we were struck by the Vanishing?” Master Rory asked.

Faylen gave a solemn look and nodded her head. Alyndra gasped and almost fell to her knees. Those taken by the Vanishing never returned. What would her life be like here? Would she ever eat her favorite foods again? The books she had planned to read were gone forever!

“Welcome to Earth. Look, I understand how you’re feeling, but before we say anything else, I need you to come with us so we can show you something. It will help you understand better,” Faylen said.

Alyndra followed Master Rory up the ladder to the strange city. She kept close to him when she saw the dryads waiting up top. They were lounging around beside the beastkin and lizardkin, a few even talking to each other and one group seemed to be teaching a dryad how to play some kind of card game.

Master Rory, though, was looking around much the same as Alyndra had when she first climbed up the ladder. His gaze eventually shifted to the groups of beastkin, lizardkin, and dryads.

“You have a very unique city,” Master Rory said to Faylen.

His eyes rested on the group playing cards. A lizardkin was standing next to the dryad pointing at the cards in her hand and whispering in her ear while she played against another lizardkin and a bearkin.

“My Petals are settling in with the other gangs pretty well!” Lilly said cheerfully.

Master Rory paused in following Faylen and looked between her and Lilly.

“Gangs?” he asked with narrowed eyes.

Faylen stopped, shook her head at Lilly, and looked back to Master Rory.

“We weren’t sure what was going to come through the rift. It took hours to fully form, and that usually means a monster. Ash, the leader of our city, posted us here to keep watch. I’m the leader of the beastkin gang, the 114 Pack, and Lilly is the grove mother to the dryad gang, Poison Petals. The lizardkin are part of the Frozen Scales, Naomi’s gang, but she’s with Ash right now.” Faylen sighed. “We’ve had a very eventful day, and your rift has just been the cherry on the sundae.”

Master Rory gave a slow nod and then continued to follow Faylen toward an odd castle that was five stories tall.

“What’s a sundae?” Alyndra asked before following, her face scrunched up at the odd word that even her translation ring wasn’t deciphering.

“Delicious is what it is! We’ll have to get you one from Icy Treats once the street is opened back up for the citizens,” Lilly said excitedly.

They made their way into the strange castle, which, to Alyndra’s surprise, was brightly lit despite not having any torches on the walls. Instead, some magic light source was hidden in the ceiling. Both she and Master Rory stared at them in wonder before continuing to follow Faylen.

Faylen approached a door and opened it, stepping inside, with everyone following her. The room was a large open space with a table and seating. A piece of white cloth hung from the ceiling on the far wall, as if it were a banner whose coat-of-arms was a field of white snow.

Two people stood in the room. One was an ice salamander woman with a massive sword in her hand standing by a desk, watching intently whatever was behind it. On the other side of the desk was a tall orc pointing and saying things to whoever was behind the desk. Both of them wore the odd clothing that Alyndra had seen on everyone in the city so far. Neither seemed to have noticed them enter.

“Bo! I know how to hook up a projector!” a voice said from behind the desk.

The orc rolled his eyes.

“Oh, you do? Could have fooled me since you’ve been trying to put the USB cord in backward for the last five minutes.”

“It’s not going in any way I put it!” the voice grumbled.

The ice salamander just smiled as if she didn’t care about the problem the orc and whoever behind the desk were arguing about. It seemed she was just glad to be there.

“That’s what she said!” Lilly said with a laugh.

The dryad’s voice broke the attention of the ice salamander and the orc named Bo from whoever was behind the desk. The ice salamander gave a warm smile as she waved at them.

“Welcome to District 114!” she said cheerfully.

The orc turned and his mouth hung open.

“You’re Master Rory!” he said.

Alyndra smiled. Even in this strange land, her Master was known. As expected of the forest elf swordmaster who had slayed stone dragons, deterred armies with his mere presence and even forced the Nightmare Queen to retreat from battle.

“I am,” Master Rory said to the orc before looking at the ice salamander and pointing at her sword. “That blade is ‘Torrent’, a legendary frost troll sword from the northern alpine tribes. I take it that since it’s in your hands now, that the fiend Sero is dead?”

The ice salamander smiled as she nodded her head.

“Ash killed him and gave the sword to me!” she said, gesturing to whoever was behind the desk.

“Got it!” the voice that belonged to Ash said.

A hand grabbed the top of the desk as a man stood up from behind it. Alyndra’s mouth dropped as she looked at the man. She stared at his ears in disbelief.

Round ears! Round ears! Round ears!

“Welcome to District 114,” the human said. “I’m Ash.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


ASH HAD FINALLY finished hooking up the digital projector in the conference room and stood up to meet the new arrivals. Two new faces stared back at him in surprise—both elves. One belonged to an older forest elf, his brown hair showing a touch of gray. He wore a sword on his belt and looked very much like a warrior. Ash gave him a friendly nod, and the forest elf returned it a second later, relaxing some. Ash figured this was who Bo had called Master Rory.

Behind the forest elf stood a young dark elf woman. Her shoulder-length bone-white hair had red highlights at the tip. She also wore a sword on her belt, but when Ash gave her a friendly nod, she just stared wide-eyed at him. After a second, her cheeks turned from their ashen color to a slight red, and she looked away from him. Ash saw both Faylen and Lilly quirk an eyebrow at the young elven woman. Lilly crossed her arms, scowled, and was about to say something before Faylen covered her mouth with a hand.

“I think Lilly and I will step outside, Ash,” Faylen said, still holding a hand over a mumbling Lilly’s mouth. Judging by the hand gestures the dryad was making, she didn’t have anything nice to say to the young dark elf woman.

“I’ll join you two once I get our new friends set up,” Ash said.

He turned his attention back to the elves.

“Like I said, I’m Ash. The Boss of District 114,” he held out his hand to the forest elf.

Hesitantly, the forest elf took his hand, and Ash shook it. The elf watched the form of greeting curiously but said nothing.

“This is Bo,” he said, hooking a thumb at the orc beside him.

Bo typed a quick text on his cellphone, then slipped it into his pocket. His fist slapped against his chest in some form of a salute, and he bowed at the forest elf.

“It’s an honor to meet you, Master Rory,” Bo said.

Ash arched an eyebrow at his best friend’s response, but said nothing. Instead he turned to introduce the other person in the room.

“This is Naomi,” he said, pointing at his ice salamander lover.

Naomi gave a small wave before focusing back on him. Her tail still curled around his leg. She had been very possessive of him since he had returned from District 18. Faylen told him that Naomi hadn’t handled his disappearance well. He smiled at her, which she returned.

“I am Rory Stillcreek,” the forest elf said, mimicking the bow Bo had made. Then, he gestured to the dark elf behind him. “This is my pupil, Alyndra Darkspire.”

Alyndra just stared at Ash, completely ignoring Rory’s introduction, only breaking her gaze when he locked eyes with her. The forest elf cleared his throat, and Alyndra blushed.

“Forgive her. We are both surprised to encounter…” Master Rory started to say, only to trail off.

Ash smiled.

“A human,” he answered, finishing the forest elf’s sentence.

Master Rory nodded.

“So that is what you are. I would be very skeptical of such a claim if not for the strangeness of this city,” Master Rory said, gesturing around himself. “And given what the dryad told us.”
Ash sighed, but he wasn’t shocked that Lilly spilled the beans, even with Silver warning them how to handle new arrivals in this world. He had some experience from when Bo rifted, but not everyone adapted so well. Apparently, there was a dragon on the Council who believed muppets were real due to his early introduction to a kid show upon rifting to Earth. As a result, the Council had procedures for the newly rifted.

“I’ll do my best to answer any questions you might have, but first, I need you to watch this video. It will explain a lot,” Ash said as he kicked the projector on and brought up the video on his laptop. “After that Councilwoman—”

“Yes, the Councilwoman will probably want to speak to you later,” Bo quickly answered.

Ash turned and looked at the orc and frowned when he saw Bo’s expression. Bo wore a fake smile, but his eyes were the same as when Ash tried telling an embarrassing story about the orc around Ella. The look, though, was missed by Rory and Alyndra.

“What’s a video?” Alyndra asked, tilting her head.

Master Rory’s face was scrunched up as he watched the screen as Ash set everything up. A orc wearing a suit and sitting behind a desk appeared on the screen and Ash hit the play button.

“Hello, new arrival. On behalf of the Council of De’Vas, we welcome you to this new world and our nation upon it. I’m sure you have a lot of questions, many of which I will explain here…” the orc started to say.

Both Alyndra and Rory stared at the screen. Ash, Naomi, and Bo moved toward the door leading to the hallway.

“I’ll be back in a few minutes to check on you,” Ash said before hitting the lights and leaving the room.

They were halfway down the hallway when he stopped and quirked an eyebrow at Bo. The orc looked at the door they had just left and leaned in close to him.

“That’s Master Rory, a legendary swordmaster,” Bo said in a low whisper.

Ash looked back at the door and grimaced. Bo might be a lughead sometimes, but he was a skilled warrior and mercenary back on Vas. When he said someone was a legendary warrior, Ash believed him.

“Given you stopped me from saying Cleo’s name, I take it the two of them have a history?” Ash asked.

Bo had a grim look when he nodded.

“I sent her a text right away warning her. The two of them…” Bo stopped as the door opened, and Alyndra walked out.

The dark elf looked around until she spotted Ash and smiled at him. Quickly, she made her way over to him. As Alyndra got closer, Naomi’s tail tightened around Ash’s leg, and she pushed her chest against him. Alyndra stopped a few feet from Ash and stared at Naomi, who stared back at the dark elf. Silence hung in the air for a moment before Alyndra looked from the ice salamander to Ash and smiled.

“Sorry, I was a little shocked. As Master Rory said, I’m Alyndra Darkspire,” she introduced herself as she held her hand toward him.

Alyndra drew a sharp breath as he took her hand in his and shook it. Ash saw Bo arch an eyebrow in response while Naomi just narrowed her eyes and continued to stare at the dark elf.

“It’s nice to meet you, Alyndra,” Ash said before gesturing to the room she just left. “You should really finish watching the video. This world is very different than Vas.”
Alyndra’s eyes seemed to almost glow at his words.

“I learn best by observing instead of just listening. The orc on the…what did you call it…video? Well, I would be asleep in seconds, listening to him droll on. Master Rory can give me the important stuff later,” Alyndra released his hand, and he saw her stick her chest out. “Until then, I think I would learn best by following you, District Boss Ash. I’m sure you could teach me lots of things.”

Alyndra beamed a sultry smile at him. Quickly, that smile shifted to a look of surprise before she let out a squeak and ran back to the room.

“She moves quick,” Lilly deadpanned.

Ash turned to see Lilly standing behind him, arms crossed and scowling as she glared at the door Alyndra had just left through. Faylen was making her way down the hallway to join them as well, an amused look on her face.

“You talking about her running away or hitting on me?” Ash asked.

Lilly started to answer, but Faylen spoke first.

“Both, most likely,” Faylen said once she got to them, a smirk on her face. “I’m surprised you noticed. Usually, you play dumb when a woman is interested in you.”
Ash looked back to the door of the room where the two elves were.

“Most aren’t that obvious,” he answered.

Bo chuckled.

“I’ve got to say I’m glad Lilly scared her off. I thought Naomi was about to pick a fight with her.”

Naomi huffed but finally released her grip on his leg with her tail.

“I could smell it on her the moment she looked at Ash. As soon as she saw he was human, she got excited,” Naomi said with a pout.

Before he could respond, Lilly took advantage of him being free from Naomi and launched herself at him. He felt her arms and legs wrap around him, locking her in place as she clung to his side.

“Well, Miss New Girl needs to cool her heels! I just got Ash!” Lilly said with a glare at the door. “She can get her elfy ass behind the others!”

Ash looked at Lilly, whose face was right next to his, and arched an eyebrow.

“Others?” he asked. The only other person that he knew was interested in him was Haylee, and she hadn’t made a move since their kiss a few months back.

Lilly just smiled before she pulled herself closer to kiss him.

“Yes, but let’s not talk about them. Let’s talk about us! We still need to do our date,” Lilly beamed.

Despite all the day’s chaos, Lilly was Lilly and had her priorities. Ash sighed as he wrapped his arms around his crazy dryad and returned her kiss.

“Sure, Lil. We’ll have our date as soon as things are settled down.”

Lilly pouted, then sighed.

“You’re right. I need a few days to get my grove settled,” Lilly’s face scrunched. “It feels weird saying that.”

Ash had to agree. It had only been a few hours since Lilly became the Grove Mother, as the other dryads called her. He was still waiting for some hiccups to occur, but so far, everything had gone smoothly. The dryads hadn’t infused their magic with any plants yet, except some seeds Lilly gave them in case the rift was a monster.

Faylen had suggested they partnered some dryads with trusted Frozen Scales and 114 Pack members. That way, Lilly’s Grove would learn more about District 114 and what was expected of the gangs while building connections with non-dryads. Which, amusingly enough, was more surprising for the dryads than the gangs they were partnered with. Both the Frozen Scales and 114 Pack held Lilly in high regard and showed none of the fear for dryads that the grove was used to. As a result, the dryads were in a daze as the gangs explained and showed them the district.

Ash felt his phone vibrate in his pocket and knew who it had to be.

“Lilly, I need you to get down so I can get my phone,” Ash said, patting the dryad on the back.

Lilly pouted.

“No,” she said, then tightened her grip on him. “They can wait until I’m done hugging my boyfriend!”

“Lil. I’m pretty sure it’s Silver. I need to take this,” he said.

Lilly rolled her eyes and released him.

“And here come the ‘others’…” she mumbled to herself as she moved to stand beside Faylen.

Ash pulled out his phone and saw he had been right about the call being Silver.

“Hey. I guess you got Bo’s message,” Ash answered.

Silver let out a deep sigh on the other line.

“Good, you’re still alive. I take it that Master Rory doesn’t know you’re my vassal?” Silver asked, her tone deadly serious.

Ash’s eyes widened.

“Bo stopped me,” he answered.

“Thank the gods,” Silver said. “Whatever you do, do not mention you work for the Nightmare Queen. Rory will kill you on the spot. Once he’s done with the Council video, bring him to the cargo ship on the beach.”

Ash was silent for a moment.

“Okay, I can do that, Silver.”

“Good, and one more thing, Ash,” Silver said before a silence fell on the line. “No matter what happens when you bring him, don’t get involved. Promise me, Ash.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


CRATES SHATTERED IN the warehouse as Victor threw his tantrum. Piper was just thankful for the fact the old man hadn’t shifted into his full stone dragon form to do so. If he had, they wouldn’t be able to mask the noise as easily.

Scarlet sat on a crate not far from Piper, her hand holding the spell to muffle the noise of the rampage. The pixie wasn’t watching the destruction. She was glaring at Piper, the same as Kaito. Piper didn’t meet their glares. She knew she had fucked up badly. She kept her eyes forward, locked on the raging Victor. His hands had shifted to his stone dragon claws and were splintering the wood of the crates with every strike.

After several minutes, Victor stood panting among the destroyed crates. His breathing calmed, and his claws shifted back to their more humanoid form. He reached up and straightened his tie.

“Thank you, Scarlet. You can drop the spell,” Victor said, his eyes boring into Piper.

Scarlet waved her hand, and the magic dissipated from around them.

“Good going, spidy-bitch,” Scarlet said with a sneer at her.

“Scarlet, drop it!” Victor growled. He partly shifted, so his voice took a deeper and more dangerous tone.

The pixie’s mouth closed like a vice, and she paled.

“Piper,” Victor said in a calm voice. “You should have told us the moment you learned Brock’s goblin and anchor had been discovered. If you had, we could have prevented this from turning into the cluster fuck it is now.”

Piper gulped and nodded to Victor.

“It was a lapse of judgment,” she answered.

Victor’s pupils turned into slits. She didn’t know if he was so angry that he was having trouble controlling his humanoid form or if he was intentionally doing it to intimidate her more.

“Your lapse of judgment, at the very least, cost us an anchor. Something we can’t replace without that shit stain company’s help,” he said, rubbing his eyes.

Victor had been furious once the news broke about WillCo’s experiments on people from Vas or paranormals, as the humans had dubbed them. He had seen it as an act of betrayal, given their black market deals with the company. He had never liked Destry’s reagent harvesting operation but had overlooked it. He had called it ‘their necessary sin’ since many of the reagents Destry harvested went to WillCo in exchange for help developing the brass anchors and silver spheres.

“We’ll just have to carry out the preparations with the spheres we have,” Kaito interjected. “With the anchor destroyed, Brock’s sphere should rift him back to Earth. He’ll probably slaughter half the district and contact us once he’s back in District 1.”

Victor looked from Kaito back to her, a frown on his face.

“That’s a possibility, or the silver sphere rifts back by itself and falls into the hands of Councilwoman Blackthorn. Tell me, Piper, what would happen if the Council learns there’s a way back to Vas, and we’ve been keeping it a secret?”

Piper felt a cold sweat break out on the back of her neck.

“They wouldn’t be happy…but once we explain—”

Victor interrupted her.

“No, I imagine they wouldn’t be happy, and we could scream until we’re blue in the face about how Vas is a dying world, but it wouldn’t change anything. Though the chance of the boss allowing us to live long enough for the Council to hear our explanation is nonexistent.”

Silence filled the warehouse at Victor’s mention of the boss.

“Fuck that!” Scarlet said, breaking the silence. “I say if Brock isn’t back, we offer Piper to Blackthorn. Tell the banshee how spider bitch was the one behind pushing her vassals to rebel and try to kill her. You said it yourself, Victor. The boss had considered recruiting Blackthorn before Piper’s plan to kill her and use her vassals for the reagent operation. She can take Piper’s place!”

Piper finally looked away from Victor, her mouth gaping as she turned toward Scarlet. Rage built inside her. Blackthorn…Fucking Blackthorn! She remembered those red eyes of the banshee looking down upon her as she swore fealty back on Vas. Piper’s mouth had been filled with blood at the time, each word she said causing glops of red saliva to land on the floor where she knelt. The bodies of her soldiers were broken on the ground where Cleo had killed them during her conquest of Piper’s territory. All because it was in her path toward vengeance on the forest elves.

“You little bitch!” Piper yelled.

Her body shifted to allow one of her spider legs to emerge, striking toward Scarlet. The pixie let out a squeak of surprise as the sharp chitin point moved to skewer her, only for Victor to shoot forward and grab her leg with his hand, stopping the attack. Piper glared at the stone dragon.

“Don’t interfere, Victor! This little bitch was talking about selling me out!” Piper growled.

Victor gritted his teeth and shoved Piper’s leg away from Scarlet.

“I’m stopping you to save your life, you fool. Look up,” Victor said, pointing into the air.

Piper raised her head and saw Scarlet flying above her with a vicious grin, the green glow of Wind Magic in her hand. Shocked, she looked back to the Scarlet she was about to attack only to see the small pixie burst into green light as the illusion faded.

“Damn. I was hoping to play with the spider,” Scarlet laughed as she dismissed the spell in her hand. “I wanted to see what she looked like after going splat!”

Piper gritted her teeth.

“Scarlet, that’s enough! We don’t need to be fighting each other, especially at a time like this!” Victor growled.

The pixie’s grin shifted to a pout, and she flew back to the crate on which her illusion had been sitting. After sticking her tongue out at Piper, she took a seat herself and looked toward Victor.

“Scarlet, send some of your changelings to District 114 to keep an eye on things. That ill-named ‘Goodwill Committee’ will arrive in District 1 next week. The Council will be on high alert with the human visitors, and we don’t want to put ourselves in the spotlight by acting rashly. Observe and report back to me. If we need to act, we will discreetly,” Victor said.

Scarlet stood and did a mock salute.

“Aye, Aye, Captain Victor!” the pixie declared with a smirk.

Victor was not amused.

Cleo

Cleo stood on the pier in District 114 and stared at her reflection in the water below it. She had been Silver so much lately that her true form almost seemed alien to her. No, that wasn’t right. Silver was more her true form now than Cleo. She hadn’t been Cleo Blackthorn, The Nightmare Queen, since Ash opened that safe on this pier months ago.

She focused on the reflection and recalled how she was back on Vas. The reflection’s eyes showed fury, and she could picture the black armor she had always worn in battle. Behind her stood an army forged by conquest. She had used them to cut a bloody path to the killers of her mother, the Kingdom of Evergreen. Rory’s homeland.

That Cleo had been the image of anger and rage, driven by the sole purpose of vengeance. It was a very different Cleo than the one who had sobbed in the iron box, rationing her magic to survive as she prayed to every god and goddess for someone to save her. She had finally accepted that the safe would be her coffin as her magic started to run out, that she would die. Then the safe door opened.

“Councilwoman Blackthorn,” a voice said behind her.

Cleo turned to see Haylee cautiously approaching her on the pier. The otterkin woman had a crush on Ash and intended to pursue him once she was stronger. A goal she had been working hard toward. Her figure had become more fit in the past few months, and she had her bow with her. No doubt, she was on her way to practice magic at the old cargo ship.

“Haylee,” Cleo said before recalling that Councilwoman Blackthorn had only interacted with her once. “I remember you from when the kraken attacked.”

Haylee stood a little straighter and nodded her head.

“Ash saved me that day,” she said, looking down the beach toward the cargo ship. Then she turned back to face her. “I was wondering if you were okay. You’ve been staring at the water for some time.”
Cleo stared at the young woman. Haylee looked at her with a concerned expression as if she was worried about the well-being of the Nightmare Queen. After a moment, Cleo realized that’s exactly what was happening, and she couldn’t help but let out a laugh.

“With my reputation, it’s usually people who are worried I’m here. Not if I’m feeling a bit melancholy and lost in my thoughts,” Cleo stated.

Haylee shrugged.

“This isn’t Vas. You’re important to Ash, and Ash is important to me. So, if there’s something I can do to help, let me know,” Haylee answered.

Cleo couldn’t help but smile.

“No, it’s not Vas.”

She looked once more at the water from the pier, then away from it to District 114 behind Haylee. She spotted a small food cart selling kabobs. It would still be a few minutes before Rory finished the video with how that old orc Councilman liked to ramble.

“I’m meeting an old acquaintance at the cargo ship soon. I’m afraid it will interrupt your practice,” Cleo gestured to the food cart. “Let me make it up to you. I also wouldn’t mind talking with someone while I wait.”

The seller handed Haylee a kabob made from grilled fish, and the otterkin woman eyed it hungrily. Cleo went with one that had beef and carrots, which she felt was appropriate given her alter ego.

“So, how goes your wooing of Ash?” Cleo asked.

Haylee had taken a bite of her kabob and almost choked at the question. Quickly, she opened her drink and took a sip.

“You know about that?” she asked shyly.
“I do my best to try and keep tabs on my vassals,” Cleo said before smiling at Haylee. “I know Ash thinks very highly of you.”

Haylee blushed.

“He knows how I feel about him, but I need to be stronger.”

Cleo bit one of the grilled carrots off the kabob.

“You do a lot, Haylee. I know Ash depends on you to manage the fish farms, which are vital to the district’s economy.”

Haily frowned.

“I know, but I want to be more. I need to be more,” Haylee looked at her. “The women in Ash’s life are strong. Faylen is the old District boss, Naomi wields a giant magic sword, and Lilly is a dryad who’s a skilled alchemist. There are others that are interested in him just as powerful, like your liaison, Silver. I’ve seen how she looks at him when she thinks no one is watching her.”

This time, it was Cleo’s turn to almost choke on her kabob. Thankfully, Haylee didn’t noticed.

“Faylen has offered me a captain spot in the 114 Pack to help me get stronger. I’ve been considering it,” Haylee bit her lip in thought.

Cleo smiled at the young woman.

“Sorry, I’ve been rambling about myself. You said you were meeting someone. Is it alright if I ask who?” Haylee innocently inquired.

Cleo’s smile slipped away.

“A man I wronged long ago. I’m sure you heard about the rift that happened on Lilly Street. He came through it,” Cleo answered, looking toward District 114.

“How did you wrong him?” Haylee asked.

Cleo could see a small group from the district making their way toward the beach. Even from this distance, she could tell that the one in the lead was Ash.

“I killed his Queen.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


ASH COULD SEE the cargo ship in the distance. He felt a knot in his gut, given what Silver had said. The two elves following him down the street didn’t notice his apprehension. Master Rory was thoughtful and would inquire about a question only to ponder it for a while. Alyndra was an endless stream of them, often asking multiple questions at once.

“So, do humans have flying machines like in the books?” Alyndra asked as she walked beside him, her eyes alight with excitement.

“They do,” Ash answered. “They’re called airplanes.”

Alyndra let out a little giddy squeal and clapped her hands together.

“I can’t wait to ride in one!” she said.

Ash shared a look with Master Rory. The forest elf scratched his graying hair and sighed.

“She didn’t watch the…video. Instead, she stood by the door waiting for your dryad to leave so she could slip back out,” Master Rory answered.

Alyndra huffed and shot a glare at Master Rory.

“Sorry, Alyndra. I don’t think you’ll get the chance, given De’Vas’s political situation. The human governments wouldn’t allow it,” Ash answered.

Alyndra pouted and looked at him.

“Could you take me to visit one of the human lands where we could fly in one?” she asked with a sultry smirk. “You’re human, after all.”

Ash grimaced at her words.

“Alyndra,” Master Rory growled.

She frowned in confusion while looking between him and Master Rory.

Ash chuckled.

“You really didn’t pay attention to anything in the video,” he said, only to see the dark elf blush.

Ash was about to explain his situation to Alyndra when they stepped from the paved road onto the beach’s sand. The cargo ship wasn’t far, and they could see a woman with silver hair leaning against it. Cleo’s voice called out before Ash could begin his explanation.

“Hello, Rory. We meet again,” Cleo shouted as she stepped away from the cargo ship.

Ash turned to see Master Rory’s eyes go wide, and his hand grip the hilt of his sword. A second later, the forest elf swordmaster raced past them toward Cleo. Ash tried to stop him, only for Master Rory to draw his blade before he could and slash it at Cleo. Blazing hot flames emerged from the slash, cutting through the beach’s sand as it headed for Cleo. Black flog consumed her before the inferno struck, and she reformed away from it. Her demeanor was still calm as the flames vanished, leaving a molten glass trail in the sand as a testament to the attack.

“After all these years, you greet me with such a weak attack?” Cleo taunted, as relaxed as she had been leaning against the ship.

Her eyes drifted to Ash, and she shook her head. Rory cast him a glance as well and scowled.

“You’ll need more power than an elemental scar to face me,” Rory warned in a cold tone.

Ash had instinctively pulled on the elemental’s magic when he saw the attack aimed at Cleo. Master Rory’s gaze shifted to Ash’s hand, and the swordmaster frowned at the glowing runes on the kraken ring. Ever so slightly, the swordmaster shifted his footing.

“Ash, I told you to stay out of this,” Cleo chided before looking back at Rory. “This is between the two of us. Right, Rory?”

Master Rory nodded.

“Alyndra, stay out of this as well!”

Ash saw Alyndra resting her hand on her sword hilt, but her eyes were darting between her master and Cleo.

With those words, the swordmaster sent another fiery slash at Cleo, which she dodged again by shifting to fog. Fire and black fog filled the beach in front of the cargo ship, obscuring Ash’s vision. Both he and Alyndra watched the whirlwind of red and black with anticipation. After several long seconds, the whirlwind vanished revealing Master Rory and Cleo facing each other.

“Why are you just running? Fight me, Blackthorn!” Master Rory yelled.
Cleo shrugged.

“I don’t want to fight you, Rory,” Cleo answered. “It’s pointless now. As someone recently told me, this isn’t Vas.”

Rory gritted his teeth, and the air rippled around his blade from heat as it glowed red hot.

“Pointless? You slew the Queen of Everwood!” Rory roared. “I saw you tear her apart with your magic.”

“I did. I killed her because she killed my mother. All over a track of swamp land that neither of us will ever see again,” Cleo answered. “In this world, we’re on the same side, Rory.”
Cleo pointed to the walls surrounding what was District 114 in the distance. Rory glanced in that direction, lowering his sword ever so slightly.

“Those walls aren’t to protect us. They are there to keep us in this cage. Even the sea is heavily patrolled by the nearby human governments to keep us in here,” Cleo said. “This isn’t Vas. We’re cast away in a new world and can either work together to survive or all drown.”

Master Rory stared at Cleo for a long moment, then shifted in his posture. His sword was hanging by his side.

“What do you propose, Blackthorn?” he asked hotly.

Cleo turned and started moving away from the beach.

“We settle this, but not here and not with sword and magic,” she said, gesturing for them to follow her.

The swordmaster frowned at Cleo but sheathed his blade and followed behind her. Ash and Alyndra moved next, the dark elf staying beside Ash. She didn’t say anything until they had reached the pavement again.

“So, you know the Nightmare Queen?” Alyndra asked hesitantly.

Her voice carried a note of fear that Ash had become accustomed to when others talked about Cleo.

“I’m her vassal. Cleo is a Councilwoman,” Ash answered.

Alyndra nodded in understanding.

“She defeated you and forced you to bow to her and swear fealty. That’s what she did on Vas.”
Ash shook his head.

“It’s more complicated than that,” he said, trying to decide how to answer.

Cleo stopped and turned back toward them.

“I owe Ash my life more than once,” Cleo answered in his stead.

Her red eyes almost glowed as they looked into his. Then she broke her gaze and kept walking. Ash looked back to Alyndra, expecting her to say more, but the dark elf’s lips were thin, and she stared straight ahead. They walked in silence for nearly twenty minutes.

“What is this?” Master Rory called out as Cleo approached a building.

She opened the door to The Twins, then turned to face them.

“It’s a pub. I’m going to buy you a drink so we can talk. The humans have a saying, ‘Let us bury the hatchet.’ Even if it’s a rather bloody one,” Cleo answered, then entered the tavern.

The Twins was the same as always. The smell of greasy food was in the air, and various paranormals huddled around the pool tables, dart boards, or TVs hanging over the bar. The only thing that made it stand out from every dive bar Ash had been in was the shields hanging on the back wall. Each was painted with a symbol belonging to one of the orc tribes back on Vas. It wasn’t uncommon for an orc to raise their glass in the direction of that wall.

“Councilwoman Blackthorn,” Mander greeted as he stepped from behind the bar. “How might The Twins serve you today?”

Cleo nodded at him in greeting.

“A table with privacy and some rounds, the good stuff. Also, a plate of those jalapeño poppers that I like,” Cleo answered.

Mander blinked before grabbing some menus and directing them toward a table.

“I was unaware you were familiar with my restaurant, Councilwoman Blackthorn,” the old orc said.

Cleo’s face made a slight twitch that only Ash caught, signaling she had slipped up. Silver loved The Twins’ jalapeño poppers. So much that he was in for a hellish night if he went here with the girls or Bo and didn’t bring any back for the bossy bunny.

“We’ve had The Twins as take out a few times during meetings between Councilwoman Blackthorn and I,” Ash said to Mander.

Ash had never ordered takeout from The Twins, but he was sure Bo had them delivered to the Flatiron several times. He knew for a fact his best friend had a punch card for the bar he was trying to fill out for a free round.

Their table was at the back of the bar, which offered the most privacy in the restaurant. Still, Cleo’s reputation kept the bar’s patrons on the opposite side. Alyndra twisted in her seat to stare at the TV showing the news. A banner running on the bottom of the screen mentioned the Goodwill Committee arriving in De’Vas next week.

“They’re humans!” Alyndra exclaimed.

She pointed at the TVs and looked back at the table with a massive smile on her face. Apparently, the excitement of seeing more humans caused her to forget the tense situation between Master Rory and Cleo. Her eyes darted between them, and slowly, she lowered her hand as her smile faded.

“I take it you watched the video for new arrivals?” Cleo asked.

Master Rory gave a slow nod.

“Apparently, there’s another world that the Vanishing takes people to, populated by a race thought only to be fantasy. De’Vas is our foothold here, a nation made up of all the races from Vas and with a horrible governmental structure,” Master Rory answered.

Cleo laughed.

“The Council and District system is atrocious. Originally, it was meant to be temporary. The founders of De’Vas offered anyone with substantial power a place on the Council in hopes of creating a force to counter the human governments or at least give them pause. The districts were little more than an afterthought to that. Years later, the powerful refuse to relinquish their power, and the districts are either self-governed or vassals to a Council member.”

Mander arrived, setting down a round of beers and a basket of jalapeño poppers. Cleo snagged one of the cheese-stuffed peppers and took a bite, and Master Rory followed her.

“The Council is a mess, but it could use you, Rory. Both for your experience and power,” Cleo said.

Master Rory glared at Cleo for a long moment. Slowly, the anger evaporated to a tired expression. The forest elf broke his gaze to pick up a beer and sip it. He then tilted his head toward Alyndra.

“My latest pupil, Alyndra. She will be my last, Blackthorn. I’m tired of training and educating the children of nobles to watch them get cut down on the battlefield. I’m tired of providing advice and knowledge only for it to be ignored as everything burns.”
He took a deep draw of his beer.

“I advised the Queen of Everwood against the attack that killed your mother. It was a foolish land grab for territory unfit to farm on. Good men and women died for a track of swamp land that once the Kingdom possessed, they did nothing with. All to fill out a map.”

Master Rory had a bitter look on his face as he held his beer.

“Your soldiers fought admirably during the Battle of the Narrow Pass. I had never encountered such skilled archers,” Cleo said as she raised her beer.

The old swordmaster gave Cleo a somber look and raised his own beer glass, clanking it against hers.

“To the Archers of the Narrow Pass. May the Divine watch over their souls,” Master Rory said.

With that toast, the tension faded between Cleo and Master Rory. Instead, a mournful one replaced it. Ash picked up on it, though Alyndra seemed to have focused her attention back on the TV. He got the dark elf’s attention.

“Mander has a few arcade machines. I’ll show you them,” Ash said to her.

Alyndra gave him a confused look but smiled at the prospect of doing something with him. Together, they left the table, leaving the two old enemies to reconcile and drink to those they lost.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


“WHAT IS THIS?” Alyndra asked as she stared curiously at the arcade machine in the back of The Twins.

“Space Invaders. It’s a classic,” Ash answered as he slipped a coin into it and started the game.

Alyndra watched curiously as the screen changed colors and the spaceships started their descending pattern. Ash started blasting them apart while dodging their attacks.

“The point is to take out the alien spaceships before they reach the bottom,” he said while playing.

“What’s an alien?” Alyndra asked.

He took out the last ship on the first row before answering.

“Little green men from outer space that try to take over Earth.”

Alyndra’s eyes widened, and he smiled at her.

“Don’t worry, it’s fake,” he said.

Then he remembered he was talking to a dark elf swordswoman who looked like she had stepped out of a D&D campaign. Could aliens from the B-movies be similar? Just lurking in outer space or beyond a thinning dimension, waiting to enter this one?

“The screen says Game Over,” Alyndra stated, breaking him from his thoughts.

Ash pushed the thoughts from his mind. He had enough to worry about as it was.

“You want to give it a try?” he asked.

Hesitantly, Alyndra stepped in front of the arcade machine. Ash put some coins in it and hit the start button. Then he ran Alyndra through the controls and gave her some tips. She picked up on it fairly quickly. Her gray eyes focused on the screen as she bit her lip in concentration. Occasionally, she would tuck a strand of her white hair with red highlights behind her ear if it was in her way.

“Ash, they’re speeding up!” she said in a panic.

He pointed to one of the shields on the screen.

“Get under there and shoot through it,” he advised.

Alyndra did as he said and repeatedly smashed the fire button. She pouted when she saw the Game Over.

“Good job, you beat my score by double,” Ash said, pointing at the screen.

Alyndra’s pout shifted to a smile.

“What other human things can you show me?” she asked.

He and Alyndra played a few more games while Cleo and Master Rory talked. Ash occasionally glanced toward the two old enemies to make sure tempers weren’t flaring, which they weren’t.

“Alyndra. It’s time to leave,” Master Rory said as he and Cleo stood from the table.

Ash and Alyndra made their way over to the table. Master Rory turned and bowed toward Ash.

“Councilwoman Blackthorn says you might be able to accommodate us while we settle in this new world,” the swordmaster said with a low bow.

“Of course, we have plenty of room at the Flatiron. Just tell one of the guards there that I’ve given you and Alyndra a room,” Ash answered.

Master Rory ended the bow with a confused look.

“The Flatiron is the castle you watched the video in,” Cleo said, answering the source of Master Rory’s confusion.

The forest elf nodded before gesturing to Alyndra to follow him. The dark elf swordswoman waved to Ash as she followed her master.

As the two elves left, Ash and Cleo stayed behind. Cleo retook her seat, throwing one of the jalapeño poppers in her mouth. Ash pulled out a chair and joined her.

“The dark elf is very interested in you, and you didn’t help things by playing games with her. I was almost tempted to message Faylen about it. Just to see the wolfgirl show up, get a whiff of the dark elf, and drag her away from you,” Cleo teased while reaching for another popper.

Ash snagged it before she could and earned a pout from the banshee.

“I was just keeping her busy so you and Master Rory could talk. It sounded like you two had a lot to work through,” Ash answered.

Cleo sighed.

“I’m honestly surprised he listened to me. I figured it would have been more of a fight than it was, but he’s jaded now. The Kingdom of Everwood has taken advantage of the strife caused by the Vanishing. He got so disgusted with it that he left,” Cleo said, quickly grabbing the popper Ash moved for. “Rory won’t join the Council. Instead, he wants a simpler life away from war and politics.”

Cleo took a bite and frowned as she chewed.

“He’s powerful enough that I will have to inform the Council that he rifted. They will send someone else to talk to him. If he doesn’t join, they’ll most likely offer him the same deal they gave Neftali in District 44, which is confinement to this district.”

Ash frowned.

“So we’re still in the situation we feared when the rift happened. That those backing Bella will use this as an excuse to enter District 114,” Ash said quietly.

Cleo nodded.

“I’m very interested in who will show up,” Cleo said, her eyes almost glowing red.

Two days had passed since the rift that brought Master Rory and Alyndra to District 114. Both had taken a room in the Flatiron on the third floor and seemed to be adjusting to life in the district. Master Rory usually kept to himself, though Alyndra always seemed to track Ash down. Usually, only to run away the moment she spotted any of his girlfriends. Today, he would welcome Alyndra barging in on him.

Silver glared at him from the office couch as Raina stood before the small desk Ash sat behind. He had set up this temporary office while the penthouse and his usual office were being repaired after the fight with Bella. Ash held a small box in his hand and opened the lid.

“I don’t know why you wanted something like this,” Raina said, gesturing to the small box.

Inside was a small blue ball that looked like a jawbreaker to Ash. When he contacted Raina to investigate the runes on the goblin, he inquired if she could make this for him. Agatha’s abduction and Bella’s attack under the orders of a Councilwoman made him realize he needed to be able to use all the powers available to him. Bella had been able to injure Naomi. If Selena hadn’t shown up, would he have lost her?

“This is just Lightning Magic?” Ash asked.

Raina nodded.

“It’s basically a ball of dehydrated vegetables grown in magic-enriched soil. I’ve never tried anything like this with my plants since it would be difficult to carve a rune into it, but I can tell it’s packed with Lightning Magic.”

Ash nodded and closed the lid on the box, setting it on his desk.

“Thank you, Raina,” he said with a smile.

The frost troll Boss of District 71 gave him a smile in return before facing Silver, who was still glaring at him.

“I’m ready to see this goblin when you are Silver,” Raina said.

“Head downstairs, and I’ll meet you there. I need a word with Ash,” Silver commanded.

Raina glanced at him nervously before she rushed out the door. As soon as it closed, Silver rose from her seat and grabbed for the box. Ash clamped his hand over it.

“What the fuck are you thinking!” Silver growled, slamming her hands on his desk.

Ash kept his hand on the box and glared back at Silver.

“Doing what I can to ensure the district is safe,” he answered.

Silver laughed.

“Safe? You’re playing with fire. I know what you plan to do with that, the same thing you had Deliah do to you in District 44. You got lucky there, Ash. Neftali beat your elemental. If he hadn’t, it would have turned on you the moment it killed him. That plan was a fucking gamble, and you know it! Don’t keep rolling the dice!” Silver growled.

She tried to pull it again, but Ash didn’t move his hand.

“If I hadn’t rolled the dice back in District 44, we would have died,” Ash stated as he lifted the box. “This is a last resort option. Besides, it’s not like the kraken ring will last much longer.”
Silver’s eyes went to the ring on his finger, and she grimaced. The cracks running throughout it grew more and more each day. It wouldn’t be long before it crumbled, and Sparky was free. Ash stood and slipped the box into his coat pocket.

“Lilly and I are having our date tonight. I need to take care of a few things before that. Please excuse me, Silver,” he said before making his way to the office’s door.

He half expected Silver to try and stop him, but she just grumbled before leaving herself. He knew she would give him a report later on if Raina could remove or tweak the rune tattoos on the goblin. He also knew this wasn’t the last he would hear from her about the Lightning ball Raina had given him.

Free from Silver, Ash took the elevator up to see how repairs were going on the penthouse. He could still smell the smoke when he hit the fifth floor and the elevator’s doors opened. Faylen had gone all out with her Fire Magic to stop Bella, leaving much of the living room and kitchen charred, along with his office. He didn’t stay here long, just enough to check with the gang members working on it and see what supplies they needed, if any. After getting a few requests, he returned to the elevator.

“Wait, hold the door!” a voice called out.

Ash hit the button, and to his surprise, Alyndra slipped inside with him, a smile beaming on her face. He raised an eyebrow at the dark elf swordswoman.

“What were you doing on the fifth floor?” he asked her.

She pointed above them.

“I wanted to see what the district looked like from the rooftop,” she answered innocently.

And came racing down the stairs once you heard my voice.

While Master Rory was still a mystery to Ash and kept to himself, he had learned a bit about Alyndra over the past few days. She was curious, intelligent, and adventurous. She was also very obsessed with the fact he was human. He hoped it was just her curiosity, but Ash’s lovers did their best to keep the dark elf away from him.

“So what are you up to today, Ash?” Alyndra asked. “If you’re free, we could go back to The Twins and play more arcade games.”

She moved to stand closer to him until she was almost pressing her body against his

“I’m just checking on things around the—”

The elevator stopped on the fourth floor and opened to Naomi and Faylen. Immediately, Alyndra hit the close-door button on the elevator. Just before the doors closed, Faylen’s hands forced it back open. Her sapphire eyes glared at Alyndra.

“Oops. Wrong button,” Alyndra said nervously.

Naomi and Faylen entered the elevator, forcing Alyndra to back away from Ash as his two lovers took the spots beside him.

He felt Faylen’s tail brush up against him while Naomi’s tail wrapped around his leg as usual. Both his women glared at Alyndra before turning their attention toward him.

“Excited about tonight?” Faylen asked him as she hooked his arm into hers.

Naomi squeezed her large bust against him.

“I know Lilly is! She asked us to help her shop today for an outfit,” Naomi added.

Ash smiled at that. He was glad the girls got along so well. He still wasn’t really sure how the whole harem thing worked. He just knew Faylen had an approval process for who had the potential to join. Lilly had even asked her permission before pursuing him.

“I’m looking forward to it,” Ash answered. “It’s a simple date, movie, and dinner at Lilly’s house.”

Faylen chuckled.

“I’m sure the date part will be short, and the after date will be long and hard,” she teased. “I’ll be impressed if Lilly can make it through the whole movie.”

Alyndra’s face was bright red in the corner of the elevator where she stood, and for once, she did her best to keep her focus on anything but Ash. He cleared his throat and decided to shift the conversation away from him getting laid tonight.

“How are you and Master Rory settling in the district?” Ash asked Alyndra.

She looked back at him, face still red.

“We’re adjusting, at least I am. Master Rory keeps to himself, but I’ve noticed some similarities between here and some books I’ve read,” Alyndra answered.

Ash nodded.

“They call it the ‘Thin Veil Theory,’ the belief that certain ideas and knowledge crossed between our worlds. Magic and many of the races from Vas were just thought of as myths and legends on Earth before the rifts. I’ve heard humans, and technology was likewise portrayed on Vas,” Ash said.

Alyndra smiled.

“It certainly has been surprising. What I thought was fantasy turns out to be reality,” she said.

Ash laughed.

“I understand that. Bo, the orc you met when you arrived here, is my best friend. He rifted in front of me five years ago and shattered what I knew of the world. Until then, orcs were just a fantasy race from video games, books, and movies.”

Alyndra gave him a sly smile, saying he had done much the same to her. The conversation eased some of the tension between his girls and Alyndra, with the latter moving from the corner of the elevator to stand closer to him—though not as close as she had originally intended to.

When the elevator reached the ground floor, Ash waved goodbye to the girls as he went about his tasks before his date with Lilly tonight.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


WHEN ASH KNOCKED on the door to Lilly’s house, it instantly opened to half a dozen dryads peering out at him. All of them were smiling, and he felt their eyes searching over his body. After what happened with Agatha, he almost wanted to step back.

“Hey! Get away from the door!” Lilly called out.

A second later, Lilly, wearing an apron, was shooing away the dryads with an oven mitt. They quickly scattered, and Lilly came to greet him.

“Hi, Ash!” Lilly said.

He leaned toward her and kissed her inviting lips. She gave him a heated look when they broke away.

“Just doing what your apron said,” he teased.

Lilly looked down at her apron, which had a pair of lips printed on it with the text ‘Kiss the Cook’. She smacked him with the oven mitt, her face bright red.

“I’m supposed to be the charming one today!” she pouted.

Ash laughed as he defended himself. After the barrage from the mitt, Lilly invited him into the house. Several dryads watched him curiously when he entered, and to his surprise, Lilly’s place was clean for once, though it looked like she had help.

Two dryads were on the couch eating ice cream from a carton while watching an 80s rom-com. On the floor, four more sat, each with a bowl of popcorn. All of them were in the animal pajamas Lilly gave out during her slumber parties.

He was about to comment on all the dryads being here, but realistically, where would they go? Lilly was still adjusting them to life in District 114, after all. That thought led to a new one about how involved Lilly’s grove would be in their date night. As if reading his thoughts, Lilly took his hand.

“My Grove is staying in the house. Our date is in the greenhouse,” she said, leading him through the living room and house.

Only a short stone path connected the house to the greenhouse, the frosted glass of the building hiding its interior from his view. When Lilly opened the door, a warm breeze struck him, though without the humidity he was used to in greenhouses. Inside, it looked like a jungle except for a large pallet of pillows and blankets in front of a white screen hanging from the rafters.

“I got the idea for this from the projector in the Flatiron,” Lilly said as she led him to the pallet.

Ash sat down where Lilly had suggested he should, and she smiled warmly at him before kissing him.

“Get comfy. I’ll be right back with our dinner. Be sure to watch my ass as I leave,” Lilly said.

She looked back and smirked at him as she swayed her hips while leaving the greenhouse. The blue jeans she wore hugged every curve of her body.

Within minutes, Lilly returned with three baskets of rolls that smelled very familiar. She also brought a variety of things to go with them, including cheeses, butter, and jams.

“Silver gave me the recipe. They should be the same as Mei’s Den,” Lilly said as she set one basket of rolls beside him and the other two on her side.

Ash didn’t say anything, but it amused him that her idea for a romantic dinner was the rolls from Mei’s Den. Lilly didn’t see his smirk as she was busy setting up the laptop to project the movie.

She stood up and finally took off the apron she had been wearing, revealing a low-cut blouse that showed off much of her figure. Lilly posed for him and smiled as his eyes ran up and down her body.

“You look beautiful, Lil. Is that the outfit Faylen and Naomi helped you pick out?”

Lilly didn’t answer. Instead, she moved to the laptop.

“I picked out a romantic movie,” Lilly said with a slight blush.

She hit play, and the title screen popped up on the projector. Lilly’s romantic flick was Bride of the Devil Plant, a B-horror movie with a romantic subplot inserted by a sledgehammer. Ash had seen it a few times. Each time he brought it up or they saw it was playing on TV, Bo would exclaim, “The tentacles!” referring to a very odd scene in the movie.

Ash doubted he would be watching much of the movie as Lilly grabbed one of the rolls and cuddled up to him. The scent of wildflowers filled his nose as he wrapped an arm around her and pulled her closer to him. She snuggled into his side, her emerald-colored eyes gazing into his for a tense moment. Then Lilly took a big bite out of the roll in her hand, and Ash burst out laughing.

“Hey! I’m trying to be sexy!” Lilly said, still chewing her bite of the roll.

Ash couldn’t breathe, he was laughing so hard at her. Lilly pouted, then grabbed a pillow and popped him with it. Ash used his arms to block the assault and grabbed his own pillow to retaliate. Laughter and feathers filled the greenhouse as they engaged in a pillow war. The rolls were abandoned as the two of them fought each other.

“Eat feathers!” Lilly yelled as she charged him with a pillow.

Ash grabbed one of the blankets and threw it over Lilly, catching her in his arms. He then proceeded to roll the silly dryad up like a burrito.

“That’s not fair!” Lilly said as her head popped out from the rolled-up blanket.

“All’s fair in love and war, Lilly,” Ash answered, panting as he lay on what was left of the pallet of pillows and blankets. “You’ll never get out of there.”

Lilly smirked at him, and he saw her moving while wrapped up in the blanket. Ash quirked an eyebrow, wondering what she was doing. A second later, Lilly’s hand poked out of the top of the blanket and pulled her shirt free, throwing it on the floor.

“I got a present for you if you unwrap me,” Lilly purred.

Ash smiled, stood up, and approached the gift-wrapped dryad.

She bit her lip as he began pulling the blanket off her. As he unfolded the last bit of cloth, he caught a glimpse of what lay underneath. Lacy black fabric greeted him in the form of the lingerie top Lilly was wearing. He stared at her figure, pale skin without a blemish on her, as he ran his eyes up her body. When he met her eyes, Lilly took a deep breath. Her hands went to her jeans, and she undid the top button. Slowly, she pulled down the zipper, showing Ash the black lace of her panties underneath.

“A little help?” Lilly asked.

Ash grabbed her jeans and worked them over her thighs and off her legs. As he did, his heart skipped a beat as he caught a glimpse of her see-through lace panties. Lilly quickly crossed her legs to hide, but Ash still saw her neatly trimmed triangle of black hair with small pink flowers in it. Lilly sat up and smiled at him.

“This is what Naomi and Faylen helped me pick out,” she said. “Well, hurry up and unwrap me.”

Ash reached behind her and unclasped her bra. Lilly stood and finished taking her bra off.

Her chest, the perfect handful, rose as he gazed upon her nude top half. Her nipples, the same pink as the flowers in her hair, showed her arousal. Lilly brought her hand up and pinched one of her nipples between her fingers.

“Here’s part of your present,” Lilly purred. “You still need to unwrap the other half.”

She spread her legs slightly apart, teasing her sex through the sheer fabric of her panties with her other hand. Ash’s heart raced as a shiver ran through his body when he approached her. Lilly gasped as his hand touched her skin to grab the edges of her panties and pull them off. Her bush appeared first. The small pink flowers added the smell of wildflowers to the scent of her excitement. Once she was out of her panties, he tossed them aside and ran a hand up her pale, smooth leg. He felt goose bumps form on her skin as he neared her sex, and Lilly gasped as he touched it.

Gently, Ash ran a finger along her slit, feeling the wetness of her slick opening. Lilly pushed herself against his finger and he slipped it inside her. She felt warm and tight as he explored her pussy. When he pulled his finger out, he ran it up her slit to play with the hood of her clit. A moan escaped her as she clasped his wrist to keep him there.

“By the divine, I’ve wanted you to do this to me for so long, Ash. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve played with myself, imagining my fingers were yours,” Lilly said as she ground her hips against his hand. “But I want more than your finger.”

She released his hand and took a few steps back, her face flushed with heat. Ash heard the rustling of vines in the greenhouse and saw them converge around Lilly, lifting her into the air. Quickly, they looped around her arms and legs, and Ash realized she was making a swing. She swayed in the air for a bit, just a few feet off the ground and the perfect height for the swing’s intended purpose.

“Here’s your present,” Lilly said as she spread her legs, her hand slipping down to spread her lips, displaying her pussy for him.

Ash stared at the pink color of Lilly’s sex and made his way to the swing. When she was within reach, he pulled her forward. Her core came to rest against his stomach, but her breasts were now right in front of his face. Ash didn’t hesitate to suck a pink nipple into his mouth. His hand worked her free breast while he feasted, switching between rolling her erect nipple between his fingers and giving it firm squeezes. He felt Lilly getting worked up as she started rolling her hips against him.

“Patience, Lil. You didn’t let me eat my dinner. In fact…” Ash reached over to their dinner and grabbed one item Lilly brought for the rolls. “I feel hungry for a little honey.”

He drizzled a sugary substance over her breasts. Lilly was writhing and panting as he licked the honey from her breasts and down her body. He lifted her hips even higher so her sex was even with his face. Her vines accommodated the change and a few more joined in to wrap around her back in support.

Ash began eating her out in earnest. It was difficult to hold her hips still with her being held up by her vines, so she was unabashedly rutting against his face. It took mere seconds for her to reach her orgasm.

“YES! YES! YES!” Lilly cried out.

Ash could feel her sex clenching and backed off, letting her come down easy. As her vines readjusted, he began to shed his clothes. He threw off his shirt and worked his hand to undo his belt. He pulled his erect cock out and ran it’s length along her wet slit. Lilly moaned as her juices coated him as he rubbed against her. Then her hand stopped spreading herself open, and he felt her fingers wrap around his member. She stroked him up and down, spreading her juices evenly over it.

“You’re bigger than I had imagined,” Lilly said, her eyes sparkling as they stared at his cock. “It’s one thing to feel it through your pants when I sit on your lap and another to actually see and hold it.”

Her fingers went up and teased his head. Then she angled him down to her opening. A gasp escaped Lilly as his head sank into her pussy. Ash’s hand gripped her hips in the swing as the heat and tightness surrounded his cock’s head. It took everything he had to resist the urge to plunge into her right away. Lilly moved her hands up and grabbed his arms. Slowly, she pulled herself onto his cock, her pussy adjusting to the size. Moans and whimpers escaped the dryad as she took every inch of him inside of her.

“Oh, that feels nice,” Lilly breathed with a heated look, and then she pushed away from him only to pull herself right back.

Ash held Lilly’s hips tightly as the dryad used the swing to rock herself back and forth on his cock. Slowly, at first, with soft moans, then her swings became more aggressive as her moans grew louder with panting breaths.

“Lilly,” Ash called out as he gazed into her green eyes, her face in a lust-filled daze.

“Ash,” Lilly moaned.

The vines that made up the sex swing shifted and brought Lilly closer to him. Her arms went around his shoulders, and her legs wrapped around his waist. Ash figured out what Lilly wanted to do and released her hips to wrap his arms around her back.

The vines still helped support the horny little dryad, but instead of in a swing, Lilly now clung to him as she rode him.

Her lips came to his, and she kissed him deeply. Her tongue chased him, and she only broke away when she let out a deep moan. Her sex squeezed him, and the greenhouse was filled with the sound of her wetness, moans, and the dialogue of the movie both of them had forgotten was even playing.

“I took a potion,” Lilly whispered in his ear. “Finish in me. I want to feel what it’s like to have your seed planted in my garden.”

Her hips moved faster, and Ash felt Lilly’s nails dig into his back. The moans shifted to something more feral as Lilly’s sex started to clamp down harder on him.

Ash groaned as he pulled Lilly tight to his body and thrust deep in her, holding her to him, feeling his release as he did. As he came, he felt Lilly tremble against him as her sex twitched. The two of them stood there in each other’s embrace as their orgasms receded. Finally, Lilly looked back at him, her face flushed and her eyes almost glowing. She leaned forward and kissed him, then smiled.

“Good boy,” Lilly said as she patted him on the head.

Ash laughed as he held his dryad.

“Let’s rest up, finish watching the movie, and fuck again,” Lilly said once his laughter died down. “I got a lot more positions I want to try out.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


THE NEXT MORNING, Ash stood in front of the stove, several hot skillets on the burners, with a pancake cooking in each of them. Behind him were over two dozen dryads. Several made moans and gasps of pleasure as they devoured their plate of pancakes. Others stood by, watching them and him, eagerly waiting for their plate.

“Order up!” Ash said as he flipped a pancake on a plate.

A blond dryad with red flowers in her hair came forward and took the plate. Ash knew her name was Rose. She had been the one to first join Lilly back in District 18 and was her second-in-command of the Poison Petals.

“Is this what you did to the Grove Mother last night?” Rose asked, her finger dabbing a bit of the maple syrup and tasting it. “She made the same sounds as the other girls.”

“He fed me something with more meat last night,” Lilly answered.

She walked up by him and set down more plates that needed pancakes. He turned and smiled at his beautiful girlfriend. Her hair was still a mess from last night, and she was wearing his shirt as a dress. He felt her hand grab his ass as Lilly leaned up and kissed him.

“The Grove Mother was very full last night,” Lilly said.

“And loud,” a dryad replied.

Chuckles went up from the group of dryads.

“Hey!” Lilly said, whipping around to look at them with a scowl.

Ash shook his head.

“Lil, it would be a little more intimidating if you didn’t have your hand on my ass,” he said.

“Too bad! I’m not letting go!” Lilly said as she squeezed his rear while continuing to scowl at her grove.

More laughter emitted from the group of dryads, and Lilly’s face broke into a smirk. By the time Ash had made enough pancakes to satisfy all the girls, he had gone through four boxes of pancake mix and double that in syrup. Apparently, Lilly’s entire Grove had the same sweet tooth as she did.

The last two plates of pancakes were for Ash and Lilly. By then, the other dryads had cleared out of the kitchen. Ash watched as Lilly doused her pancakes in whipped cream and three times the syrup he had put on his. She caught him watching her and blushed slightly.

“I worked up an appetite last night,” Lilly said as she capped the maple syrup, but she kept it close to her.

“After last night, you deserve as much maple syrup as you want, Lil,” Ash said with a grin.

Lilly beamed a smile at him.

“This is why you’re good boyfriend material. You give me orgasms and indulge my sweet tooth,” Lilly said as she reopened the maple syrup bottle.

Ash took a cue from Lilly and added some whipped cream to the top of his pancakes.

“The Grove seems to be adjusting well,” Ash remarked.

The last few days had been a whirlwind of events that needed his attention. While he had been keeping tabs on the Grove through updates from the other gangs, this was the first chance he had to really talk to Lilly about them.

“It’s been an adjustment for them, and the girls have been checking with me before they do anything. If I wasn’t their Grove Mother, there probably would have already been trouble, but I don’t think there will be issues long term.

“The ones that came with me were dejected by their stagnant life in District 18. They saw our relationship as something new, something different. Since arriving in District 114, they haven’t been disappointed in experiencing new things,” Lilly answered.

Ash gave an approving nod and then cleared his throat. He looked around to make sure there weren’t any of the Grove eavesdropping on him and Lilly.

“Any worries about them wanting to make dryad husbands?” he asked nervously.

Lilly laughed.

“I’ve introduced them to rom-coms, and their eyes have been opened to romance. Those girls don’t want trees. They want boys that are going to spoil them.”

Lilly took a bite of pancakes and pointed to the fork at Ash.

“The worst thing I did was teach them how to use the rewind button on the remote. You know how annoying it is for them to rewind the hot guy taking off his shirt twenty times while they all swoon?”

Ash nodded.

“It’s probably as annoying as you rewinding Treemagedon five times just to listen to that one line of dialogue,” Ash replied.

Lilly started laughing again.

“That line is so funny! We need to watch that movie again!” she said excitedly.

Ash shook his head and felt his phone start to go off.

“Silver needs me back at the Flatiron,” Ash said, looking at his phone with a frown. “The Council is sending someone today to meet with Master Rory.”

Lilly set down her fork and frowned.

“Just show up to till my garden and leave. I see how it is!” Lilly pouted for a moment, then let out a sigh. “I understand.”

Lilly stood up and made her way toward the living room. Ash heard her clap her hands together and then shout.

“Alright, girls! We got a V.I.P., a very important person, coming to our District! I want the Poison Petals out in force!”
Ash heard the sound of a lot of people moving in the living room.

“Yes, Grove Mother!” the Grove said together.

A few minutes later, Ash made his way back to the Flatiron with Lilly walking beside him and over two dozen dryads flanking them. They had changed from the animal pajamas they were wearing at Lilly’s to jeans and what looked like designer jackets, which made them look more like a group of girls going clubbing instead of a deadly gang that could tear someone apart with plants. A sense of dread filled Ash when he wondered how much Lilly had pulled from the District’s budget to outfit her Petals in those jackets.

Once they reached Lilly’s street, the Poison Petals fanned out and joined their counterparts in the 114 Pack and Frozen Scales. Lilly stayed with Ash and followed him to the temporary office at the Flatiron.

Faylen and Naomi were waiting for him on the couch in the office, with Silver leaning against the desk and tapping her foot. It seemed the bossy bunny was very anxious about this meeting.

“Fun night?” Faylen asked with a smirk to Lilly.

“Very fun night,” Lilly purred back, then smirked. “Though I didn’t leave Ash covered in bite marks like you.”

Faylen blushed slightly and sat up straighter on the couch.

“It’s Ash’s fault. He brings something feral out in me,” she said.

Lilly made her way to the couch and took a seat between Naomi and Faylen.

“Did you do what I told you about? Ash really enjoys that when we shower together,” Naomi asked as she squished her boobs together.

Lilly pouted.

“I think you’re the only one with boobs big enough to do that,” Lilly deadpanned.

Naomi just smiled, and if Ash didn’t know better, he would think the salamander had asked just to remind everyone she had the biggest boobs among his girlfriends.

“We have more important matters than you three discussing what positions in the kama sutra you want to rail Ash in,” Silver huffed as she crossed her arms.

“Kama sutra?” Naomi asked, a bewildered look on her face.

Faylen cleared her throat.

“A human book that has a lot of sex positions in it,” Faylen informed Naomi.

The ice salamander’s eyes widened, and she turned to look at Ash.

“Can we get a copy?” she asked as her tail lashed the floor excitedly.

Silver’s hand went to rub the bridge of her nose as Ash made his way to the desk and took a seat behind it. He was about to respond to Naomi, but it seemed his girlfriends had started talking amongst themselves in low whispers, with the occasional glance at him. Instead, he looked to Silver.

“Councilman Victor is coming here,” Silver said with a frown as she met his gaze.

Ash leaned back in the office chair.

“I take it you’re not a fan of him?” he asked.

Ash looked over to the couch and saw his three girlfriends had stopped their discussions and wore grim looks.

“He’s a rather vicious stone dragon who doesn’t like humans much. He’s the one that tore through Houston three years ago,” Silver said.

Ash’s eyes grew wide.

“Wait, the one that took down the jet?” Ash asked.

Silver wore a grim look as he nodded.

“The same.”

He had seen it live on the news. The dragon had demolished several buildings when it rifted. More than a few idiots had tried to shoot the dragon with handguns and rifles, only to die by it a second later. The governor of Texas had called in the National Guard at that point. When the jet appeared, that was when the dragon used its magic.

“I had Aerial talk to both Councilman Roc and Councilwoman Zara about offering to meet with Rory. Councilman Victor pulled strings with the Council to take their spot instead. I’m fairly certain he’s a member of the Coalition. Which means he’ll be looking for the goblin,” Silver explained.

Ash tapped his fingers on the desk, already knowing where Silver’s mind was going.

“So, while I meet with Victor, you’ll be guarding the goblin,” he said.

Silver nodded.

“Sorry, Ash. Victor is very anti-human, but he’s acting as a representative of the Council. He’ll try to rile you up, but he can’t act against you unless you touch him first. Otherwise, the rest of the Council will eat him alive for making them look bad,” Silver said.

“Great,” Ash grimaced. “This sounds like it’ll be a fun meeting.”

Victor arrived an hour after Silver and Lilly had left Ash’s office. Lilly had wanted to stay with him, like Faylen and Naomi did, but Silver made a good argument that Lilly’s green sight would be useful if someone tried to make a move on the goblin. Lilly had kissed him half a dozen times and tried to squeeze his ass just as many before Silver dragged her off. Apparently, Silver’s breaking point was when Lilly suggested that they slip into another room for a goodbye quickie.

Jek led Victor, along with two dragons who had accompanied him, into Ash’s office. The Councilman had gray hair neatly trimmed along with his beard. He carried himself with a confident manner as if he could crush anyone in his path—a thought that was probably true. The two dragons that accompanied him were both young women and fire dragons, judging by the hints of red scales on their skin and wings.

“Councilman Victor, welcome to District 114,” Ash said politely, gesturing for the stone dragon to take a seat.

Victor did not. Instead, the regal old man stood in front of the desk and scanned the room. Out of the corner of Ash’s eye, he could see Faylen and Naomi both tense. Faylen, by her ears going flat and tail bristling. Naomi by the fact her hand tightened on Torrent, and with a quick glance he saw her pupils were dilated. Victor’s two companions kept their eyes fixated on Ash.

“Let’s have this talk alone, human,” Victor said, his face slightly shifting to a more dragon one with gray scales before returning back to his humanoid one.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


“NO,” FAYLEN SAID firmly.

Victor’s two dragon companions broke their gaze from Ash and put themselves between Victor and the couch Faylen was sitting on. They took a step back when Torrent’s runes started to glow green, and they took in Naomi’s expression that said, don’t fuck with me.

“Faylen. Naomi. It’s alright,” Ash said, trying to calm down his girls before a fight broke out. “If the Councilman wishes this to be a private discussion, then I’m fine with that.”

Councilman Victor gave a slight nod and motioned to the two dragon women. Both turned and left the room. Faylen and Naomi stood, but both gave him a worried look before turning and following the dragons out.

“Your women, I take it?” Councilman Victor said. “Both of them are covered in your scent.”
Ash kept his face neutral.

“Yes. Faylen and Naomi are both my girlfriends,” Ash answered. “Though I don’t see how that’s related to Master Rory rifting into my District.”

Victor’s face twitched.

“Your District,” he said the words slowly and with disdain. “De’Vas is for those from Vas, human. Your kind keeps us in these cages called Districts.”

“And the human governments sent me here the moment I developed magic,” Ash responded.

If the dragon thought he would get a rise out of Ash by complaining about humanity, he wouldn’t. Ash had his own bone to pick about being cast out of his life and thrown into a District by them. Sometimes, he wondered if he even considered himself human anymore and if he had fully embraced the designation of mage.

“Yes, and you’ve proven you have a knack for killing those from Vas.”

Silver had been right. Victor was doing his best to try to needle him.

“Again, I don’t see how this relates to Master Rory or the rift,” Ash said as he leaned back in the office chair.

Victor shrugged.

“I’m just getting the venom out of me. It’s not often I get to chat with one of your kind,” he said with a smile only for his face to shift and show rows of jagged teeth. “The last humans I’ve met didn’t live long enough for me to talk to them.”

Ash stared at Victor with a bored expression as he shifted back to his humanoid form. The dragon scowled at him. Finally, he took a seat in the chair by the desk.

“Tell me, did you know when those from Vas have children, the race takes after the mother?” Victor asked

Ash arched an eyebrow. It was common knowledge that pregnancies could happen between humans and paranormals. Several had happened during the months after the first rifts, but this was the first time he heard that the children always took after their mother.

Victor read the surprise on his face and continued.

“This is how races that are purely female can exist, such as harpies and dryads. Their father is always of another race, and their children are always born female. That means should you ever knock up that wolfkin or salamander, your children will be a wolfkin and a salamander,” Victor said as he leaned forward in the chair.

He let his statement hang in the air momentarily, his eyes studying Ash.

“So when the human governments finally get desperate for magic reagents and no longer wish to deal fairly with De’Vas,” Victor’s face shifted again in a savage snarl. “When they thread the path, WillCo has already gone down. What will you do?”

Ash felt his blood turn cold, and his fist clenched as thoughts of Sero’s butcher shop filled his mind. The memory of the dumpster that held the bodies of Naomi’s family. The knowledge that the man before him was connected with that. He felt anger boil inside of him, and he felt anger stir in the elemental within him. Victor’s savage smile grew wider as he saw Ash’s face twist in anger.

“What will you do when your fellow humans strap your women to a table and cut them open for reagents? When they do the same to your children—”

Ash stood and slammed his fist onto the desk. Thunder echoed in the room as the windows shattered and the walls shook. The top of the desk exploded as lightning danced around his body.

“I will not let that happen,” Ash yelled, his voice like static. “And I will kill anyone that tries. Human, paranormal, I don’t care!”

Victor stared up at him, leaning back in his chair. The dragon’s eyes were wide, and he ignored the debris from the desk that clung to his clothing. Ash looked at the destruction of the room and examined his hand. His knuckles were bloody, but what really worried him was the kraken ring wasn’t glowing. He took a deep breath and calmed his nerves. As he did, the lightning coming off his body vanished.

“I will not let that happen,” Ash said, his voice no longer laced with static.

The door flung open a second later, and Naomi and Faylen entered. Behind them were the two dragon women.

“Ash! Are you alright?” Faylen asked as she looked at the destruction in the room.

Naomi held Torrent and stared down the two dragon women who had placed themselves between her and Victor. They gave nervous glances around the room, only to dart back to watching the ice salamander. Victor made a gesture for them to calm down.

“Impressive,” Victor said, his tone genuine. “I apologize for pushing such a subject so far. I just wished to know the kind of man I’m dealing with. Thank you, District Boss Ash. I think I’m ready to meet with Master Rory.”
Victor stood from the chair and exited the office, the two dragons following behind him. Ash felt a hand on his back and turned to see Faylen beside him, her eyes fixated on his hand.

“What happened?” she asked him.

Ash shook his head as he stared at the kraken ring.

“I’m not sure.”

Alyndra

Alyndra sat in what the beastkin gang called a conference room. Her eyes darted between the meeting with the Councilman and Master Rory and the TV showing scantily clad humans running along a beach. She was honestly paying more attention to one than the other.

“The Council would welcome you with open arms, Master Rory,” the stone dragon said.

Alyndra was surprised to see one as a Council member. Usually, stone dragons were recluses and very territorial. The most famous one she knew of was the stone dragon that took over a dwarven mine as its den and territory. Master Rory had slain it in exchange for the dwarve’s aid to the forest elves against the Nightmare Queen.

When she first became Master Rory’s pupil, Alyndra often wondered what it would have been like to have been by his side during the war. More than once, she had pictured herself fighting the Nightmare Queen alongside her master.

Now, they were guests to a vassal of the Nightmare Queen on a world populated by humans with their strange contraptions. When what Alyndra had learned was called, a commercial popped up on the TV, she turned her attention back to the meeting.

“My answer is still no,” Master Rory said, shaking his head. “I’m done being a leader, and I’m done with wars and politics.”

The stone dragon frowned.

“So you’ll choose to stay here? A District under the control of Blackthorn’s vassal?”

There was a fire in those words as if the stone dragon was trying to anger Master Rory. Alyndra watched as the old forest elf gave a smirk and nodded.

“Yes, I do.”

The stone dragon stared at Master Rory for a long moment, then stood.

“Very well. Thank you for your time, Master Rory,” the stone dragon bowed and left with his two fire dragon bodyguards.

Alyndra turned her attention back to the TV and was happy to see that the commercial was over. Then the screen went black, and she squeaked in surprise. Turning, she saw Master Rory holding the remote.

“Alyndra, I think we should discuss a few things,” Master Rory said, then sighed. “How much attention were you paying to the meeting?”

Alyndra’s lips thinned at his words.

“Some,” she answered.

“Which means none,” Master Rory replied.

Alyndra was about to defend herself when Master Rory gestured for her to stop. This was good because Alyndra hadn’t thought of a convincing lie yet to use as a defense. A shirtless human on the TV probably wouldn’t be a good enough excuse to convince Master Rory.

“The Council Member was very interested in what happened to us when we rifted over, and I got the feeling he was looking for something,” Master Rory said softly, his eyes glancing around the room. “Also, the liaison of Blackthorn was in a hurry earlier, taking several of the gang members and the Grove Mother of the dryads into that greenhouse.”

Alyndra’s face scrunched up.

“What do you think is going on?” she asked him.

Master Rory pulled a book from inside his jacket and slid it toward Alyndra. She looked down at it and frowned.

“Madam Vines? But this is different than the one we found,” Alyndra responded.

Master Rory nodded.

“It’s the latest issue, hot off the press, as the humans say, from Tails and Horn Publishing, a local business here in District 114. Madam Vines is their most popular original work.”

Alyndra looked up at Master Rory.

“But…we found the other issue back on Vas…how?”

Master Rory returned the copy of Madam Vines back to his jacket.

“How indeed. We’re caught in the middle of something, Alyndra. What? I’m not sure yet, but we must tread carefully. At least until we choose a side,” Master Rory said.

Alyndra bit her lip in thought.

“Should we tell District Boss Ash?” she asked.

Master Rory chuckled.

“No. I saw Blackthorn more than once cast a glance at the two of you playing those games. Her interest in Ash goes beyond liege and vassal,” then his face shifted to something more serious. “And I have my suspicions about him. His elemental scar…”

Master Rory stared into the distance, his face grim.

“I hope I’m wrong.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


SILVER HELD ASH’S hand up as she examined the ring with a flashlight. He sat in the office chair as his women all gave him worried looks, well, Faylen and Naomi did from the couch of the temporary office. Lilly had been originally but got sidetracked and was now playing a game on her phone. His attention was brought back to Silver as she rolled his hand to take a look at the back side of it.

“You’re sure the runes weren’t glowing?” she asked him. “I heard the thunder from the greenhouse. It was so loud.”

This was the third time she had asked him that.

“Checking out the ring was the first thing I did when my nerves calmed,” Ash answered.

Silver looked over the ring one more time before releasing his hand.

“It’s filled with cracks but not broken. Your magic could be getting stronger. You’re training fairly hard at it,” Silver said.

Ash shook his head.

“I don’t think that’s it. The elemental was also angry at what Victor was saying.”

The room was silent as everyone stared at him.

“The elemental has feelings?” Faylen asked.

Ash nodded.

“Lilly! Is there anything in your father’s journal about this?” Silver asked as she turned and faced the dryad sitting on the couch.

Lilly shook her head, her gaze fixated on Ash with wide eyes.

“Dad thought elementals were magical disasters, devoid of anything but the barest of survival instincts,” Lilly said then bit her lip. “The thought that they have emotions is…alarming.”

Silver tapped her chin.

“I knew Victor would try to push you. Perhaps the elemental perceived him as a threat and reacted to it? That would fit with survival instincts,” Silver said in thought.

Ash frowned.

“I think you’re underestimating Sparky.”

Silver’s head whipped back to him.

“You named it!” she exclaimed.

“It’s a cute name,” Naomi said.

Ash shrugged.

“It’s living in the side of my face. It would be weirder if I didn’t give it a name,” he replied defensively.

“It’s an elemental! Not a house cat!” Silver growled. She was in her full grumpy bunny mode.

“I know that. It’s just something I called him, and it stuck,” he said.

GOOD NAME.

Ash blinked and looked around at the girls. None of them had said that. He shook his head. The stress of the week had to be getting to him.

“Whatever happened, the ring is still intact and should be working. I’ll have Raina look at it just to be safe. She’ll be here in a few days along with Kate. She has a plan to bypass the runes on the goblin,” Silver said.

Ash heard knuckles cracking and looked over to see Faylen was the cause of the sound. His wolfkin lover leaned forward in her seat on the couch. Her face was twisted in a snarl that showed the more pronounced canines of carnivore beastkin.

“Good. We can finally figure out who sent Bella here,” she growled.

Judging by her ears and tail, Faylen wanted a rematch. Naomi’s tail also lashed the ground in agitation at the mention of the elf swordswoman.

“And we can figure out what the hell they were doing in District 208 with that brass ball and the strange markings on the papers,” Silver added.

A knock sounded from the door, and Lilly hopped up to answer it. Bo walked in as the door swung open, carrying a pink cardboard box with a letter on top of it, while he munched on a cookie.

“Ella wanted me to give this to you,” Bo said, taking a bite out of the chocolate chip cookie.

Ash took the box and opened the lid. Inside were several chocolate chip cookies, though it was clear a few of them had already been removed. He looked back at Bo and raised an eyebrow.

“Deliverer fee,” Bo said with a smirk as he finished his cookie.

Ash set the box of cookies over to the side of his desk and picked up the letter.

“Honestly, Bo. I’d be worried about you if you hadn’t stolen a few cookies. How’s Ella doing?” he asked as he broke the seal on the envelope.

“Good! I was over in District 208 visiting her this morning. The dishwasher was busted at her place, and I took a crack at it,” Bo said, rolling his shoulders with a proud grin on his face. “Didn’t take me long to get it up and running. She paid me back for my hard work with some sweets she had been baking. When I left, she asked me to bring the letter to you.”

Ash laughed.

“So you already had your own, and now you’re eating mine? Bastard.”

Bo smirked.

“Like I said, delivery fee.”

“What was wrong with the dishwasher?” Faylen asked.

She had a knowing smirk on her face.

“Drain hose had a kink in it. No clue how it happened, but I got it fixed for her,” Bo said.

“Funny how that happened right as she was making cookies for you,” Silver replied, and she shared a knowing smirk with Faylen.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Lilly creep closer and snag the box off his desk. She did it with the confidence of a lioness and the stealth of a honking goose. Instead of commenting, he finished opening the envelope.

He gave them a puzzled look after reading it.

“What’s it say?” Naomi asked excitedly.

“It’s a letter asking me to meet Selena tonight at a restaurant in District 1 to discuss the trade deal we’ve been trying to work out,” Ash said as he reread it to make sure he wasn’t misinterpreting something. “Odd thing is, Selena usually texts me.”

Ash looked up and saw Bo had a smirk on his face.

“Well, you’re going to go, right? District business and all that?” Bo asked as the smirk grew wider.

Ash narrowed his eyes at the orc, knowing something was up.

“I don’t know if that’s—” Faylen started to say, but Naomi interrupted her.

She leaned against Faylen and tried to whisper in her ear, but Ash could still make out what the excited salamander was saying.

“Selena helped us out with Bella,” Naomi said, failing to whisper. “Give her a chance, Fay.”

Faylen’s ears were flat, and she had a sour look on her face as she turned and looked at Naomi, who beamed a beautiful and innocent smile at the wolfkin.

“Fine,” Faylen said through gritted teeth.

Naomi clapped her hands and turned back to face Ash, still smiling. Ash looked at Faylen, who gave a reluctant nod of approval.

“The week we’ve been having, it would do you some good to get out of the District for a few hours,” Silver chimed in, wearing a smirk of her own.

Lilly said nothing as she tried to hide the handfuls of cookies she was shoving into her mouth.

Ash sighed and tapped the empty envelope on the edge of his desk.

“Alright, I’ll go,” he said, then looked at Bo with narrowed eyes. “This whole thing still seems off, but the restaurant is the kitsune place we’ve had a few of the District Bosses meeting at. The food is pretty good.”

Bo had his phone out a second later, typing a text. Ash didn’t doubt it was confirmation to Ella that he had agreed to dinner with Selena. The whole thing seemed oddly like a date. He thought about the night Selena had drunkenly kissed him, then slapped the shit out of him.

“We’re just going to talk business,” Ash said, glaring at the smirking orc.

The girls made an excuse that Ash didn’t really believe and left the office a few minutes later. Bo stuck around, and the two of them worked on eating the cookies that had survived Lilly.

“Are you seriously making coffee? It’s past noon,” Bo chided him from the couch.

Ash took a bite of the cookie he was holding. Ella had gone overboard with the chocolate chips. They were almost too sweet for him, but he took another bite as he watched his cup fill up with the black liquid.

“Ella did a great job on these cookies, but I need something to balance out the sweetness,” Ash answered.

“I’ll be sure to tell Ella you liked them,” Bo said.

Ash lifted the cup and took a sip of the coffee. The bitterness mellowed out the over-sweetness.

“So, how’s your two girlfriends getting along?” Ash asked Bo.

Bo pointed the cookie he was holding at Ash. A big bite was taken out of it.

“She’s not my—”

Ash cut him off.

“Come on, man. You’re not fooling anyone.”

Bo smiled and moved the cookie from pointing at Ash to pointing at the coffee pot. Ash took the meaning and poured a cup for Bo without all the frills that the orc had started drinking it with. He would give Bo the sugar, but that was as far as he would help in desecrating the most sacred of beverages.

“Ella and I haven’t made it official yet,” Bo said as he took the cup. “Jacklyn and her get along great! Best of friends.”

Ash took his cup and sat back down in his office chair after snagging another cookie, of course.

“Well, Bo, I’m glad you got two good women to keep you out of trouble.”

“That’s a full-time job!” Bo laughed.

Ash shook his head as Bo poured more sugar into his coffee. It was probably as sweet as the cookies now.

“So you and Lil are finally an item,” Bo said with a sly smile. “When I introduced you two, I knew that would be how things would go.”

Ash laughed.

“I’m calling bullshit on that,” he said, pointing his coffee at Bo.

Bo raised his hands.

“Okay, fine. It was a passing thought when I first introduced you two, but the more I saw you together? I knew it was just a matter of time,” Bo said confidently.

“Right, Mr. Matchmaker. So what’s the story of the letter Ella had you deliver? There’s no way Selena wrote that,” Ash said.

Bo almost sputtered his coffee.

“Oh, no. I’m not spilling the beans on this, Ella will kick my ass, and I know she can. I’ve seen her spar with the gnoll woman that handles District 208’s logistics,” Bo shivered. “Talk about brutal.”
Ash nodded.

“So there is some plan with this,” he said, waving the letter in the air. “I guess I’ll just ask Selena about it. The two of us should be able to get to the bottom of it.”

Bo cleared his throat and looked at the door.

“Alright, alright. It’ll probably help Ella’s plan out more if I tell you, given how dense you can be sometimes,” Bo said with an eye roll.

Ash lifted his hand and flipped the orc off.

“Just keep it quiet, or Ella will kill me, and I’ll come back and haunt you as a ghost,” Bo said, pointing a stern finger that didn’t move until Ash nodded in agreement. “Selena does want the trade deal. That’s genuine and would help District 208 out. She also has a crush on you but struggles with it, given what happened between you two.”

Ash lifted his coffee and took a sip.

“So, Ella is trying to play matchmaker by setting Selena and me up on a date disguised as a meeting?” Ash asked.

Bo wavered his hand in the air.

“I think Ella wants to push Selena into deciding what she wants,” Bo answered. “That said, treat it like a date and less like a business meeting.”


CHAPTER THIRTY


PIPER SAT AT her desk during the Council meeting. She was barely listening to the Councilmember rambling about procedures for the Goodwill Committee, like any of them cared what shithole building they shoved all the humans in. She did care about the message Victor had sent her. She cared and worried about that greatly. Her hand held her phone under the desk, and she looked at the screen.

Victor: After the Council meeting. Usual place. Be there.

She typed out a response only to quickly delete it. The wrong word could spell her death. Piper knew she was walking on thin ice.

Fucking Bella.

If only the elf bitch had done her job correctly, then Piper wouldn’t be in this mess. She swore once Bella and her brother were no longer useful, she was going to end their miserable existence.

A smile crept across her face as she imagined their deaths. It was only when those around her started to stand that she realized the meeting was over. She stood likewise and followed the mass of those who led De’Vas out of the building. She broke away from the crowd and saw Scarlet and Kaito do the same. They headed in a different direction, though their destination was the same: The warehouse where they always held the meetings.

Piper arrived there in time to see Scarlet fly into an open window on the second story of the warehouse. When she opened the door, Victor was waiting patiently. Thankfully, this time, none of the crates were smashed. She watched Victor nervously, but the stone dragon gave her a nod of greeting. Seconds later, Scarlet landed on an open crate and threw the packing peanuts at her while laughing.

“Annoying little pest,” Piper growled at the pixie before moving out of her range.

Scarlet just continued to laugh. Once she figured out she couldn’t hit Piper with the packing peanuts anymore, she fell back into the crate and started to play in it, her laughter grating on Piper’s ears.

“So we’re just waiting on Kaito,” Victor stated, one of his hands shifted into a claw to clean under the nail of his other hand.

As if summoned, the door to the warehouse opened, and the oni entered carrying a brown bag, the aroma of food coming off it.

“Sorry. I picked up something on the way. I was starving during that damn meeting,” Kaito said as he pulled a burger from the bag and tore a bite out of it.

Victor shifted his claw back to a hand and stood at attention.

“Now that we’re all here we can begin. First, the mess in District 114,” Victor said, his eyes lingering on Piper.

Piper kept her expression neutral as she bore his gaze. She wouldn’t show Victor fear, even if she did feel it.

“I can confirm that Rory was the one to rift through from the destruction of the anchor. Which means Brock is dead,” Victor said.

Packing peanuts flew out of the crate Scarlet was in as the pixie sat up and scowled at Victor.

“That old forest elf is in a District loyal to Blackthorn and hasn’t gone on a rampage?” Scarlet asked.

Victor shrugged.

“I tried to poke that old wound, but Rory didn’t take the bait. He claims he came to an understanding with Blackthorn. Even used the human phrase, ‘buried the hatchet’.”

Piper scoffed.

“Blackthorn doesn’t talk. She beats you down with Death Magic until your knees bend or you die, that’s it.”

Everyone had turned to look at her. She had let her anger slip out into her voice.

“Blackthorn has perhaps changed from who she was on Vas. I even think it might be worth trying to bring her into the fold. She already has all the pieces, and she’ll learn the truth soon enough,” Victor said.

The blood drained from Piper’s face at his words.

“No,” she said quietly.

“While I don’t like agreeing with spider bitch, I think she’s right. Isn’t Blackthorn’s human pet the Boss of that District?” Scarlet asked, then rolled her eyes. “The one they kept calling The Storm. It sounds like to me she’s cast her lot with the humans.”

“Mage,” Victor quickly said. “Ash is a mage, not a human, and that nickname is fitting from my brief encounter with him.”
Scarlet’s head tilted sideways as she stared at Victor with her mouth open.

“Huh?” she exclaimed.

Kaito paused his eating and stared at Victor. Then he took a sniff of his burger.

“Did they make this thing with tainted meat?” Kaito asked as he waved the burger in the air. “Or did I seriously just hear Victor say something positive about a human.”

Victor turned his gaze to the oni.

“A mage. One that I’m fairly certain if the humans knocked down the walls of District 114, would fight on the side of De’Vas. One that I believe could be a valuable asset.”

Piper couldn’t believe her ears. The Coalition shouldn’t be trying to recruit Blackthorn. They should be trying to kill her! They had already tried. Piper had been the one to convince Destry to rebel, the one that helped his reagent operation. How would they reconcile that with Blackthorn? The banshee bitch would demand blood…

“Have you gone to the boss about this?” Piper asked, her voice faint.

Victor’s stony gaze shifted to her.

“The boss was never opposed to Blackthorn, as you know. Recruitment might be the better alternative than direct conflict.”
Piper laughed.

“We tried to kill her, Victor. She’ll figure that out as well. What do we do then?” Piper asked.

Victor’s gaze remained stony as he stared at her.

“She made peace with Rory. The boss and I are sure amends could be made for our past mistake,” Victor answered.

Her gut dropped at his words, and she shifted her gaze to the others. Kaito stared at his burger, refusing to meet her gaze. Scarlet’s held none of its usual amusement or venom. Instead, the pixie looked at her with pity.

Piper wanted to yell. Scream at them about betrayal, but she knew Victor would kill her then. No, not kill her. They still needed her as a potential peace offering to Blackthorn. The stone dragon would just cripple her and keep her locked up somewhere. She remained silent, bottling her rage and anger.

Victor broke his gaze from her and looked at Kaito.

“Kaito. Since we know Brock is now dead, I want you to take over his mission,” Victor said.

Kaito made a face showing his displeasure at that, but nodded in agreement. Victor was satisfied with that and looked toward Scarlet.

“The second matter we need to discuss is the arrival of the Goodwill Committee. As discussed at the Council meeting today, human visitors will be heavily guarded and kept in District 1 during their visit. That said, the boss has arranged for some open slots in the staffing that will be filled by your changelings, Scarlet.”

“Oh?” Scarlet asked with a smirk. “And what will my changelings be doing?”

“While most of the humans are just celebrities, there are a few with connections to powerful companies and governments. It’s risky, but this is too good of an opportunity not to try and replace a few of them with your changelings to act as spies or help manipulate things for us,” Victor said, then growled. “It’s a better alternative than trying to form a mutually beneficial relationship. As we learned with WillCo.”

Kaito frowned.

“I take it the boss also has a way to get them back through security?” he asked. “I’m sure the humans will be scanning for magic when the Committee returns.”

Victor nodded.

“She has assured me she does,” he answered.
Scarlet’s smirk grew, and she fell back into the crate, throwing the packing peanuts into the air as she did.

“Yay!” she exclaimed. “We’re going to kill people!”

Laughter echoed from the crate momentarily before Victor got the pixie back on track. The two discussed things in finer detail, but Piper’s mind was elsewhere. She stared past Victor and Scarlet, her eyes fixed on the back of the warehouse. Her mind replaced the sheet metal siding with hewed stones that made up a castle’s interior. Long ago, she had stared past Blackthorn at a stone wall as she swore her oath of fealty, the banshee queen’s sword pointed at her neck.

She had watched on as others did the same or refused and met their end at the Nightmare Queen’s sword. She hated Blackthorn but still served her. Then, one day, Blackthorn and several of her banshee sisters vanished into thin air. Once Piper learned Blackthorn was truly gone, she and others turned on those loyal to the banshee queen, then sliced her kingdom up amongst themselves. She had ruled as a Queen again, but only for one year. That was when the Vanishing brought her to this cursed world and Blackthorn.

“Piper,” Kaito said to her.

She turned and saw the oni holding out a cigarette to her with a sympathetic look. Normally, Piper would have rejected the offer just because of that look. Instead, she took the cigarette and slipped out of the warehouse. She fished the lighter from the pocket and lit the death stick. Her lungs filled with smoke and, more importantly, nicotine.

“So much for quitting,” Piper said with an exhale, looking over the cigarette.

She had smoked pipes back on Vas, but the human stuff was more addictive. She took another puff and walked out of the alleyway of the warehouse to watch the people on the street pass by. As she lifted her for another puff she recognized someone familiar. She pushed the remains of her cigarette against the wall of the alley and tossed it in the trash as she approached the young woman she recognized.

“Lady Selena,” Piper called out.

The young unicorn woman turned and faced her. Piper couldn’t help but smirk. Destry would have never let his little girl out of the house dressed like that when he was alive. Selena wore a black dress that showed her figure with a low cut that provided a teasing peek at her chest size. Anyone could tell at a single glance that she had dressed to impress a man. Destry’s daughter had grown up.

“Councilwoman Piper,” Selena greeted with a curtsy. “How have you been?”

Piper gave a small nod in return for Selena’s curtsy.

“Busy. The life of a Councilmember is an endless stream of meetings,” Piper answered. “How have you been adapting to life as a District Boss?”

The poor girl.

Another victim of Blackthorn, forced to bend the knee after the banshee bitch took everything from her. She could see a harder edge in Selena now compared to the proper young woman trained in etiquettes of nobility. No doubt, she had to become stronger. The weak don’t remain District bosses for long.

“It has been an adjustment, but I am learning,” Selena answered.

Piper thought about giving Selena the dagger that hung from her hip, the one made with a reagent from an ice salamander’s heart and imbued with Ice Magic. Destry had given it to Piper as a gift. Would it not be fitting for her to give it to Selena, something to help protect the girl?

“Selena!” a voice called out.

The unicorn’s eyes shined brightly at the voice, and Selena quickly curtsied.

“I’m Sorry, Councilwoman Piper. I must go. It was good seeing you again,” Selena said before turning and making her way to the voice.

A human with a lightning-shaped scar running down the side of his face was waving at her. Piper recognized him, even if she had never seen him in person. Blackthorn’s attack dog and the man Victor had met with. The Storm.

Selena hurried over to him, and the two started talking. She couldn’t hear the words but saw the slight smile on Selena’s face. Destry’s daughter was smiling at his killer!

Betrayal. Everywhere lies betrayal.

Piper watched as the two of them made their way toward the door of a nearby restaurant. Once they entered, Piper stepped back into the alleyway and pulled out her cellphone. It only rang once before being picked up.

“Yes, Councilwoman Piper?” Bella’s voice answered.

“The Boss of District 114 is in District 1. I want you and your brother to come here and kill him,” Piper answered.

She needed to thoroughly burn down any chance of Blackthorn joining them. Only then would she be safe from more betrayal.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


ASH WALKED BESIDE Selena, who gave him a nervous side glance as a two-tailed kitsune led them through the restaurant. When he caught her, he smiled and saw the unicorn blush slightly.

Selena cleared her throat.

“Thank you for agreeing to this meeting,” Selena said. “Ella booked the restaurant. She knows how important working out this trade deal is to me.”

Ash pulled on the strap of his backpack. It clashed horribly with his dress shirt and slacks, but Naomi had insisted he wear his best outfit, even if the last time he came to this restaurant, he was in jeans and a T-shirt. He thought it was a good thing he had worn it when he saw the slim black dress Selena was wearing. She looked stunning, and Ash had to work to keep his eyes from wandering.

“I have the reports from the fish farms with me. We can go over them together and see what we can come up with,” Ash stated.

Selena smiled and then nodded.

The kitsune came to a stop outside a sliding door to one of the private rooms.

“This will be your dining room,” the two-tailed kitsune said. She wore a sly smile and Ash caught her nose twitching like Faylen’s would when she was scenting something.

The door slid open and revealed a small room with a low table in the center. The table had a grill built into it, and the coals were already glowing red. Ash stepped inside, and slung his backpack off his shoulder and onto the floor. Selena followed and took a spot on the other side of the table. She carefully sat down on the cushions that were the seats for the low table, doing her best to keep her dress from sliding up and revealing too much.

Ash took his seat and started to open the backpack.

“We can eat first if you would like,” Selena suggested.

He paused and remembered what Bo had said. Then he zipped the backpack up and set it to the side.

“Sure. It would be nice to relax and visit for a while. So, how have you been, Selena?”

“Well enough,” Selena said and gave him a sly smile. “Mostly managing my District and listening to Ella talk about the charming orc in District 114.”

Ash laughed.

“I finally got Bo to admit they were dating.”
Selena arched an eyebrow at that.

“Really? Ella still tells me he’s just a friend. Then, she proceeds to gush over him. How did you get him to admit it?” Selena asked.

Ash shook his head.

“Bo’s been my best friend for a while. I know when he’s bullshitting and called him out on it. He cracked like an egg after that.”

Selena laughed.
“Perhaps I should call Ella out as well. It would be fun to see how she reacts,” Selena said.

A knock came at the door before it slid open. A redhead kitsune with nine fluffy tails entered carrying a tray. Her hair was the same red as Faylen’s online persona, Ember. Though her’s wasn’t in a ponytail, instead it flowed behind her almost reaching the small of her back. She wore a kimono style dress that Ash was sure was traditional clothing for kitsune’s back on Vas.

“I brought you some dumplings and tea,” she said with a bow.

As she placed the kettle and plate of dumplings on the table, Ash noticed the burn mark on the left side of her face. The fact she wore an eye patch told him she had lost her eye to the injury.

“Councilwoman Hitomi,” Selena exclaimed and inclined her head in a bow to the kitsune.

The nine-tailed kitsune chuckled.

“I’m no longer on the Council. Please, call me Hitomi,” she said while waving to Selena to stop bowing. “I own part of this restaurant and occasionally play the role of a waitress to break up the monotony of my life.”

Hitomi lifted the kettle and poured a cup of tea for Selena, then Ash.

“When the staff said two District bosses were dining here tonight, I was curious about who. Turns out it’s the Black Unicorn of District 208 and the notorious Storm of District 114.”

Selena’s face reddened, and she looked away from the kitsune. Hitomi either didn’t notice or care about Selena’s embarrassment and turned to face Ash.

“You have come far in such a short time,” she said as her tails swirled behind her. Ash wondered if that meant she was excited or agitated.

“I owe it to Councilwoman Blackthorn. She’s the one who supported me as Boss of District 114,” Ash answered.

Hitomi smirked at him.

“Humble,” she said. “But the truth is if Blackthorn hadn’t snagged you, someone would have. You killed two District Bosses and a kraken. I also heard rumors you were in District 44 during the lightning elemental attack.”

Hitomi smiled in a friendly way, but Ash still shifted uncomfortably where he sat on the floor. The kitsune seemed to know a lot about them. Almost too much. Hitomi kept her pleasant smile and picked up the tray.

“Well, I just wanted to sate my curiosity. Sorry for the intrusion. I hope you two enjoy your date,” she said before leaving the private room.

Ash turned his attention back to Selena, who wore a dejected look. She met his gaze and sighed.

“I’ll never escape that nickname, it seems,” Selena said, breaking her gaze from his.

Ash gave her a sympathetic smile.

“A friend once told me nicknames never go away, no matter how much you wish they would.”

Selena raised an eyebrow at him.

“Was that supposed to make me feel better?”

Ash shook his head.

“No. But I had to hear that shitty line, so I’m glad now someone else has to.”

Selena laughed, and Ash joined her.

Their conversation shifted to lighter subjects, and they found common ground in talking about Bo and Ella. The awkwardness caused by Hitomi’s visit was forgotten, and thankfully, when the waitress came to take their orders, it wasn’t the nine-tailed kitsune.

“Tuuker and his kobolds are exceptional craftsmen. I’m sure they can fashion anything your District needs,” Selena said while looking over the proposal.

“Good. We have several orcs in District 114 that can work a forge but none that are skilled enough to add runes to metal,” Ash answered.

Selena sat down the proposal on the table.

“I’m happy with these terms,” she said, signing her name with a pen.

Contracts were only enforced by those who signed them. The Council didn’t get involved in business matters between Districts like this, but having a contract was still valuable. Should something happen and a new District boss takes over for whatever reason, a physical record of the trade deal tells them what to expect and from whom. Business in the District could continue as usual unless the new boss wished to change things.

By the time Selena and Ash left the restaurant, night had already set in, though District 1 was still as bright and lively as ever. Neon lights glowed from the variety of buildings in the District, and paranormals of every race still packed the roads and sidewalks.

“I’ll walk you to the portal unless there’s somewhere else you want to swing by?” Ash offered.

“And if there is somewhere else I want to go, will you accompany me there?” Selena asked with a sly smirk.

“Of course,” Ash replied. “You saved me back in District 208. I want to stay by the gunslinging unicorn to make sure I’m safe.”

Selena laughed and slipped her arm through his before leading him to her destination.

“Well, if you see any danger, just let me know. I’ll protect you,” she said, her violet eyes almost glowing. “There’s a sweet shop here that makes candies from Vas. I want to get some sweets for Ella to thank her.”

Ash did his best to hide the smirk that wanted to appear on his face.

“Thanks for what?” he innocently asked.

Selena didn’t respond, but he saw her cheeks blush as she looked ahead.

“Well, I guess I should get something for Bo and the girls. Lilly might actually threaten my life if I go to a candy store and don’t get her anything.”

He felt Selena’s grip tighten on his arm.

“Lilly’s the dryad correct? She’s your newest lover?”

He nodded and Selena hummed.

“You’ve certainly adapted to the ways of De’Vas and Vas,” she said.

Ash sighed.

“It’s been an adjustment—”

DODGE. NOW!

Ash pulled Selena against himself as he leaped from the sidewalk. Screams sounded around him, and when he looked up, the sidewalk was torn apart for several yards with a deep gash running through it.

“Damn it!” a male elf who had been walking behind them cursed the hooded woman that stood beside him, a sword drawn. “This is too open of a spot!”

The woman lifted her hand and pulled down her hood. Bella smiled at Ash, then tilted her head and glared at Selena.

“Shut it, Baxter,” Bella said to the male elf, never breaking her gaze on Selena. “Hello, little unicorn. I got my arm back, and it’s time for me to return the favor.”

A dark hue formed along the edge of her blade, and Ash’s hand went for Riptide on his belt. Before he could grab it, Bella slashed her sword, sending a wave of Shadow Magic that cut through the sidewalk again as it came toward them.

A blue disk formed in front of them, and the slash of Shadow Magic dissipated against it. Ash looked over to see Selena holding her handgun up, blue runes glowing on the side of it. Bella let out a furious roar and followed up with another slash of Shadow Magic.

“The shield can’t take much more,” Selena said through gritted teeth. Ash was sure she was pumping as much of her magic into the rune as she could.

“Drop it,” Ash said as he held out one of his hands. He pulled on his magic but didn’t try to tap into the elemental’s power. This was the second time he had heard that voice. This time, he knew it had come from inside his head.

Selena dropped the shield, and lightning poured from Ash’s hand at the two elves. The spell was the one Deliah had used against him several months ago. He had, through trial and error, figured out how the lightning djinn had cast it. While not as powerful as his Bolt, the continuous stream forced both elves to back away from them and prevented them from attacking.

Ash cut off his attack as Selena aimed her gun toward the male elf Bella called Baxter.

“Shit!” Bella yelled as she grabbed Baxter, and both disappeared into a shadow on the ground. Selena’s shot struck where the male elf had been, and Death Magic exploded against the asphalt.

Ash fired two Bolts at where he thought they were, but it was hard to tell what was an ordinary shadow and what was Bella and Baxter.

Selena lifted her hand into the air, and a ball of light shot from it, hovering above them like a mini sun. The shadows receded several yards from the light. Then they waited. Selena gripped her gun, and Ash held Riptide in one hand as his other fished something from his pocket.

“Here,” Ash said, handing Selena a magic restore potion.

She looked at it, then took it and downed the vial’s contents.

“Thanks,” she said. “Even with my magic reservoirs full, my shield can’t handle many hits from her magic.”

Ash cast Lightning Shield, his defense spell, and two balls of electricity started floating around him.

“Fucking idiots!” a voice yelled.

Bella and Baxter were flung from the shadows into the light, hitting the road hard. Both pushed themselves off the ground but didn’t stand. Instead, they turned toward the shadows and bowed. Ash heard footsteps against the asphalt, and a dark elf woman stepped into the light with a scowl.

“I’ll do this myself,” she said, glaring at Ash.

Her lower body shifted, and soon, her legs were replaced by eight black spider-like ones connected to the abdomen of a large spider.

“Councilwoman Piper?” Selena called out to the drider.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


“COUNCILWOMAN?” ASH ASKED, keeping his eyes locked on the woman Selena had called Piper.

Piper said nothing. Instead, she pointed her hand at Ash, and he saw a small ball of light glowing on the tip of her finger. Quickly, he moved the spheres of lightning before him, preparing to block the attack.

NOT ENOUGH. MOVE. NOW!

The voice chimed in his head again, and Ash dove away as a beam of light tore through his spheres, scorching black the spot where he had been standing.

“Get away from him!” Selena yelled.

Bang!

She fired her gun at the drider, only for it to meet a wall of light. Death Magic exploded harmlessly against the wall as the Light Magic folded around it until Selena’s shot vanished in a small flash.

“Get up and help me finish this quickly,” Piper yelled to the elves. “The longer we’re out in the open, the more likely someone with power will come.”

Bella and Baxter both stood at Piper’s words and readied their swords. Bella’s blade took a dark hue, while Baxter’s took on a blue one. Ash pulled the kraken’s ring off his finger and brought out the lightning ball Raina had made for him. He looked to Selena, who aimed her gun at their opponents despite the fear on her face.

“Selena,” Ash said, biting down on the lightning ball. “Run!”

Lightning Magic flooded his body. He felt it burn along his skin, muscles, and bones. Raina was right. This would have killed a normal person, but Sparky lapped it up. He felt the elemental stir in his scar and the fluctuation of magic feeding it.

GOOD.

Ash didn’t like that he was hearing what he assumed was the elemental’s voice in his head. Could he be going insane? Either way, this was Selena and his only chance to escape.

NO RUN.

The ball of lightning didn’t shoot from the scar like the last two times the elemental appeared. Instead, power roared throughout his body. He saw sparks of lightning arcing from his skin, and the scar glowed bright. It reminded him of the state he was in when he fought Sero, but this was more power than then.

FIGHT. PROTECT

“What the fuck is that?” Baxter yelled as he held his sword in a guard pose.

Both the elves were staring at Ash with panicked looks on their faces. Councilwoman Piper glared at him as she raised her hand and fired another beam of Light Magic. Lightning raced from Ash’s body on its own and met the beam of light, stalling before pushing the magic back. Piper’s eyes widened, and she released her spell to dodge out of the way as a bolt of lightning crashed into the ground where she had stood.

“Get him!” Piper screamed, only for her face to pale.

Ash rushed forward, his legs empowered by the magic. Baxter moved between him and Piper, slamming his sword into the ground. A wall of ice burst from it, forming a shield, which lasted only a second before Riptide cleaved through it. A bewildered Baxter was on the other side, but Piper had vanished.

RIGHT. MOVE. NOW!

Listening to the voice, Ash threw himself right. An explosion of Light Magic slammed into where he had been, and Baxter was flung back, rolling along the ground. Ash turned in the direction the attack came from and saw Piper’s spider legs clinging to the side of a building on the second floor. Her hand held out, she was preparing another attack. Ash was getting ready to hurl a Bolt at her to counter, but then he heard the shots.

Bang! Bang!

His gaze shifted to Selena, who was firing at a shadow on the ground that was rapidly approaching her. Fear filled her eyes as she tried to back away and line up another shot.

FORM. NOW.

Two words, but he knew what it meant. Quickly, his mind thought of a form for Sparky. He felt magic leave his body in arcs of lightning, though most of it stayed with him. The Lightning Magic took the shape of a wolf and charged toward Selena. Bella emerged from the shadow a second later, oblivious to the elemental beast coming for her. She drew back her sword to kill Selena, only for Sparky to collide with her.

Ash heard Bella’s screams, but his focus was forced back on Piper as her Light Magic attack slammed into him. He felt a burning sensation on his skin where it had hit, and the force rolled him along the ground. He stood, but his left arm hung limp. He could see a small black hole burned through his shoulder.

I guess Sparky was responsible for blocking the earlier attack.

Ash glared at Piper.

“I was aiming for your heart,” Piper growled. “I won’t miss next time.”

He didn’t plan to give her the chance. Raising his right hand, which held Riptide, he extended his index and middle finger. Lightning Magic built at the end of it and he unleashed a Bolt at the drider.

Piper’s spider legs pushed off the wall, and she dodged the attack. The Bolt slammed into the side of the building, thunder echoed as bricks blew away from the wall leaving a large hole. Piper gave the damage a cautious glance and grimaced, then she charged at him. Her eight spider legs gave her incredible speed.

Ash met her charge with his own, pushing more magic into Riptide. He also cast his Lightning Shield spells, and two balls of Lightning Magic hovered around him.

A black chitin leg stabbed out at Ash, only for him to slip past it and try to stab Riptide into Piper’s abdomen. Another of her spider legs came up and blocked the strike. He heard one of his shields fizzle out, then he saw an opening on one of Piper’s legs, an exposed joint.

“Bastard!” Piper screamed in pain and she tried to pull back.

One of her legs fell to the ground, twitching as green blood oozed from the stump. She backed up on her remaining seven legs, and Ash saw her pull forth a dagger with a glowing blue rune on the blade. She slashed the air with the dagger, and Ash felt a cold wind pass over him. He thought the attack had failed until he tried to take a step toward the drider and his foot refused to move.

Ice covered his shoes and the ground in a solid sheet. Piper prepared another one of her Light Beams, a cruel grin on her face. Ash stabbed Riptide into the ice sheet, pushing his magic into the blade. This time, instead of sending it to the rune, he pushed his Lightning Magic along the water blade itself. The air crackled as the Lightning Magic fragmented the ice sheet. Ash broke free from the ice, and he charged Piper as her attack struck where he had been. Her seven legs tried to push her back, but he closed the distance before she could retreat and slashed, his Lightning Magic still coursing through the blade. Fear filled Piper’s eyes as she raised her dagger to block the attack. The blades clashed, the Ice Magic of the dagger and the Water Magic of Riptide held against each other, but Ash’s Lightning Magic escaped. 
Piper screamed as arcs of lightning came off Riptide and attacked her, her ashen skin turning red from lighting-shaped burns on her face. One of her spider legs struck out blindly at Ash and sent him hurling back.

As he stood, he felt more Lightning Magic enter his body. Sparky had returned. Ash cast a glance toward Selena, who had her gun trained on Piper now. In the distance, he could see Baxter fleeing with an injured Bella on his back. It seemed the two elves had been able to defeat Sparky in his weaker wolf form.

Bang! Bang! Bang!

Selena’s shots rang out, but Piper ignored the sound. Instead she flicked her wrist, and a wall of Light Magic appeared before her and absorbed the shots. Piper never broke her gaze from Ash. Anger and pain burned in her eyes as she glared at him. Her face and arms were covered in lightning-shaped burn marks. Ash gripped Riptide and felt Sparky add to his power, though the elemental remained silent. Lightning crackled in the air, and he prepared to clash with Piper again. This time, only one of them would leave alive.

A wall of fire erupted between the two of them, forcing Ash to take a step back from the amount of heat coming from it.

“Now, this is bad for business,” a woman’s voice said.

Ash turned to the voice and saw a flash of red fur. Then he was pinned on the ground with something heavy on his back, his magic receded as if something was suppressing it. The red fur appeared again as it passed in front of his vision. Then he saw the firewall shift and surround Piper. Screams of pain erupted from it.

“Starting fights near my restaurant, shame. I don’t remember serving you sake earlier, so I doubt this is a drunken brawl,” the woman’s voice said.

Ash tilted his head and saw Hitomi sitting on him. The kitsune smiled at him as she looked down at him with one eye. Her hand reached out, and she ran her fingers through his hair. Then, she leaned down until her lips were almost touching his ear.

“Where’s the ring, the one you wore at my restaurant covered in runes? You need to seal it,” she said, her hand still playing with his hair. “You’re like a frog in a slowly boiling pot. Already being cooked alive and don’t even know it.”

Hitomi snapped her fingers, and the flames vanished from Piper. The drider lay curled up on the ground whimpering. Her body was badly burned, but it seemed the nine-tails didn’t intend to kill her.

“My pocket,” Ash said.

Hitomi’s hand slipped into his slacks pocket, and she retrieved the ring. She then slipped it on his finger, and he saw the runes start to glow.

“Good boy,” Hitomi said as she ruffled his hair.

She then pulled her hand away from him before shooting it forward in a punch. The world turned black, and the last thing Ash remembered was the smiling redhead fox with one eye.

***

“Ouch,” Ash said as he started to come to his senses.

He felt warmth, and the sensation of arms wrapped around him. His first thought was Faylen was holding him, but he wasn’t being thumped by a fluffy tail, or had a scaly tail wrapped around his leg. Lilly then? He thought.

“I have you, Ash,” Selena said softly.

He opened his eyes and looked into her violet ones. She gave him a gentle smile, and he felt her hand run along his arm, a soothing sensation washing over every part of him she touched. He was so caught up in her eyes he had failed to notice her horn was glowing.

“That spell, or whatever it was you did, was rough on your body,” Selena said, her voice cracking some. “Your magic left burns on your body. I’m healing as much as I can.”

He was about to say something when he heard the sound of footsteps on the asphalt.

“Good, he’s awake,” Cleo said, her red eyes looking down at him.

Ash stared at the banshee for a moment then realized it was Aerial, pretending to be Cleo. A second later Zara, the flirtatious sphinx, and Roc, the gluttonous forest troll, were standing beside her.

“Councilwomen and Councilman,” Ash greeted.

Aerial crossed her arms in a perfect rendition of Cleo before she gave one of her lectures. She even did the same pose when she was Silver.

“Selena and Former-Councilwoman Hitomi have told us what happened. While you’re not going to be blamed for this fiasco, I recommend you stay within District 114 for a time, Ash,” Aerial said, making her best impression of Cleo. “The Council will address this issue with Councilwoman Piper.”

She even had the arrogant hair flip down.

“She also said you were giving Piper a run for her money, which is pretty good considering she has eight legs. Well, had eight legs,” Roc added, only to let out a cry of pain as Zara smacked him.

“The one time you’re not stuffing your mouth, and you use it to say something stupid,” Zara chided. “Come on, Roc, can’t you feel the tension in the air.”

“Home sounds good,” Ash said with a groan as he tried to set up.

Selena placed a hand on his back and helped him. When he was finally able to, he saw past Cleo, Roc, and Zara. Piper was badly burned and Victor stood beside her as she nursed a potion. The stone dragon’s eyes were fixed on Ash instead of the drider, and there was a curious expression on his face. Piper, though, glared at him with narrowed eyes full of anger.

“I’m coming with you to District 114,” Selena said as she helped him stand. “I want to ensure you’re fully healed.”

Her arms looped around his and helped support him as they made their way to the portal.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


AS SOON AS Ash and Selena stepped through the portal, he spotted the girls and Silver waiting for him, Naomi holding a first aid kit. He guessed Aerial had given them a heads-up about his fight in District 1. He saw everyone’s eyes settle on his and Selena’s interlocked arms. Faylen frowned at the sight, while Naomi beamed, and Lilly rushed forward.

“Oh no you don’t, Miss Shiny Horn!” Lilly said.

She unlocked Selena’s arm from his and put herself between them before locking her own arm with Ash’s. The dryad narrowed her eyes at the unicorn.

“I just got him! You have to wait your turn,” Lilly said while making shooing gestures with her hand.

Selena cautiously watched Lilly as she took a few steps back, her face red.

“I was just helping to support him. He was injured during the fight,” Selena reasoned. “I healed him some there, but was planning to check him over once we got back here.”
“I have my potions,” Lilly said as she continued to try and shoo Selena away. “We don’t need—”

Faylen cut her off.

“We greatly appreciate that, Selena. Thank you,” Faylen said, giving the pouting Lilly a stern glare.

Naomi smiled at Faylen, who, despite her words, seemed agitated.

Silver let out a sigh of relief.

“I was worried you’d be more injured. Aer—” Silver’s eyes darted to Selena, and she cleared her throat. “Councilwoman Blackthorn called me and said you fought against Councilwoman Piper.”

Ash grimaced as he rolled his shoulder. Selena had healed the hole the drider had shot through it, but the arm was still slow to respond to him.

“Yeah, and Bella along with another elf. Bella tried to jump Selena and I on our way back from the restaurant. Piper joined in on the attack the first time we drove the elves away.”

Silver’s face became dark as her lips thinned.

“So, Councilman Victor and Councilwoman Piper,” she said, her voice cold. “Not a combo I would have expected. Victor always seemed more likely to kill Piper instead of working with her.”

Silver bit her thumb in thought for a moment, then looked back at him, her eyes running up and down his body.

“We can discuss this later. First, let’s get you back to the Flatiron so Selena and Lilly can treat your wounds.”

Lilly led Ash toward the Flatiron while everyone else followed. Occasionally, Lilly would peer behind them at Selena, as if she were worried that the unicorn would try to sneak up and steal him away. Once they got to the Flatiron, Ash was surprised to see Lilly hit the button for the fifth floor.

“The penthouse is repaired?” Ash asked.

“Surprise!” Naomi said excitedly.

Faylen gently touched Naomi to keep her from jumping up and down in the elevator.

“The gangs finished everything this morning. Lilly, Naomi, and I have been furniture shopping and hoped to surprise you once you got back,” Faylen gave him a tempered smile.

Ash smiled warmly at his girls and tried to move to give both Faylen and Naomi a hug, but Lilly refused to release him.

“Thank you, girls. I’m sorry my fight put a damper on it,” Ash said while Lilly clung to his arm to keep him by her side.

The elevator chimed once it hit the fifth floor and Ash opened the door to the newly renovated penthouse. The walls were painted the same color, but the furniture was very different, and he instantly knew which girl had picked out what. The black leather couch screamed Faylen, while the neon blue armchair was Naomi’s favorite color. Lilly’s contribution was the half dozen potted plants around the living room and the coffee table that had a floral pattern carved into the side. It all clashed horribly, but it represented his girls, and he loved that.

“I’m guessing Bo is responsible for that?” Ash asked.

He pointed to a large canvas picture on the far wall, which depicted him with his hair frizzed out and a dumbass expression on his face. He remembered it was the one Silver had taken of him months back when he was first working out his Lightning Shield spell. It had taken him a while to figure out how to control the large amounts of static electricity that the spell produced.

“Yes, that was Bo’s contribution. I think he even screwed it into the drywall to make sure you couldn’t take it down,” Faylen said with a sigh.

Ash laughed and shook his head.

“Of course the jackass did.”

He was thinking of ways to pay the orc back when he heard laughter. Turning he saw Selena doing her best to look away from the picture and keep a straight face. She was failing at both.

“I’m sorry. Just the picture,” Selena cleared her throat and did her best not to laugh. “Let’s go ahead and treat your wounds.”

Ash nodded.

“Okay what do you want me to do, Selena?” he asked.

Selena bit her lip as her face flushed.

“I’ll need you to remove your shirt,” she said.

Ash sat shirtless on the couch with Selena on one side and Lilly on the other. While he was worried Lilly would try to pick a fight about treating him with how she acted at the portal, she instead worked with Selena. The dryad would place a healing salve on any cuts or bruises, and Selena would run her hand over them.

“This salve really cuts down on how much magic I need to use,” Selena said. Her face was still red, and she had done her best not to make eye contact with Ash.

“It’s one I created to work with healing magic. The salve doesn’t heal but has everything Healing Magic needs to repair damaged tissue,” Lilly answered.

A few minutes later Ash couldn’t even tell he had been in a fight. Even his shoulder was back to normal.

“Thank you, both,” Ash said as he rolled his shoulder, making sure it was fully healed.

“I should probably head back to District 208,” Selena said, still avoiding his gaze. “Thank you for saving me with your lightning wolf spell. If you hadn’t used that, then that crazy elf woman would have killed me.”

Selena’s eyes met his for a brief moment, and she drew a deep breath. Then she turned and went out the door of the penthouse. Faylen had watched Selena as she left and wordlessly moved to follow her. Before Ash could ponder what Faylen was up to, Silver drew his attention.

“Lightning wolf spell?” Silver asked her tone deadly serious. “You didn’t, Ash.”

Ash scratched his cheek and shifted uncomfortably. Lilly narrowed her eyes at him from the side of the couch where she sat. Then she stood up.

“I don’t know what’s going on, but I’m going to find something to bop Ash on the head with. It sounds like he’s been a bad boy,” Lilly said as she rushed from the living room.

Ash sighed.

“When Piper joined in on the fight, I used the lightning ball Raina made,” Ash said.

Silver growled at him as her rabbit ears went flat.

“What’s the lightning ball?” Naomi asked.

Silver quickly looked at Naomi with a shocked expression then looked back at Ash.

“You didn’t tell them you made it!” Silver exclaimed.

Ash gritted his teeth. He was going to be in the dog house.

“Bad Ash!” Lilly said from behind him.

He felt something gently bop him on the head and turned around to see Lilly standing behind him with a rolled-up copy of Madam Vines. Naomi stared at him curiously from her neon blue armchair.

“I had Raina make something like a small medicine ball from plants high in Lightning Magic,” Ash said as he watched Lilly and Naomi’s curious expressions shift to ones of concern. “With the intent to summon the elemental if I needed it.”

Lilly swatted him on the head with the rolled-up comic again, this time harder.

“Very bad, Ash!” Lilly growled. “What were you thinking? That thing is a monster we’re trying to keep contained!”

Ash rubbed his head and glared at the pouting dryad.

“Survival. The lightning ball wasn’t my first choice, Lil. I only had it made as a last resort.”

Silver sighed.

“It’s probably good you did have it. Piper and I have a history. It wouldn’t surprise me if she went after you to try and get to me,” Silver said grimly.

“What kind of history?” Ash asked.

Silver shifted in her chair, uncomfortable.

“I earned my nickname of the Nightmare Queen, Ash. I was young, angry, and motivated solely by revenge,” Silver said with a heavy sigh, her face a weary one of regret and shame. “When the Kingdom of Everwood killed my mother in a territory dispute, my banshee sisterhood was but one of many small clans on the border of the kingdom. I wanted revenge, so I started to attack and subjugate the other smaller clans until I had built a Queendom and an army.

“Piper was the leader of one of those smaller clans. I invaded her drider coven, slaughtered her personal guards, and forced her to swear fealty to me. She became my vassal, forced to join my war against the Kingdom of Everwood.”

Silver met his gaze for a moment, then looked away, focusing instead on the wall. The Cleo she described and the Cleo he knew were different people. His Cleo had come to his rescue when he and Faylen were attacked by the frost trolls at the beach, helped free those from Sero, and confronted an insane djinn to save District 44.

“That’s not you anymore,” Ash said softly to her.

Silver was silent for a long moment, her gaze fixed on the wall.

“It still doesn’t change what I’ve done,” she finally said.

She shook her head and looked back at him.

“We got off track. This is about Piper attacking you. I want to hear the whole story, don’t skip on anything,” Silver said.

Faylen

Faylen followed behind Selena as she made her way to the elevator. She did her best to resist the urge to flatten her ears and bristle her tail. She was agitated, mostly due to the attack on Ash, but a part of it was due to the scent coming off the unicorn. Selena hit the button, the doors to the elevator opened, and she stepped in.

“Oh, Faylen. Is something wrong?” Selena asked once she turned around.

Faylen didn’t respond. Instead, she entered the elevator as well and hit the close door button. Then, she put herself between the number pad and Selena.

“I think it’s time we had a little chat, Selena,” Faylen said. “About your interest in Ash.”

Selena flustered for a moment, then scowled at Faylen. The unicorn stood a little straighter and her violet eyes held determination.

“Are you here to tell me to stay away? I know you don’t like me very much,” Selena snapped.

Faylen gave her a toothy smile, showing off her sharp canines to the unicorn.

“Good, you have some fire in you,” Faylen noted. “You’ll need that. Trouble is drawn to Ash.”
Selena’s posture shifted as she crossed her arms.

“What is this?”

Faylen shifted her pose to a more relaxed one.

“Like I said, a chat,” Faylen answered. “We’re not so different, you know.”

Selena narrowed her eyes and let out a huff in disbelief.

“When I first met Ash, he was my enemy. I’ve hurt him in the past, broken his bones, and even thought about killing him once. Then I fell in love with him, saw the man he truly is,” Faylen took a deep breath. “I still regret what I did, even if he has forgiven me. That’s why I’m so hostile to you. I see myself. That said, you’ve helped the man I love multiple times, and I know how you feel about him.”

Selena shifted uncomfortably.

“You want Ash, I can smell it on you. How he excites you,” Faylen said before locking eyes with Selena. “And Naomi told me how, when you stayed at the Flatiron, you spied on them as she sucked him off in the shower. I wonder, did your sheets have a wet spot that night?”
Selena turned bright red and looked away. The elevator had started moving, and Faylen knew she didn’t have much time left.

“You have my permission to pursue Ash. As long as you respect me as the alpha of his harem,” Faylen said to her.

Selena’s face was crimson, as she stared at the far wall of the elevator. A ding alerted Faylen to them stopping at a floor.

“Thank you, Alpha,” Selena said softly.

Faylen smiled before turning and leaving through the open elevator doors.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


“ASH,” LILLY WHISPERED into his ear.

Ash let out a groan as he lay in bed. He was still half asleep when he felt Lilly’s hands running up and down his chest. Yesterday had been a long day, and once he had finished telling the girls in detail about his fight with Piper, they had all called it a night.

He felt Lilly climb on top of him, a wet sensation on his thigh where she straddled him. Her hips moved back and forth against his thigh, and he started to wake up more, especially a particular part of him.

“Faylen and Naomi said I can have you this morning,” Lilly purred in his ear. “I’ll wake you up in a very special way.”

He felt the dryad’s pussy slide off his thigh as Lilly moved away from his chest and slipped under the covers. He heard the sound of foil crinkling and figured it was a condom.

I guess Lilly didn’t have any potions on her?

He felt her mouth latch onto his cock, and she started sucking. Ash groaned as Lilly’s tongue ran up and down his shaft as she took him in her mouth, and then he felt a strange popping sensation. Ash’s eyes opened, and he threw the covers off himself, looking down. Lilly’s green eyes looked back up at him, her mouth sealed around his cock and it halfway down her throat. She held the wrapper of some fizzy candy in her hand, and he realized that it was the popping sensation he had felt.

“Didn’t I make a no candy-in-bed rule?” Ash teased as he ran his hand through the dryad’s hair.

Lilly kept working his cock, her tongue exploring every bit of it as she tried to take more and more of him into her mouth. She was treating his dick like it was her favorite treat. Lilly went all the way to the base, and he felt her throat squeeze against him as she held herself there, then she released him with a gasp for air.

“Delicious,” Lilly said, panting as her hand stroked him up and down, then she looked up at him. “The no candy in bed is a stupid rule. I’m going to show you why. Anyway, you started it with your honey, Honey ”

Lilly tipped the remains of the fizzy candy into her mouth and Ash could hear it already popping.

“What if I want something to eat?” he asked her.

Lilly smiled as she turned around and slid her bottom toward him. Soon Ash had Lilly’s pussy in his face and ready for him to devour. He licked his lips and grabbed a hold of Lilly’s thighs as he dove in. His tongue slipped inside her wet hole, darting in and out before moving to her clit. Lilly let out a moan before she took his cock back into her mouth and continued sucking him.

He shouldn’t have been surprised that Lilly would attempt something like this with candy. His crazy dryad lover always had the oddest ideas, but there was no denying that it felt good.

The fizzing eventually quit, and Lilly seemed to suck even harder as if she was trying to get all the sugariness of the candy off him. Ash paid her back by latching his mouth around her clit and sucking.

Lilly let out a whimper, and her right leg started to twitch. Ash smiled as he kept working Lilly’s pussy over, his tongue teasing her. Eventually, Lilly released his cock and gripped his legs as she moaned, her leg gave out, and she collapsed on top of him. Ash felt his cock twitch as Lilly’s hot breath brushed against it from where she lay.

“No..fair…” Lilly said while panting. “You made… me cum… first.”

The door started to open, and Ash turned toward it, only to see a vine slip in and throw a damp hand towel at Lilly, who caught it. She stood up, straddling him as she wiped down his dick with the hand towel. Then she tossed the towel on the floor, scooted down his chest, and slipped him inside her. Lilly moaned as she gripped his legs and eased herself down onto him.

“Time for round two,” Lilly said as she looked over her shoulder at him, her hips already moving. “I’ll win this one.”

Ash groaned as he watched Lilly’s ass bounce up and down on his dick. The way she rolled her hips gave him a view of her tight pussy sliding up and down his shaft, and he could see her wetness shimmering off it in the bedroom light.

“I don’t think I’ll let you win this, Lil,” Ash said.

One of his hands grabbed a hold of her thigh as he started to sit up. Lilly shifted with him and was soon on her hands and knees as Ash knelt behind her. His cock was still buried in her pussy. His other hand came up and grabbed Lilly’s shoulder as he started thrusting in and out of her.

Lilly gasped and started to moan.

“No fair. This is cheating! You’re supposed to do doggy style with Faylen!” Lilly said as she gripped the footboard of the bed.

Ash leaned down against Lilly, his hand moving up and cupping her breast, teasing and pinching her nipple. Gently, he bit her ear before whispering into it.

“With Faylen and Naomi, I have a tail in the way. You don’t. I can go as deep as I want with you, Lilly,” Ash whispered, then did just that.

“Oh gods,” Lilly cried out as her grip tightened on the footboard.

Moans and panting were the only other sounds Lilly made as she focused her efforts on gripping the footboard. Ash was sure the moment she let go of it, she would collapse onto the bed. He continued to fuck her thoroughly. Her sex clamped down on him with every thrust.

Ash felt himself start to climax and picked up his pace, Lilly’s sex quivered, and he saw her arm begin to shake. She collapsed a moment later onto the bed, and Ash watched as she lay there and his seed dribbled out of her slit. Lilly was panting, her eyes glazed and face red. He smiled at how thoroughly he had fucked his dryad.

“…did I…win?” Lilly asked.

Ash laid down beside his dryad and pulled her against him.

“Yeah. You won, Lilly,” he said as he held her.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


“FUCK! IT HURTS,” Bella cried out, her voice a sob.

She was lay on a table as Baxter placed the healing salve on her burned body. Quickly, her brother stuffed a rag into her mouth.

“Bite down on that, Bella,” Baxter said as he looked out the window.

She could see the fear in her brother’s eyes. They were still in District 1, hiding in some empty store that Baxter had been able to break the lock on. Bella couldn’t tell how many hours had passed since the fight. She kept slipping in and out of consciousness. Light poured through the window, but whether it was the sun or those damn human lights, she didn’t know.

“Sorry, Bella. We must be quiet,” Baxter said.

That’s right, Piper was going to kill them now. They had failed her again. Returning to their District, their home, would be death. The horrible bitch, she had sent them against someone who could hold their own against even her.

The memory of Ash using his magic and the lightning dancing off his body filled her mind. Her heart started to race as she recalled the lightning wolf spell that had attacked her. The spell almost seemed alive with how it thrashed her around, its teeth made from Lightning Magic tearing at her arms and legs, burning her flesh as it did. Her heart raced faster. She would have died from that spell had Baxter not filled it with over a dozen Ice Shards, draining his magic in the process. Bella felt her body start to convulse as another seizure hit her. Baxter did his best to hold her down to keep her from thrashing about and injuring herself more. Nearly a minute passed before she had control of her body again. Baxter removed the damn rag from her mouth so she could breathe deeply.

“Find me someone to drain,” Bella hissed to her brother.

Baxter shook his head.

“They’re looking for us right now, Bella. There’s too much risk to grab someone off the street. When things calm down, I’ll get someone,” Baxter said as he applied more of the healing salve. “Then we can find a new District and take it over.”

Her brother smiled at her, and with that simple act by him, Bella knew she was dying. Her eyes followed him as he put the last of the salve on her body. Lightning-shaped burn marks covered her where the spell had attacked her. Bella flexed her fingers as she drew on her Shadow Magic. Baxter didn’t notice.

He turned from her once the container of the salve was empty, either to toss it or get some more. Bella sent a slash of Shadow Magic at his back, and a cry of pain escaped Baxter. Blood erupted from him, and he fell to the floor. Bella rolled herself off the table and on top of her brother.

“Bella! No!” Baxter screamed as he tried to pull himself away from her.

Her left hand latched on to him and started to use her Nature Magic to drain the life from him. When she started to do that, Baxter whimpered and pulled on his Ice Magic. He formed an ice shard in his right hand at the same time that Bella’s other hand, shrouded in Shadow Magic, slammed into his spine. She felt bones crunch from the blow and threw several more. Baxter’s body didn’t move after that, but he was still alive as she planned. He stared at her with pitiful eyes as she drained him dry.

“Sorry, brother,” Bella said and meant it.

She loved her brother, but she loved herself more, and she needed to keep living. She needed to stay alive so she could kill that unicorn, Ash, and Councilwoman Piper. She needed to kill them all.

Ash

Ash was in the greenhouse with Lilly, Kate, Raina, and the goblin this morning. They were working on disabling the runes on the goblin’s body—well, Kate was anyway.

“Turn him a little to the left,” Kate said as she held the tattoo gun.

The vines suspending the goblin before Kate moved slightly. The foul-mouthed bastard glared at Ash but said nothing. He watched what he said very closely after Lilly threatened to pull him apart for hurling an insult at Ash.

“How’s that?” Lilly asked the harpy.

The dryad was sitting in Ash’s lap as she played on her phone, the charging cord running from it to his hand, where he was sending a steady stream of Lightning Magic. Raina held his other hand as she examined the runes on the kraken ring. Something Silver had insisted the frost troll do after Ash told her the whole story of his fight with Councilwoman Piper and the elves.

“That’s perfect,” Kate said as she unwrapped a sucker and put it in her mouth.

She lifted the tattoo gun and started tracing the design Raina had drawn over the tattooed runes. The tattoo gun was using special ink that Raina had created from the magic-infused plants she grew with Lilly’s help.

“Thanks again for doing this, Kate,” Ash said.

The harpy had agreed to help them even when she didn’t know all the details. She just knew the goblin had information that Councilwoman Blackthorn wanted.

Kate stopped tattooing and pulled the sucker from her mouth.

“I’m always happy to help a cute boy in need,” Kate said with a wink.

Lilly looked up from her phone and frowned. The sound of vines starting to move through foliage filled the greenhouse, and Kate’s eyes went wide. Quickly she put the sucker back in her mouth and started tattooing the goblin.

“Lilly,” Ash chastised his lover.

Lilly huffed.

“I’m just reminding the captain of the itty-bitty-titty committee that you’re my boyfriend,” Lilly said as she shook her ass in his lap.

Kate stopped tattooing and looked back at Lilly, taking the sucker out of her mouth.

“My tits are small because I’m a harpy. It’s a flying thing,” Kate argued.

Lilly laughed.

“That just sounds like a convenient excuse,” the dryad retorted.

“Will you two stop? Otherwise, it’ll take all day to tattoo the goblin,” Raina said with an exasperated sigh.

She finally released Ash’s hand.

“The ring won’t hold much longer, but the runes are still working. We could try to craft a new one, but I doubt we can find a reagent powerful enough to work, and even if we did, there’s no guarantee it would hold.”

“So what do you think? Another month or two?” Ash asked as he rolled the ring on his finger.

Raina frowned and shook her head.

“Days, Ash.”

Lilly shifted in his lap to look at the frost troll.

“Fuck,” Lilly said.

“Fuck,” Ash groaned.

Kate stopped tattooing again and looked over at them.

“What are we saying fuck about?” she asked.

Raina turned to her with a grim look. She knew about the elemental because Cleo went to her for help constructing the ring, but Kate had been left out of the loop. Even Selena didn’t know everything, and she had fought against Sparky when he first tried to form in the outside world.

“The runes on the ring are sealing a lightning elemental within me,” Ash said, deciding Kate deserved to know the truth. “The elemental has slowly been chipping away at the ring, and Raina thinks I only have a few days left before it breaks.”
Kate’s eyes went wide. Even the goblin was staring at him in disbelief.

“Get me out of here!” the goblin started screaming.

He thrashed against the vines that held him, only for more to shoot from the surrounding plants until he was restrained again. Kate licked her lips and nodded.

“Okay, that sounds bad,” she said. “What do you plan to do?”

Ash sighed.

“Fight it if it comes to that,” he answered.

Kate nodded.

“If it does come to that, call me, and I’ll come with an army of Undead,” Kate said. “I owe you, Ash.”

The harpy gave him a friendly smile before returning to tattooing the goblin.

***

An hour later, Kate had finished tattooing over the runes on the goblin, and Silver showed up, signaling Kate and Raina that it was time to leave. Soon, only Ash, Silver, and Lilly remained in the greenhouse with the goblin, who was glaring at them.

“What’s the big idea tatting me up? Ain’t I got enough ink on me?” he yelled at Silver while glancing cautiously at Lilly.

It seemed he had mistakenly believed the silver-haired rabbitkin was the less dangerous option to vent his anger than the dryad. Ash was sure the green bastard would piss himself if he knew he was yelling at the real Cleo Blackthorn.

Silver rolled her eyes.

“While I wanted to ask for your assistance in the process, Raina advised against it. She said some of the runes could go off if you knowingly agreed to have them deactivated.”

The goblin froze and stared at her, his jaw hanging open.

“Please, don’t joke with me,” he said softly, his abrasive attitude gone.

“I’m not joking. I want answers that you know,” Silver said sternly.

The goblin stared at her in disbelief.

“Brock…” he said softly, then looked at the tattooed covered runes on his body.

They didn’t activate, and the goblin started laughing.

“Brock, you bastard, I’m free!” the goblin exclaimed as his laughter turned into tears.

He fell to his knees and sobbed as he kept repeating the same words over and over. I’m free.

Silver waited patiently as the goblin regained his composure, even handing him a napkin to wipe his eyes.

“Thank you…” the goblin said.

“You said, Brock. Do you mean Councilman Brock?” Silver asked.

The goblin nodded.

“Yeah, that necromancer bastard. However, the one on the Council is an impostor, one of Councilwoman Scarlet’s changelings. The real Councilman Brock…well, you wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” the goblin said.

“Try me,” Silver said defiantly.

The goblin smiled at her.

“Vas,” he answered.

The room turned deathly silent as everyone stared at the goblin. The green little bastard grinned, at least until Death Magic swirled around Silver’s hand.

“Bullshit!” she growled hotly. “If there were a way back, no one would keep that a secret!”

The goblin backed away and held up his hands.

“Easy! I told you that you wouldn’t believe me!” he said, finally realizing Silver was more dangerous than the dryad.

Silver glared at the goblin, then cut off her Death magic.

“Lilly, do you have a True Sayer Potion?” she asked.

Lilly was still staring at the goblin, but Silver’s request broke her from it.

“Huh? Oh, yes,” Lilly replied as she reached into her pocket. “Here.”

Silver caught the potion and handed it to the goblin, who took it, pulled the cork, and downed the vial.

“There is a way back to Vas, but that world is dying. When the rifts first started, magic began draining from Vas to Earth. Think of Vas as a container of water someone poked a small hole in, slowly draining,” the goblin made a grim look. “Brock, the bastard, thought the runes tattooed on me would keep his secrets. He would return from Vas and find a bottle of booze, drink it until he was shit-faced, and rant about him finding areas devoid of magic.”

Silver and Lilly’s expressions darkened at the mention of areas devoid of magic.

“How is an area without magic showing Vas is dying?” Ash asked.

It was Lilly who answered.

“Traces of magic are in all life on Vas, even if they can’t use it for spellwork like you or I can. Areas without magic can’t support life,” Lilly explained.

Ash frowned.

“Earth doesn’t have magic. Well, not before the rifts, anyway. Life exists here,” he said.

“Pray it doesn’t leave, human. The rifts brought large bursts of magic into this world and it’s seeping into all of life here. That’s why you can cast spells and why, if the magic were suddenly gone, your body would slowly start to deteriorate,” the goblin answered.

Silver cursed and shook her head.

“How are they doing it? How is this connected to WillCo and Destry’s operation in District 208?” she growled at the goblin.

“Two metal spheres, one brass that acts as an anchor and one that’s silver, which transports the individual to Vas when magic activates the runes on it,” the goblin pointed at Ash. “The human found the brass one when he and Pickles kidnapped me. I’m surprised Brock hasn’t rifted in on you yet.”
“The brass ball was destroyed, causing a rift,” Ash replied.

The goblin frowned at him.

“That should have brought the silver ball back and Brock with it.”
Ash and Silver shared a glance. It seemed they would need to talk to a certain elvish swordmaster. The goblin shrugged.

“Hopefully, that bastard is dead. WillCo helped make the sphere, but they had a falling out with Brock and his friends. If you’ve watched the news, you can guess why. That’s the reason Brock enslaved me. I’m a tinkerer and became fascinated by human technology when I rifted. They wanted me to try and replicate what WillCo did, but the blueprints WillCo gave them were just squiggly lines that made no sense. So the bastard cyclops had me tend to his mimic farm and sell the reagents harvested from them.

“As for Destry, he was Piper’s pawn. She used him to gather reagents, some of which went to WillCo or were used as fuel for the spheres. The bitch had kept quiet on how exactly Destry was getting them. Even Brock was disgusted once it came out.”

Ash frowned at the memories of Sero’s house of horrors in District 71. That brass ball was the reason so many people had died.

“Why?” he asked.

The goblin held out his hands and gestured around them.

“Brock and his friends don’t like the fact that those called paranormals are confined to De’Vas. They think war is inevitable between the human nations and are gathering resources on Vas to prepare for it.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


“THERE’S A WAY back?” Faylen asked, her voice distant.

She was cuddled up beside him on the couch in the penthouse. Naomi was on the other side of him, her tail coiled around his leg as usual.

After the goblin told him everything, Ash gathered Faylen and Naomi to let them know. Silver wanted to keep it a secret, well, for as long as Lilly could keep it a secret anyway. There were people who would kill for a way back to Vas. Ash was sure Neftali would have stopped at nothing to get his hands on a way back. The other reason was if what the goblin said was true. Then, Master Rory had the silver ball in his possession. While Ash got along with Master Rory alright, and he had been adjusting to life in the District, Silver wanted to be cautious about how they approached him. He was someone very powerful.

“That’s what the goblin said,” Lilly answered from the kitchen table. Her fork holding up a bite of cheesecake. “He claims the brass ball Bella destroyed is the anchor to Earth, and there’s a silver ball that can transport you to Vas. He also claimed Vas was dying.”

“There’s nothing for me on Vas,” Naomi said as she leaned against Ash. “Everyone I love is here.”

Ash wrapped his arm around the ice salamander and pulled her close against him. He heard the sorrow in her voice and understood the dual meaning of her words. He, Lilly and Faylen were here, but also this was where the remains of her family were buried.

Faylen was silent for a moment, lost in her thoughts.

“I would like to bring my parents here if they haven’t already rifted, but Naomi is right,” she said as she leaned her head against his shoulder. “Our lives are here with you.”

Faylen’s eyes locked on the kraken ring.

“The matter that concerns me is what Raina said. You have days until the ring breaks,” Faylen said with a growl.

Ash rolled the ring on his finger.

Sparky.

He hadn’t heard the elemental speak again to him since his fight with Councilwoman Piper. He also didn’t tell the girls that the elemental was speaking to him. That would concern them a bit too much. Without the elemental’s warning, he would have died that day. He thought about the fight and recalled the words Hitomi said to him. She even knew about his ring and had slipped it back onto him.

You’re like a frog in a slowly boiling pot. Already being cooked alive and don’t even know it.

Ash’s mouth went dry at the memory of those words. He needed to have a conversation with a certain kitsune and soon.

“There might be someone that could help me, but I want to talk to Silver about them first,” Ash said.

“And where is this someone?” Faylen asked, her eyes narrowed.

“District 1,” Ash answered. “She owns the kitsune restaurant Silver has the District Bosses meetings at.”

Faylen clicked her tongue.

“Oh, that fox,” she said, an edge to her voice. “Former Councilwoman Hitomi.”

When Ash told Faylen the full story of the fight, she hadn’t been thrilled to learn Hitomi sat on him or that she ran her fingers through his hair. Then he told her how she had called him a ‘good boy,’ and Faylen started growling. The fact the kitsune had knocked him out was on the low-priority list of things Faylen was angry about.

“Well, when you go, Haylee will accompany you,” Faylen said before giving him a stern look. “And she will accompany you anytime you leave the District.”

Ash’s brows furrowed.

“Why would Haylee accompany me?” he asked.

A chuckle went up from the table where Lilly was eating her cheesecake.

“Because she wants to show you just how wet an otterkin can get,” Lilly laughed.

Faylen threw a pillow from the couch at the dryad. Then looked at Ash, smiled, and shrugged.

“She’s joining the 114 Pack and leaving the fish farms to her sisters. The reason I want her to accompany you is because you’re a magnet for trouble. Haylee will be your personal bodyguard, and should trouble arise, she’ll call me. You know, like how you were supposed to.”

Faylen gave him a stern look.

“Gotcha, Haylee is my shadow outside the district,” he conceded and earned a tail wag from Faylen.

“Done!” Lilly said.

Ash heard metal hit ceramic as Lilly finished her cheesecake and looked up right as the dryad crawled into his lap with a saucy smile.

“Now, let’s—” Lilly started to say before Faylen pulled her away from Ash.

“Let me and Lilly slip away so you and Naomi can enjoy your night together,” Faylen said as she dragged the pouting dryad to the door.

Naomi tackled Ash in a hug as the door to the penthouse closed.

“I’ve been eagerly awaiting my night with you,” she purred.

Faylen

“I’m sure Naomi will trade with me,” Lilly tried as Faylen pulled her toward the elevator.

Faylen rolled her eyes.

“Naomi is a sweet girl, and I know for a fact you’d fast talk her until she had one night with Ash a month, and you had twenty.”
Lilly huffed.

“I wouldn’t be that bad,” she protested.

The doors to the elevator opened and Faylen pulled Lilly inside with her, the dryad pouting as Faylen hit the button for the bottom floor.

“We’ll have a girls’ night out,” she said to Lilly. “Hit The Twins.”

The elevator chimed on the third floor, and the doors opened to Alyndra. The dark elf nervously waved at Lilly and Faylen.

“Hi,” she said. “I’ll just wait for the next one.”

Lilly had a smile on her face as she reached out and took Alyndra’s hand, pulling her into the elevator.

“Perfect timing! Faylen and I were going to hang out, so you should join us in hitting The Twins!”

The doors to the elevator were already closing before Alyndra could think of a response to Lilly.

“We’re fighting twins?” she asked, confused.

Lilly laughed.

“No, silly. The bar where you played video games with Ash,” Lilly answered.

A smile quickly replaced the elf’s confused face as her eyes lit up at the mention of Ash.

May the gods help me…another one…

“Is Ash going to be there?” Alyndra asked excitedly.

Lilly huffed.

“No, right now Naomi is probably shoving his—”

“Lilly!” Faylen growled.

The dryad just gave her a mischievous smile before looking back to Alyndra.

“He’s busy with Naomi, but that doesn’t mean we can’t have a fun time without him. Girls night!” Lilly cheered.

Faylen shrugged.

“Sure, join us. We’re just going to get some food and play games. It’ll be fun.”

Alyndra gave a more tamed smile than the one she had at the mention of Ash.

“Okay,” Alyndra agreed with a nod. “Girls night.”

This would give her a good opportunity to learn more about the young elf woman. So far, most of her encounters with Alyndra have been chasing her away from Ash. Faylen still recalled how she felt when she arrived on Earth. Even with Luna beside her she had felt a sense of isolation and loneliness.

They made it to the bottom floor, and the doors opened. Lilly pulled out her cellphone and started texting as they walked out of the Flatiron.

“I’m going to see if anyone else is free and wants to meet us,” she said.

Faylen smirked. Her plan to distract Lilly was turning into a much bigger event than she intended.

“I’ve seen those things, but what are they?” Alyndra asked as she watched Lilly.

A gasp escaped the dryad.

“You still don’t know about cellphones? What about the internet?” she asked.

Alyndra tilted her head.

Lilly gasped again.

“Faylen, we need to stop by a store! I’m fixing this now!”

She turned back to Alyndra and patted the confused elf on the back.

“Don’t worry, I’ll buy your first cellphone and show you how to use it. As for the internet, well it’s like a vast library that contains all the knowledge of humanity,” Lilly said, stretching her arms out for dramatic effect.

Alyndra stared at her wide-eyed.

And porn…lots of porn…

Which Faylen was sure Lilly would make Alyndra aware of before the end of the night.

“Don’t worry, I’ll show you how to use it once we get your cellphone up and running,” Lilly promised.

A few minutes later, after a small detour, they arrived at The Twins. Mander greeted them as soon as they opened the doors to the bar.

“Boss of the 114 Pack, Boss of Poison Petals. How might The Twins serve you today?” the old orc asked from behind the bar.

“It’s a girls’ night, Mander. Lilly sent out invites, so a large table where we can be noisy and not disturb the other patrons too much,” Faylen answered. “Luna didn’t pick up, so she’s probably gaming.”

“Oh, and by an outlet!” Lilly chimed before hooking her thumb at Alyndra. “Our newly rifted friend here just got her first cellphone.”
Mander grabbed a stack of menus and made his way around the bar.

“Congratulations, then. The internet is great, everything you could want to know at your fingertips. The wifi password is on the back of the menus.”

They weren’t at the table long before the rest of the girls showed up. Silver appeared first. She entered, spotted them, waved, and made her way over to their table. She hadn’t even taken a seat when Celeste and Haylee walked in.

“Just the six of us?” Celeste asked after Mander brought out their drinks and took their orders.

“Looks like it. Jacklyn said she and Bo are hanging out with Ella today, and Naomi is preoccupied,” Faylen answered.

“She’s real busy on her hands and—”

Silver interrupted Lilly, shoving a French fry into the dryad’s mouth. Immediately, Lilly’s focus went from being a smart ass to food.

“How many times has she done sex puns today?” Silver asked Faylen.

Faylen sighed.

“Too many,” she answered before turning to Celeste and Haylee. “Haylee, I’m surprised to see you without your sisters.”

Haylee smiled as Celeste threw an arm over the otterkin’s shoulders.

“She’s been training with me on her off days. I’ve been showing her the ropes so she can guard the Big Boss,” Celeste said.

“My sisters have been working to manage the fish farms. They call me if they run into trouble,” Haylee blushed. “I’m looking forward to being a member of the 114 Pack and working with the Big Boss.”

A smirk slipped on Faylen’s face at the way Haylee had said ‘Big Boss’. Her tone had been much more sultry than the way Celeste said it. Haylee must have noticed her smirk because she coughed and changed the subject.

“So, Alyndra, how are you settling in here on Earth?” Haylee asked.

Alyndra looked up from her phone. It was still going through the setup, but she had been watching it like a hawk.

“It’s been an adjustment. Humans are real and have strange magic,” Alyndra let out a chuckle. “I still think it’s all a dream, and I’ll wake up in the back of the wagon.”

Faylen recalled the wagon that had rifted in with Alyndra and Master Rory.

“Were you and Master Rory traveling somewhere?” Silver asked.

Her facial expression was casual, but Faylen knew Silver, and right now, all her focus was on the elf before her. She was fishing for information on something.

“We were looking for someone,” Alyndra said with a slight blush.

“Who?” Silver asked, twirling some of her hair absentmindedly.

Alyndra cringed slightly before picking up her cocktail and taking a sip. It was some overly sweet mixed drink that Lilly had suggested to her. Faylen went with a beer, though a better one then the ones Ash, Bo and Silver usually got.

“The Nightmare Queen,” Alyndra admitted.

Silver narrowed her eyes.

“Cleo Blackthorn came through in the first set of rifts. Why would Master Rory be searching for her now?”

Alyndra’s eyes darted away from Silver as she bit her lip.

“Some cyclops necromancer put the idea in his head. I think he was just lying to try and buy time before Master Rory killed him,” Alyndra answered with a nervous laugh.

“Oh? Did you find anything interesting on the necromancer?” Silver asked innocently.

Alyndra’s lips thinned, and she took another drink before looking at her phone.

“Oh, it’s done! Can you show me the Internet, Lilly?”
Silver narrowed her eyes ever so slightly, and Faylen kicked her under the table. The banshee-rabbitkin turned toward her with a frown, which Faylen met with her own. Silver let out a sigh and nodded, letting Faylen know she would drop it. This was a girls’ night, not an interrogation.

“Girls! Over here!” Lilly shouted a moment later

Faylen looked toward the door and saw several dryads had just entered The Twins. Rose spotted Lilly and led the group toward their table. Their six becoming a full dozen.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


“HOW DO I look?” Faylen asked.

Ash turned in his bedroom and smiled at his lover. Faylen was dressed as her internet persona, Ember. Her short black hair hidden under a red wig with a long braid. Her blue eyes now green due to contacts and makeup that hide the various scars she had gained over the years.

“Beautiful, as always,” Ash answered.

Faylen smiled and gave him a small peck on the cheek for the flattery.

“No, seriously,” she said. “Do I look alright? I’m a little nervous about this.”

Ash made a show of looking her up and down.

“You look fine, Fay. Though I should get in the habit of calling you Ember before we head to the school,” Ash said.

Faylen gave one last look at herself in the mirror before letting out a nervous sigh.

“Okay, I’m ready,” she said.

They made their way to the lobby of the Flatiron to meet with the third person who would join them on the trip to the new schoolhouse.

“Good morning, District Boss,” Rory greeted with a slight bow.

Ash returned the greeting with a wave.

“Thanks again for agreeing to this, Master Rory,” Ash said as they came to a stop by the elf.

Master Rory nodded.

“I must admit, I’m curious to see this school of yours. Most of the institutions of learning on Vas were exclusive to nobility or the wealthy, yet you claim yours is available to all of your people.”

Ash smirked.

“Right now, it’s a little more than a glorified daycare, but we’re working to change that.”

Bringing Master Rory to the school was actually a ruse by Ash. Due to the laws of the Council, the swordmaster was confined to District 114, and Ash had been considering what to do with him. While Master Rory had stated he wasn’t taking any more pupils to learn the art of swordsmanship, Ash wondered if he would take some under his wing in the pursuit of academics.

“I believe I haven’t met your companion,” Rory said, bowing toward Ember.

Ash gestured at the redhead wolfkin.

“This is Ember. She’s a streamer who teaches magic and was my teacher,” he said, earning a small blush from the wolfkin.

“Streamer?” Master Rory asked, confused.

“I teach magic on the internet. Also, we have met Master Rory. I’m Faylen, just with some makeup and a wig. Ember is a persona I use for teaching,” Ember answered.

Ash was surprised she revealed her secret so quickly, but Faylen had become a lot more comfortable about people knowing her second identity.

“Well, let’s head to Horn and Tail Publishing to pick up the textbooks for the school,” Ash said, heading for the door of the Flatiron.

He just stepped outside and immediately sighed.

“Lilly!” Ash growled.

He glared at the group of dryads, all wearing fashionable clothing, standing beside the wall of a building with Lilly in their center. Lilly was currently holding a spray paint can and had so far painted “Poison Petals Rul-” on the side of the wall.

“Oh shit! It’s the fuzz!” Lilly exclaimed before looking at her gang. “Petals! Scatter!”

Ash watched, unamused, as Lilly raced away from the wall. Her gang of dryads stared with confused expressions as their leader rushed away toward her shop further down the street. Rose, the second-in-command of the Poison Petals, looked toward Ash.

“Grove Father, were we supposed to follow her?” Rose asked.

Ash was rubbing the bridge of his nose, already feeling a headache coming on. He wasn’t even going to address the title the dryads had given him.

“Yes, I think that’s what Lilly intended,” Ash answered.

Rose nodded before her and the other dryads followed after Lilly.

Ember laughed beside him.

“You knew something like this would eventually happen,” she said.

He did, but just because he knew Lilly would use her gang for her shenanigans didn’t mean it was any less irritating. He glared at the bright green graffiti.

“Let’s get going,” Ash said with a heavy sigh, before leading the way to Horn and Tail Publishing.

The shop wasn’t far past Mei’s Den. Both Maggy and Sara picked the building due to its proximity to the restaurant, where they both still work. He pushed the door open and stepped into the storefront of the small publishing company. Here was where they sold some of the books they published with the industrial printer they had in the back of the shop.

“Good morning, District Boss,” Sara greeted as they entered.

Ash waved at the young satyress woman behind the counter as he approached.

“Good morning, Sara. How’s business been?” he asked.

The question was mostly rhetorical since Sara gave him bi-weekly updates on how the company was performing.

“Busy as always. I take it you’re here to pick up your order,” Sara said as she lifted a large box and set it on the counter.

She opened it up and handed one of the copies to him.

“This version is a little more organized than the original. It’s complete with an index and glossary,” Sara said proudly.

Ash thumbed through the book and nodded in approval. He saw Master Rory reach into the box and pull out another copy.

“The Wilds of Vas by Roth Willowson,” Master Rory said, reading the cover. “Published by his daughter, Lilly Willowson.”

He turned and looked at Ash, a shocked expression on his face.

“Is she truly Roth Willowson’s daughter?” he asked.

Ash was about to answer when Sara did in his stead.

“Of course. The journal we used to publish the book mentioned Lilly a lot, Roth was very proud of his daughter,” Sara answered.

Rory looked back from Sara to the book’s cover, staring at it for a moment.

“Is Roth Willowson here?” he asked.

Ash frowned before shaking his head.

“No. Lilly’s mother changed her mind when Roth tried to leave her forest to publish his journal. She turned him into a dryad’s husband to keep him there.”

Master Rory grimaced before gently placing the book back into the box.

They left Tail and Horn Publishing and made their way to the schoolhouse, where the teacher greeted them at the door.

“Thank you for doing this. The children are excited to learn about magic,” she said.

“Ember and Master Rory will be doing the magic lessons,” Ash told her. “I’m just here to carry the box of books.”

Once they entered the classroom, Ash set the box down on the teacher’s desk and took a seat in the corner. The room had about twenty young children of various paranormal races sitting at desks, eagerly watching Ember and Master Rory. The walls were decorated with everything from drawings by the children to a world map with pins showing the location of the various districts of De’Vas. Ember walked to the front of the class and smiled at Ash before looking toward the children. He could see her tail already swaying behind her.

“Hello, everyone! My name is Ember, and your District Boss has asked me to come here today to talk to you about magic,” Ember said as she held up her palm.

Gasps escaped the children as a small ball of fire appeared in her hand, which she quickly extinguished.

The children immediately barraged the redheaded wolfkin with dozens of questions, and Ash saw his lover’s smile grow larger.

***

“Welcome to Mei’s…Den…” Mei greeted them as they entered the restaurant.

The dark-haired rabbitkin looked from Ash to Ember to Lilly and finally to Master Rory. Her lips thinned as she stared at all of them.

“Hey, Mei. We’d like a table for four, please,” Ash said to her.

Mei turned from the podium and snagged a bottle of wine off the tray of a waiter passing by. She took a deep swig before calling out.

“Silver! Please take over the podium,” Mei said before stepping away and heading to the kitchen doors.

A second later, the silver-haired rabbitkin appeared carrying menus and wearing a smirk.

“I figured it was you, given the fear in Mei’s voice,” Silver chuckled.

Ash sighed.

“I thought we’ve moved passed her being afraid of me?”

Silver laughed.

“She has, for the most part, but you coming in here with the legendary swordman, Master Rory, and the turnip is still too much for her to handle. Which does raise the question, why are all of you together?”

“Ember and Master Rory were giving a lesson on magic at the school. Lilly just invited herself,” Ash said.

Lilly pouted as she leaned against him.

“You were supposed to come and arrest me!”

Ash sighed and heard Ember laugh at Lilly’s antics.

“This way, Ash,” Silver said as she led them to a table in the back of the restaurant.

Silver left once they had taken their seats, only to return quickly with two baskets of rolls, much to Lilly’s delight.

“I have no money,” Master Rory stated as he looked over the menu. “Are you sure you wish to treat me? These prices are…”

Ash nodded.

“I’m sure. You helped us out today with the magic lessons,” he said before throwing out the bait. “What did you think of the school?”

Master Rory set down the menu and looked at Ash curiously.

“I’ve never seen anything like it. Children from various races and whose parents are just as varied in their professions, all learning together. I must ask why?”
“The future. Those kids will grow up. Many will stay in District 114, living and working. The better educated they are, the stronger and more secure District 114 future is,” Ash answered truthfully.

Everyday the future seemed more and more uncertain. He wanted to prepare his district to survive and thrive in whatever may come.

He could see Master Rory pondering his words and decided to deliver the offer.

“Though I need help in that task, which is one of the reasons I invited you to this meal,” Ash said.

Master Rory turned and raised an eyebrow at him.

“I would like to offer you the principal position at the school. The pay is decent, and you would provide great service to our community,” Ash stated.

The elf narrowed his eyes.

“Alyndra is my last pupil, I will not teach the sword arts to another,” he said firmly.

Ash shook his head.

“I don’t want you to teach them the sword. I want those kids to be citizens and workers, not soldiers. I want you to guide them only academically.”

Master Rory relaxed, and Ash even saw a smile slip on the forest elf’s face.

“Very well, I’ll take the position.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT


MILLER STARED UP at the high concrete walls that surrounded the District. He had only seen them on TV before now and the briefing he got sure as hell didn’t do them justice. He had been baking under the Texas sun, cursing the black suit that was standard attire for this bodyguard gig, for the last hour. He and his fellow bodyguards were waiting for their clients to show up, most of them huddled in the small areas of shade.

The soldiers stationed outside the District didn’t seem bothered by the sun even with their full kit on, but Miller bet they had those tags with a cooling rune in their clothing. The US Army was just putting those into production when Miller had been discharged. The new grunts would never again have to stash their water bottle in a sock while in the fucking desert.

“Who are you watching?” one of the soldiers called out to him.

Miller looked away from the high concrete walls back to the soldier.

“Royalty,” Miller answered before looking back to the walls.

Just my luck on the draw.

He had signed up with this security company a few months back, figuring it would be easy enough contract work—just babysitting some rich snobs and making bank to do it. Then, the company got hired for the Goodwill Committee. He had no clue how the company landed such a contract, but it had. Then he saw who he had been assigned to guard and cursed.

Several buses started to arrive at the District, signaling that their clients were finally done with their briefing on De’Vas on the do’s and don’ts of the Goodwill Committee. His lips thinned as he saw the luggage compartment open on the side of the bus and bag after bag was piled up outside of it. The people on the bus gathered around the luggage, a combination of B-list celebrities, probably hoping this would give them some good publicity, and business leaders who probably hoped this would improve their current deals with the nation of paranormals or help establish new deals. His client fell into the latter category.

He kept his focus on the crowd by the luggage, trying to spot his client. He almost missed the person who stepped off with a small rolling suitcase and made her way in his direction.

“Agent Miller,” the woman said, holding out her hand. “I’m Vivian Grayson. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

Miller shook Mrs. Grayson’s hand. He was surprised she recalled his name. In the last job he had, the client just referred to him as ‘bodyguard’, and the one before that was over-friendly and kept calling him by the wrong first name. The jackass kept trying to pass it off as a nickname.

“Nice to meet you, Mrs. Grayson. Do you need help grabbing your luggage?” Miller asked as he looked at the small suitcase behind her. There had to be more.

Vivian shook her head.

“This is all I need,” she answered.

Then she walked away from him to stand in a small shaded area not far from the entrance. Miller moved to join her. It was his job, after all.

“The briefing said the Council will limit movement around the District. I don’t think you will get the chance to do any shopping if you need something, ma’am,” Miller said, doing his best to remain polite.

Vivian just smiled.

“I listened to what they said during the briefing,” she said as the other members of the Goodwill Committee started to form a line at the entrance to the District.

“First in line!” a peppy blond woman shouted. She started to do the signature dance of the main character from some kids’ show ten years back. It took Miller a second to realize she was the main character from that kids’ show.

“Don’t you want to get in line?” he asked Mrs. Grayson.

“I prefer to be at the back,” she answered as two more members of the Goodwill Committee got into a shoving match that their bodyguards had to break up.

“Fine by me,” Miller answered.

Soon, the line for the Goodwill Committee was formed, and the soldiers opened the door and ushered them forward. They passed through several more heavily armed checkpoints and steel doors that seemed to grow denser. Finally, they arrived at a door with a sign above it.

Entering De’Vas

The soldiers backed away as the large steel doors opened, and the Goodwill Committee went through. The sunlight beat down on them once again, temporarily blinding Miller.

“Welcome to De’Vas, Goodwill Committee,” a deep voice boomed.

A few gasps went up from the group of people and Miller shielded his eyes from the sunlight. When he regained his sight, he saw a man twice as tall as him standing beside a rather short man about as wide as he was tall, with a bright red beard that touched the ground.

The giant gestured to the dwarf.

“I am the Boss of this District and a vassal of Councilman Firebeard here. I will assist him in guiding you through my District to the portal where you will join Councilman Firebeard and other Council members for a tour of District 1.”

The dwarf stepped forward with a proud smile on his face.

“Alright you lot, follow me,” he said before turning and marching deeper into the District.

The District was filled with old buildings and converted shipping containers turned into homes and businesses. He knew a lot of the paranormals had originally been kept in refugee camps made from ghost towns or towns that were on the verge of dying and the government bought out the remaining locals. Those refugee camps eventually became part of De’Vas when the portals were built.

“Well that’s hard to miss,” Miller said as they came upon the portal.

It was a large stone doorway, big enough for even the giant to pass through without much trouble. The stone had runes carved all over it and looked ancient. Well, except for the keypad on the side of it. Councilman Firebeard hit a few of the buttons on the keypad, and a blue vortex whirled to life inside the stone doorway.

“The portal doesn’t stay up long, so head on through. I’ll remain here to keep activating it until everyone is through,” the dwarf said.

The peppy blond was less thrilled to be the first one in line now, and it took considerable coaxing from her bodyguard to get her to step through. After that, slowly, everyone started to enter the swirling blue vortex.

When it was their turn, Vivian walked through without any hesitation, to his surprise. Miller followed behind her. He’d like to say he did so calmly and with his cool, but that would be a lie. His heart pounded as he entered the vortex. A cold breeze greeted him on the other side, and it was a shock to his system compared to the blazing heat they had just been under in Texas.

“Welcome to District 1,” Firebeard announced as he stepped through the portal.

The dwarf walked past them to the head of the crowd that gathered a short distance away from the portal where two more paranormals waited. Miller guessed they were also Council members. Firebeard gestured for all of them to follow him and Miller turned to let Vivian know they should join them, only Vivian was at the keypad.

“Mrs. Grayson, what are you doing?” he called out just as the portal’s blue vortex sprung to life.

She ignored him as she stepped into the portal with her suitcase. Miller cursed as he raced behind her, going through himself.

The temperature shifted once again and the sun hung lower in the sky. He only took that in for a moment when he noticed Vivian walking away from the portal, her suitcase rolling behind her. Ahead of her, several individuals, some with scaled skin and others with animal-like ears and tails, were approaching her.

“Hey, back off!” Miller yelled as he reached for his pistol in his vest holster.

Vivian stopped moving and looked back at him, her face neutral.

“Stand down, Agent Miller. We’re in no danger.”

Bullshit!

Every paranormal here had moved for a weapon when he shouted. A woman with a long white furry tail and round animal ears twirled a throwing knife in her hand, while one of the scaled guys wearing a sunflower print shirt stood by her, resting his hand on the hilt of his curved sword. Both of them were staring him down.

“I don’t think going off on your own was in the briefing!” Miller growled as he met their stare.

“Of course not. I told you I listened to the briefing, not that I was going to follow any of it,” Vivian said.

“If you’re one of the humans with the Goodwill Committee, then you’re in the wrong District,” the woman with the white tail said with an arched eyebrow as she played with her throwing knife.

“We will happily set you on the right path—” Sunflower Shirt started to offer before Vivian interrupted him.

“No, I’m in the right District,” she said with a smile. “But thank you for the offer, Jek.”

All the paranormals looked surprised, even the one who had been twirling the knife dropped it as she stared wide-eyed at Vivian.

“You know me?” the one named Jek asked.

Vivian smiled.

“Of course, my son has told me all about you,” Vivian answered before looking at the woman with the white tail. “Celeste, would you be a dear and let Ash know his mother will be staying with him for a few days?”


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE


ASH STEPPED OUT of his office into the rest of the penthouse. He had been inside it for most of the day doing paperwork for the District. Something Faylen thought was crazy given the news they received about his ring from Raina, but to Ash, it was a welcome distraction. It wasn’t like he could do anything about the ring right now. Silver said after the fight with Councilwoman Piper, Ash would need an excuse to visit District 1 without being heavily watched by the Council. She was working on something, but it would take a day or two.

“So this is why I heard the power drill,” Ash said as he looked at the marker board hanging on the wall in the living room. It was one of those calendar ones and already had some of his girls’ names written on some of the days.

Faylen, Lilly, Naomi, and Bo sat around the coffee table that had a drill resting on it.

“We decided it would be good to have a date night schedule set up,” Faylen answered. “Also Bo stopped by to see if we wanted to have dinner over at his and Jacklyn’s apartment next Saturday.”
Faylen gave him a smile that didn’t reach her eyes.

“Depends on if you’re cooking, Bo,” Ash teased.

And if I’m still alive…

Ash touched the ring on his finger, his thoughts on Sparky, while Bo rolled his eyes at the jab.

“Haha. Very funny,” Bo said. “No, Jacklyn is doing the cooking, and Ella will be coming over to join us. So will Selena.”

Ash smirked at the mention of Selena. He wondered if Bo was still trying to play matchmaker, or maybe he and Ella were finally going to admit they were dating. He felt his phone start to go off.

“Hey, Celeste. What’s up?” Ash asked as he answered the phone. “What? That’s impossible. Seriously. Okay…”
He hung up the phone and put it in his pocket. The girls were already standing.

“What’s wrong, Ash?” Faylen asked, a worried look on her face.

Naomi had already left the couch and was holding Torrent in her hand.

“Celeste is leading a human woman and man toward the Flatiron,” Lilly said, diving into her plant sight.

Ash took a deep breath and waved the girls down before they started assembling their gangs.

“It’s not an emergency,” Ash said. “Just very surprising.”

Bo sighed.

“Good. I was worried for a second the District was being invaded or something.”

Ash sighed as well and rubbed the bridge of his nose.

“My mother is in the District.”

Bo let out a squeak.

“Vivian is here!” Faylen said, her tail wagging. “How?”

Naomi smiled as her tail lashed the ground in excitement.

“Ash’s mother is here…” Lilly said and stared at the door.

Bo stood up, pulled out his phone, and started pacing.

“Jacklyn, it’s an emergency! Pack some bags for the both of us, we need to go stay at Ella’s for a few days,” Bo said then stopped pacing as he listened. “Why? Ash’s mother is in District 114…Yes this is an emergency…She is evil, Jacklyn…Jacklyn? Hello?”

Bo slipped the phone into his pocket and turned to move toward the door. He made it there just as someone knocked.

Bo let out another squeak before turning and lumbering toward the guest bathroom. Naomi raced to the door and opened it.

“Oh, it’s just Silver,” she said, disappointed.

Silver arched an eyebrow at that.

“Well, you certainly know how to make a girl feel welcome,” Silver retorted before she entered the penthouse accompanied by Master Rory and Alyndra.

“Ash, I ran into Master Rory in the hallway and thought we could discuss that issue we talked about earlier,” Silver said. “The issue we needed Master Rory’s help with.”
Ash grimaced.

“Now’s not the best time, Silver.”
Silver frowned and narrowed her eyes at him.

“Why’s that, Ash?”

A knock came to the door as if to answer her question. Naomi once more excitedly opened the front door, only this time her tail lashed the ground happily.

“Vivian!” Naomi cheered.

Silver’s eyes widened and she turned to face the front door, as did everyone else in the penthouse. A woman with graying black hair wearing a stylish pantsuit stood in the doorway. Behind her was a man in his late twenties with short blond hair in a military-style cut, wearing a black suit and tie. He was giving nervous glances at everyone. Jek and Celeste stood behind them, though they quickly turned and left, either to return to their duties or just to escape his mother, after Ash spotted them

“Naomi!” Vivian said as she hugged the ice salamander. “The video calls did not do you justice, my dear. You look absolutely radiant!”
Naomi beamed at the praise, and his mother moved to Faylen next, embracing her as well.

“Faylen! You look beautiful as well, dear,” Vivian said before breaking the embrace. “I hope my son hasn’t been too much trouble.”
Faylen smiled.

“He’s a mess, but we love him,” she answered.

Vivian smiled at her before moving on to Lilly.

“And this must be the mysterious Lilly, who has evaded all of my calls,” Vivian said as she embraced the dryad.

Lilly stayed completely still, her eyes wide.

Vivian smiled at the unmoving dryad.

“So shy. I would have never guessed it from the stories Faylen and Naomi have told me,” Vivian said to Lilly. “You have beautiful hair by the way. Gorgeous flowers.”

Lilly remained frozen.

Vivian turned from the girls and looked toward the guest bathroom.

“Bo, I heard you as we were coming down the hallway. You can stop hiding in the bathroom,” Vivian said, her tone shifting from the loving and caring one she used with the girls to a much more stern one.

A squeak echoed from the bathroom before the door opened and a timid Bo stepped out and waved.

“Hi, Mrs. Grayson,” Bo said with a sheepish smile.

The man in the suit took a step back at the sight of the seven-foot-tall orc. Vivian just glared at Bo before turning to the others in the room with a smile.

“I’m afraid I haven’t been introduced to the rest of you. I’m Vivian Grayson, Ash’s mother.”

Master Rory stepped forward and held out his hand.

“I’m Rory Stillcreek. It is an honor to meet you, Vivian Grayson.”
“A pleasure to meet you, Rory,” Vivian said as she shook it. “It is all right for me to call you Rory, right?”

Master Rory smiled.

“As long as I may call you Vivian,” he replied.

“Of course, Rory,” Vivian said with a smile of her own.

Alyndra cleared her throat.

“Oh. Yes, this is my pupil, Alyndra Darkspire,” Master Rory said quickly. “But, let us not keep you. I’m sure you have traveled far to see your son. Take care, Vivian.”

Master Rory gave a friendly smile and wave as he dragged Alyndra with him out the door.

“Vivian Grayson, it’s a pleasure to meet you in person instead of a video call. I’m Silver, the liaison for Councilwoman Blackthorn,” Silver said as she held out a hand.

Vivian smiled and shook it, though Ash could tell his mother had a curious look in her eye.

“Please, Vivian. You and your guest have a seat,” Faylen said as she moved the drill and screws off the coffee table. “Naomi, can you snag us some drinks?”

Naomi hurried into the kitchen, skirting around the still-frozen Lilly.

“How rude of me,” Vivian said before gesturing to the man in the suit. “This is Agent Miller, he’s my bodyguard for my stay in De’Vas.”

Agent Miller gave a small wave as his eyes darted to and from everyone in the room. The man seemed to be on the edge, no doubt Ash’s mother had made him question his job a few times today. He followed Vivian as they both took a seat. Vivian sat on the couch, and Agent Miller perched on a chair near the kitchen that had a view of the living room and front door.

“Mrs. Grayson, I must ask what you are doing in District 114? Surely you haven’t developed magic and been deported?” Silver asked.

Again his mother looked at her curiously.

“I’m here with the Goodwill Committee,” she answered.

Vivian pulled out her cellphone and started typing on it.

“The members of the Goodwill Committee shouldn’t have left District 1,” Silver replied.

Ash felt his phone go off and checked it.

Mom: Why is Cleo a rabbit?

Ash sighed.

“Silver, she’s figured out who you are,” Ash said as he rubbed the bridge of his nose.

Silver’s head whipped toward him.

“You told her?” she asked.

Ash shook his head.

“What? That you’re Cleo Blackthorn?” Vivian shrugged. “The only real difference is the rabbit ears. I’ve only interacted with Cleo on video calls, but your mannerisms are the same, and your voice is similar enough.”

Silver’s mouth hung agape as she stared at Vivian.

“I got drinks!” Naomi said as she returned with a tray. Faylen followed behind her having returned from putting up the drill. Silver still looked stunned from his mother seeing past her disguise so he picked up the conversation.

“Mom, what are you doing here? You shouldn’t have left District 1,” Ash asked.

Vivian pouted.

“The Mage Laws prevent you from leaving De’Vas and normally keep me from coming to see you. The Goodwill Committee was the one chance I had to come and see my only child.”

Ash grabbed one of the drinks Naomi had brought out, and he wished it was alcoholic.

“I’m happy to see you, Mom. That still doesn’t change the fact that the Council is probably in an uproar, and this could do serious harm to relations between De’Vas and the human governments.”

His mother shrugged.

“If De’Vas has an issue, I’ll boost trade deals with them until they’re happy. Any ‘human governments’ as you referred to them, that make a stink will find their political opponents very well funded.”

Ash shook his head.

“We can set you up in the deluxe suite on the third floor!” Faylen said to Vivian. “It’s at the point of the Flatiron and has a wonderful view of Lilly Street.”

Vivian smiled.

“It sounds charming, dear. I packed light for the trip, so I will need to go shopping later. Do you girls care to show me some of the local stores?” Vivian asked.

The conversation shifted from why his mother was here to clothing and shopping. Eventually, Faylen and Naomi escorted his mother out of the penthouse to show her the deluxe suite and Agent Miller his room on the same floor. Silence hung between Bo, Ash, a still-frozen Lilly, and Silver.

“You’re mother scares me,” Silver stated, breaking the silence.

“Agreed,” Bo chimed in.


CHAPTER FORTY


ASH WATCHED AS Silver paced around his office as she sent a flurry of text messages. The arrival of his mother had indeed caused a big stir in District 1. Silver had moved fast and alerted the Council that she had come to District 114.

Silver let out a huff as she laid down the phone on his desk. It was continuing to vibrate from the endless stream of texts, and she sat down in the chair, her hands holding her head.

“Drawer. Glass. Whiskey,” she demanded, not looking up.

Ash wordlessly opened the drawer in his desk and pulled out the bourbon and two glasses. He filled Silver’s first and slid it to her. She downed the contents before he even had his glass poured.

“That is awful,” Silver said, making a face.

Ash poured Silver another glass, then put the cap back on the bourbon and slipped it into the drawer.

“Well, a psychopathic elf downed the expensive stuff mom sent me. This is more my taste, cheap,” Ash answered.

Silver frowned at the glass.

“Cheap food, cheap beer, and cheap whiskey. Associating with you and Bo has done irreparable harm to my taste buds,” Silver said.

“You don’t have to drink it,” Ash replied.

Silver picked up the glass and slung it back as if it were a shot glass.

“Councilman Firebeard nearly had a stroke when he learned someone from the Goodwill Committee disappeared. Then he learned who it was and had a nervous breakdown.”

Ash raised an eyebrow.

“Why?”

Silver gave him a deadpan look.

“You really don’t pay attention to the news, do you?”

Ash didn’t respond. Instead, he took a sip of his ‘cheap whiskey’ as Silver had called it.

“Grayson Industries has heavily invested in De’Vas since you became Boss of District 114. Also, Vivian has been an outspoken supporter of paranormal rights and is rumored to have helped fund some of the advocacy groups,” Silver said. “So, understandably, the Council is freaking out about how to handle this.”

Ash grimaced. “Sorry. My mom can be a handful.”

Silver sighed.

“It actually helps us with our other issue. The news that Vivian is your mother has become a point of interest for the Council. So much that Aerial, as Cleo, used it as justification to move the District Boss meeting up early this month. Tomorrow in fact.”

Ash nodded.

“That gives me an excuse to be in District 1 without worrying the Council that it’s to start a fight, and it gives me a chance to talk with Hitomi.”

Silver gave him a stern look.

“Be careful with her, Ash,” Silver warned. “She’s an old fox with a rather nasty temper.”

Ash frowned as he recalled Hitomi in her kimono-style dress.

“She didn’t look old,” he replied.

Silver smirked at him.

“Tell Faylen that. I would love to see the face she makes,” Silver laughed. “Hitomi is old, though. Any kitsune girl with more than six tails is either a cougar or celibate.”

“Okay, moving on. Why isn’t she on the Council anymore?” Ash asked.

Silver’s lips thinned.

“Hitomi was one of the early members of the Council. I don’t know the full details, but she had a dispute with the three founders of De’Vas during a Council meeting. That dispute ended with her killing two of them and the third stripping Hitomi of her title of Councilwoman.”

Ash stared at Silver.

“And they let her stay in District 1 after that?”

Silver smiled timidly at him as if he failed to see the full picture.

“She was offered the same terms Neftali and Master Rory were for refusing to join the Council. Confinement to a single district, which is District 1.”

Ash grimaced as he remembered Hitomi barbecuing Councilwoman Piper with the wall of fire. He did not want to be on the receiving end of that spell.

“I’ll do my best not to get on her bad side,” he said as he rolled the kraken ring. “Do you think she might know what’s going on with me?”

Silver watched as he messed with the ring on his finger.

“I’ve never heard of an elemental scar becoming a living elemental in the host, and Roth Willowson thought it was a breakthrough discovery, according to his journal. That said, Vas isn’t like Earth with a repository of shared knowledge like the internet. Some cultures and groups have common knowledge of things that others would consider rare or unknown,” Silver answered before shifting her gaze from the ring to him. “Also, I think you humans have a saying that sums this up. There’s nothing new under the sun.”

***

The next morning, Ash stepped out of the shower in the penthouse’s bedroom. He was getting ready for the District Bosses’ meeting and his chance to talk to Hitomi. He heard his phone chime as he dried off.

Faylen: Come out dressed. We have a guest.

Ash did as Faylen requested and left the bedroom after he had already put on a decent dress shirt and slacks, and had Riptide firmly secured on his belt. The girls were sitting around the kitchen table, drinking coffee with their guest, Haylee.

“Good morning, Big Boss,” Haylee greeted with a slight blush, using Celeste’s nickname for him.

She was wearing a brown hoodie and jeans, but a large knife was hooked on her belt, and Ash could see a composite bow with a quiver near the door.

“Good morning, Haylee,” he said while heading to the coffee pot. “I take it you’re coming with me to District 1?”

“Yes, Faylen has given me the task of being your bodyguard,” she answered.

Ash joined them at the table with his cup of coffee, savoring the first sip before setting his mug down beside the girls’. Faylen’s cup was black, but he knew it had several spoonfuls of sugar in it. Naomi’s coffee was black as well, but she enjoyed the flavored coffees, which, judging from the scent coming from her cup, today’s flavor was blueberry. Lilly’s was pale with cream and sugar. Thankfully, she hadn’t gone full Bo and started putting whipped cream with sprinkles. Yet, anyway.

“You drink your coffee black?” Ash asked Haylee once he spotted her cup.

“Yes. Work on the fish farm starts early, so originally it was just to wake up for the job. Over time, I’ve developed a taste for it,” she answered before sipping her cup.

He caught Faylen smirking after what Haylee said.

“So, what are you girls up to today? I figured it would be something involving my mother,” Ash asked.

“We plan to go shopping with her later today,” Naomi answered excitedly.

Lilly cleared her throat.

“You and Faylen have fun with that. I’m—”

“You’re going too, Lilly,” Faylen said sternly. “You need to get over your fear of Ash’s mother.”
Lilly turned bright red and pouted. “I’m not afraid…”

Naomi smirked, and Ash saw Faylen roll her eyes.

“Well, maybe if I can get back fast enough from this meeting, we can have lunch together,” Ash offered.

He saw Faylen’s tail wag.

“That sounds nice,” she said as Naomi nodded in agreement. Lilly was still pouting, but he knew the prospect of food was something the dryad would be excited about.

Once he was finished with his coffee, he and Haylee made their way to the portal. Ash punched in zero-zero-one, and the doorway came to life in a swirling vortex. He stepped through.

“First time in District 1?” Ash asked Haylee once they were through the portal.

The otterkin was looking around the District wide-eyed, much the same way Ash had when he first came here months back.

“It’s honestly the first time I’ve been outside District 114,” she answered.

Ash smiled at her.

“Well, I’ll give you a small tour as we head to the restaurant,” Ash offered.

He pointed out several of the sights, such as the fountain where street performers gathered and the old opera house where the Council held its meetings. They even stopped and admired the mural on the side of the kitsune restaurant before entering.

“You didn’t bloody any Councilmembers on your way here, did you?” Kate jested as he entered the conference room.

Kate, Raina, and Selena sat at the table, with Aerial, disguised as Cleo, sitting at the head of the table. Ella stood behind Selena, leaning against the wall. She gave him a friendly smile and waved.

“You heard about that?” he asked as he took a seat.

Kate grinned.

“The story has been running rampant online. The Storm vs. Councilwoman Piper. Raina and I have been trying to pry the truth out of Selena,” Kate answered.

Selena blushed at the mention of her name, and Ash saw Ella smirk.

“Unfortunately, the story has been making the rounds,” Cleo said from the front of the table. “As has your mother’s departure from the Goodwill Committee to visit your district.”

Kate clicked her tongue.

“That’s right, your mother is Vivian Grayson, the notorious Empress of Business,” Kate said before looking at Raina. “Does this mean we need to call him The Prince of Storms now?”

Raina rolled her eyes.

“As you can see, Ash, Kate has been enjoying this meeting very much. Mostly just to see how red she can make Selena turn,” the frost troll said with a heavy sigh.

Selena looked like she was about to say something, but turned away at Raina’s mention of her blushing.

Kate laughed.

The meeting began once the harpy had calmed down, and it was very much a ‘this-could-have-been-an-email’ type of meeting. Mostly Ash just gave the fake Cleo an update on how his mother was and assured her she was safe in his district. Beyond that he was told the Council was still undecided on how to handle Mrs. Grayson’s splitting from the Goodwill Committee, but it was unlikely anything would be done as long as she was safe and happy.

When the meeting broke, Ash approached one of the kitsune waitresses.

“I was hoping I could speak with Former Councilwoman Hitomi,” Ash said.

The kitsune’s three tails poofed out at the mention of Hitomi, but she smiled at him.

“I’ll check to see if she’s available. One moment, please,” she said.

Five minutes later, she returned.

“Hitomi will see you,” she said, then looked at Haylee standing beside him. “But she requests you come alone.”

Haylee looked like she was about to protest, but Ash waved her off.

“That’s fine,” he said before turning to Haylee. “I’ll meet you at the entrance of the restaurant. This shouldn’t take too long.”

Haylee gave a reluctant nod and pulled her cellphone out, no doubt updating Faylen. Ash turned and followed the three-tailed kitsune. She led him through the restaurant until they came to a staircase. The second floor of the restaurant looked more like a lavish house. Ash took in the decor and furniture as they moved deeper into the space. Soon they arrived at a door.

“Hitomi is in there,” the three-tailed kitsune said before hurrying away.

Ash knocked on the door.

“Come in,” Hitomi called.

Steam greeted Ash as he stepped inside, as did the view of a large bath built in the center that could have easily fit five people. Inside the bath was Former Councilwoman Hitomi, soaking in the warm water nude, or at least Ash assumed so, given how much of her bare skin he could see.

“Close the door. You’re letting out the heat,” Hitomi said. “And come closer. I was told you wish to talk to me?”


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE


A LIZARDKIN WATCHED from a bench as District boss Ash stepped through the portal, leaving District 114. He had a new person following him today, an otterkin woman with brown hair. The lizardkin pulled a cellphone from his pocket, opened the note app, and added the new person to the list of those close to the District boss.

He noticed the new message on his phone and quickly opened it.

Boss: This one is in District 114. Find her, dispose of her, and assume her identity. She is most likely near the District Boss. THIS IS A TOP PRIORITY!

An image was sent along with the message depicting a human woman with black graying hair in business attire. The lizardkin had seen her the other day, being escorted by the second-in-commands of this district’s gangs. That meant she was in the tall building that the locals called the Flatiron.

Councilwoman Scarlet was not someone the lizardkin wanted to anger. She wouldn’t kill you right away. She would play with you, like a cat would play with a mouse it caught, torturing you for her enjoyment until she finally grew bored and ended you.

He scanned through his notes, looking for those who were common sights around the Flatiron. He landed on one who would suit his needs: an orc named Bo. He was a constant fixture around the building and moved about as he pleased. He would work as a temporary disguise—at least until the human woman was disposed of.

The lizardkin slipped into a nearby side alley and made sure no one was watching. When he was sure the coast was clear, his body started to shift and expand, his tail receding back into his body as his scales became green flesh. Soon the orc named Bo stood where the lizardkin had been. Turning he left the alleyway and made his way to the Flatiron.

Alyndra

Alyndra entered the cafeteria of the Flatiron. It was a large room with several tables and pantries stocked with interesting human foods. The food was why she was here. She had watched something Lilly called a commercial on her phone that showed a talking tiger serving bowls of Frost-o-flakes to a group of kids. Now Alyndra really wanted a bowl of those Frost-o-flakes.

Master Rory was sitting at a table with that Grayson woman who arrived the other day. They were in a deep conversation. Alyndra ignored them and went to the pantry. She opened it and dug through the food inside until her eyes landed on her prize. She grabbed the box of Frost-o-flakes, then moved to get a bowl and the milk. The damn song the tiger and kids were singing echoed in her head as she poured the milk over the cereal. She took a spoonful and popped it in her mouth. Sweetness filled her taste buds, and she found it hard to believe this was considered part of a balanced breakfast, as the talking tiger had said.

When she turned around, Master Rory was waving farewell to the Grayson woman as she left the table. Alyndra still didn’t understand why everyone was acting so strange around her. Even Lilly, who was a dryad, froze up around the woman. She knew the woman was Ash’s mother, but he had magic in him that even Master Rory said they needed to be cautious about. The Grayson woman didn’t have any magic.

“How are you today, Alyndra?” Master Rory greeted her as she sat down with her bowl of cereal.

“I’m well, Master. How are you and the Grayson woman today?” she asked.

Master Rory thumped her on the head with two fingers. His usual manner to tell her she did something wrong.

“Mrs. Grayson. Or, if she gives you permission, Vivian,” Master Rory scolded. “I will not allow my pupil to disrespect her.”

She rolled her eyes.

“It’s not like she could do something to me if I did disrespect her,” she said softly, but Master Rory still heard her.

“Alyndra, I have fought against ancient dragons, stood against elementals, and claimed victory in hundreds of battles. So heed my advice when I say don’t anger Vivian,” Master Rory warned sternly. “I will not be able to protect you from her wrath.”

Alyndra stared at Master Rory as if to spot the smirk that he was jesting with her. There was none. Confounded more by why even Master Rory acted so strange toward that woman, Alyndra focused on eating her cereal.

“Alyndra, do you have your phone? I wish to ask some questions of that great human library you call the internet,” Master Rory said after a moment.

“It needs to be charged,” Alyndra lied.

Truthfully her phone was fully charged and in her pocket of the human clothing called jeans she had started to wear. The problem was she needed to have Lilly show her how to clear her history again before she let Master Rory near her phone. The dryad was right. You could really find anything and everything on the Internet.

“Perhaps this afternoon I’ll see if I can acquire my own phone,” Master Rory said. “That might be best in the long run. You have become quite attached to yours and it wouldn’t be good for me to constantly be borrowing it to ask trivial questions about the human world.”

Alyndra just shoved a spoonful of cereal in her mouth and chewed, happy that she didn’t need to think of an excuse to explain to Master Rory her search history, or what porn was.

She finished the cereal and tried the beverage Ash always had, coffee. She dumped it down the drain after the first sip. How did he drink that bitter stew all the time? Maybe it was a human thing? She went to the fridge and selected a soda. This was a human beverage she really liked.

Alyndra left the cafeteria around the same time Master Rory did, though he went to the stairs with plans to find a cellphone in the district while Alyndra made her way to the elevator. She intended to go back to her room and watch some more videos online, or to doom scroll, as Silver called it on the girls’ night.

The doors opened to the elevator and the Grayson woman was inside.

“Hello, Alyndra. How are you today?” she asked in greeting.

“Mrs. Grayson,” Alyndra returned the greeting before stepping into the elevator with her. “I’m surprised to see you. I thought you had already left this floor.”

“I had planned to read a little outside since it’s such a lovely day, but realized I had left my reading glasses in my room,” Mrs. Grayson said with a sigh. “The joys of old age. I’m hoping to make it back before Agent Miller realizes I’m gone.”

“Hold the door!” a voice called out.

The large orc that was friends with Ash was racing down the hallway. Bo was his name, she believed. Alyndra hit the button to keep the doors open as the tall orc stepped into the elevator while catching his breath.

“Thanks,” he said with a smile and nod to both Alyndra and Mrs. Grayson.

Alyndra returned the greeting, but Mrs. Grayson tilted her head slightly as she stared at the orc. Bo just smiled back at her.

“Bo, I’m planning to have dinner with Ash’s girls this evening. Would you and Jacklyn like to join us?” Mrs. Grayson offered.

“Of course,” Bo said, still smiling.

Mrs. Grayson nodded, then she reached down and slipped one of the strange shoes that Alyndra had heard were called ‘heels’ off. They looked extremely uncomfortable and would be impossible to run in with the stick on the bottom of them. She had no idea why anyone would wear them.

Mrs. Grayson turned and slammed the stick part of the heel into Bo’s eye. She pushed it deep, twisting as she did. Blood poured from the eye and the orc twitched as his body slipped down to the floor. Alyndra stared in disbelief, her mouth hung open. She tried to scream, but only a croaking sound came out. Mrs. Grayson didn’t even look at her. Instead, she pulled out her phone, tapped the screen a few times, and brought it to her ear.

“Faylen, dear. I just ran into something posing as Bo. Its body is in the elevator,” Mrs. Grayson said. “Yes, I’m fine. I do need to go shoe shopping now, though.”

The elevator doors opened and another Bo, this one holding a box of donuts, paused in his step into the elevator. He gulped once he saw Mrs. Grayson.

“I think I’ll take the stairs. Better to burn off the calor—” The orc’s eyes drifted to his dead twin on the floor of the elevator.

A blood-curdling scream escaped Bo as the box of donuts fell to the floor.

“Bo, quiet!” Mrs. Grayson said sharply.

The scream shifted to a squeak before ending.

“Sorry, Faylen. The elevator is on the third floor,” Mrs. Grayson said.

Other people started to arrive within seconds. First were members of the gangs, then the human named Miller who checked on Mrs. Grayson only to be waved off by her. Finally Faylen and Silver arrived.

“Vivian! Are you hurt?” Faylen asked as she rushed to the human woman.

“Like I said I’m fine, dear. You don’t become a woman as powerful as I am without getting her hands dirty from time to time,” Vivian answered.

***

Ten minutes later according to her phone, Alyndra stood in the hallway beside Bo, her mind still trying to process everything that had happened. The orc had a blanket draped over his shoulders that one of the gang members had given him. He wasn’t handling this well.

“Should have left for District 208. I could have been hanging with Ella instead of fearing for my life,” he grumbled.

Silver was looking at the dead fake Bo. She pulled something out of her pocket and placed it against the skin of the corpse. Its flesh started to ripple and shift from green to a metallic silver color. The size of the corpse also shrunk down until it was just a gray humanoid figure that Alyndra recognized as a changeling.

“Fucking Scarlet!” Silver growled before turning away from the corpse. “Faylen we have changelings in the district. Have Jek, Celeste, and Rose start checking the gangs. A piece of silver will undo any shapeshifting.”


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO


ASH STOOD IN front of the large bath doing his best to keep his eyes on the face of the smirking kitsune in it and not her shifting tails under the water that briefly covered her only to move away. He had already slipped up once and learned Hitomi was a natural redhead.

“I heard you wish to speak with me?” Hitomi asked again as she leaned against the side of the bath.

Ash cleared his throat.

“The other day, you mentioned some things when—”

“When I broke up your little fight outside my restaurant?”

Ash sighed.

“Yes, sorry about that,” he said, then continued. “You knew my ring was sealing something and seemed pretty knowledgeable about it. Well, the ring won’t last much longer and I’m desperate for options for what to do when it breaks.”

Hitomi smiled at his words before pulling a bottle from behind the bath and taking a swig.

“Ahhh. Human’s sake is very similar to something we brewed back on Vas. It fills me with nostalgia. I’m always surprised by the parallels between the two worlds,” Hitomi said as she set the bottle on the rim of the bath. “I understand why you’re desperate. A lightning elemental could cause a lot of damage to a district before it’s taken care of. I mean, look at what it did in District 44 the last time you let it out, though Neftali is responsible for much of the damage as well.”

Ash drew a sharp breath.

“You know exactly what my ring is sealing, and a lot about me it seems,” he said, feeling much more nervous about meeting with the nine-tailed fox.

One of Hitomi’s fox ears twitched.

“I’m a bored fox stuck in District 1. I own a restaurant and spend much of my time listening to the gossip that flows through it. So when I hear stories about a human rising to District Boss and catching Blackthorn’s attention, or a lightning elemental rampaging in a district, I pay attention.

“As for what I know? An elemental scar hosting an elemental is an old legend among the kitsune of the islands I come from. I remember the elders telling us those stories when I had but one tail,” Hitomi answered, shifting her position. Her tails moved to keep her modesty, or perhaps to try and draw Ash’s eyes with their movement?

“Well, it’s more than a legend. I have a lighting elemental in me, and need information,” Ash said, keeping his eyes from drifting.

“The stories are usually about an elemental breaking free from the scar and killing its host. Though a few speak of those who tame the elemental and grow more powerful because of that,” Hitomi said. “The stories are all allegories for something. Either mind your parents, don’t venture into the woods alone, don’t steal, etc., etc., but there is one recurring theme in them all. The elemental is your magic, not something separate.”

“How do I prevent it from escaping? Or control it?” Ash asked.

Hitomi just shrugged.

She opened her mouth to say something when his phone started to vibrate. He saw the fox’s ear twitch.

“Go ahead and answer it,” she said, reaching for her sake.

Ash pulled out his phone and saw it was Faylen calling him.

“Hey, Faylen—”

“Ash, your mother was just attacked by a changeling posing as Bo,” Faylen said.

Ash felt his gut drop.

“Is she all right? Is Bo okay?” he asked, fear going into his voice.

“They are both fine, though Bo is shaken up about everything. We’re searching the district for any more changelings who could be hiding. Silver thinks this is a ploy to try and swap certain members of the Goodwill Committee with changeling by the Coalition,” Faylen said. “She’s trying to contact Councilwoman Zara and Councilman Roc about the attack.”

“Shit,” Ash cursed. “I’ll be right there, Faylen.”

He hung up the phone and looked at Hitomi.

“Go, take care of your district. We can talk later, maybe I’ll even wear clothes.”

“Thank you,” Ash said, ignoring the kitsune’s flirtation.

He raced from the room, down the stairs and into the restaurant. When he opened the door to leave, he found Haylee and Selena waiting outside the restaurant staring at each other, while Ella stood a few feet away with a nervous look.

“Ash!” Selena called when she caught sight of him. “I was just talking to your bodyguard about you accompanying Ella and me shopping. I need a new outfit for an upcoming event and would like your input.”

“What’s wrong? You’ve been running.” Haylee said, picking up on his body language.

“District 114 has been attacked. Everyone is fine, but we think it was a move to replace my mother with a changeling.” Ash said, catching his breath.

A gasp escaped Ella and Selena, and they shared a look.

“We’ll come with you. I’m sure my healing can be useful and Ella is a skilled fighter,” Selena said.

“I’m not letting anyone hurt my Bo,” Ella huffed as she placed a hand on the hilt of her sword.

“Thank you, both,” Ash said.

He turned to run down the street leading to the portal, Selena and Haylee following close behind him, with Ella bringing up the rear guard. He was halfway down a narrow street when he recognized a person leaning against the wall of a building: Councilman Victor. It was too late to detour, and he cursed himself for not realizing the street was uncommonly devoid of people for District 1.

Victor stood from the wall and stepped into Ash’s path, lifting his hand before pushing it down.

Something slammed Ash against the road, and he felt as if an elephant was sitting on top of him. He could barely draw a breath with how much weight was pushing against him, yet there was nothing physically on top of him. He recalled the video he saw years ago when the dragon that was Victor attacked Dallas, how his magic just crushed everything as if with an invisible hand.

He heard the footsteps of Victor as he approached them.

“It would be easy to end you now. Just a little more Force Magic and your bones would start to break.”
Ash could see Victor’s shoes in front of him and glared at them as he tried to push against the magic. As he had done with Destry’s Water Sphere, Ash tried to push his magic into Victor’s to destabilize the spell. He had to break this spell, he could hear the girls struggling against it as well.

The air took a static charge and Ash drew a deeper breath, he moved to push himself off the ground only for the force to slam into him harder, pushing him against the road.

“A decent attempt, I can see how you managed to kill Destry and Sero.”

Ash heard something crack and looked away from Victor’s shoes to his hand with the kraken ring. He turned in time to see the ring crumble and fall from his finger.

“Sparky…help…” Ash said through gritted teeth.

FIGHT!

The voice screamed inside his head as he saw arcs of lighting start to jump from his skin. Ash pushed his magic out once more to destabilize Victor’s spell and started to stand. He looked up to meet Victor’s gaze as he finally managed to stand, already pulling on a Bolt to send at the stone dragon. Then he saw the silver ball in Victor’s hand, the runes on it glowing brightly.

“There’s that potential both her and I saw,” Victor said with a savage smile.

A flash of blue consumed the world.

When Ash’s vision returned, he fired a Bolt at Victor. The spell struck him and pushed him back a few feet but did no other damage.

Ash’s eyes widened as he saw the landscape behind the stone dragon. Trees were everywhere. They were now standing in a forest. An arrow slammed into Victor next, erupting into an explosion of Water Magic.

Bang, Bang, Bang.

A series of gunshots sounded behind Ash as Victor’s skin took a stone-like appearance as Death Magic exploded against him.

“I made a promise not to kill him,” Victor roared. “I made no such one for the bitches who follow him like lost puppies!”

Victor’s body shifted, and trees snapped as he grew in size. Wings sprouted from his back. A second later, he was in his dragon form. Stone scales covered a body the length of two school buses, with a head topped by horns and a mouth lined with jagged teeth.

He’s going to attack the girls…

FORM. NOW. TOGETHER.

Ash’s mind raced as he tried to process everything. The only thing he could think of for Sparky was something with claws and wings. He had that thought as he charged the stone dragon. Lighting danced from his body and he pushed his magic to form a Lighting Claw, only for lighting to encase his hand, much the way it created Sparky’s forms.

The Lightning Claw slashed against Victor’s stone skin, leaving a deep groove. Only for Victor to retaliate with his dragon’s tail, slamming it into Ash and sending him rolling.

“Run!” Ash yelled, his voice static-laced as he stood back up.

Victor had turned from the girls, ignoring them for him. Ash could see Selena and Haylee, but not Ella. They both gave him a worried look before he gestured once more for them to run. They vanished into the woods.

Ash pulled on a Bolt, pushing more magic into it as he did, and sent it straight at the dragon. Thunder echoed in the forest as it collided with Victor and he staggered back. Then the stone dragon started laughing.

“How long has it been since I’ve used this form? How long has it been since I could truly fight as a dragon!” Victor roared, his voice a deep rumble. “Entertain me, Storm! Allow me to stretch my wings once more!”

Victor charged at him. Ash sent another Bolt, but it barely slowed the dragon, and Victor’s head crashed into him, pushing him up as the dragon took flight. The trees flew past him and grew smaller and smaller as Victor flew into the air. Ash used Lightning Claw to dig into the dragon’s stone skin to keep himself from falling.

WINGS.

Ash felt his magic shift along his back and something pulled on him, ripping the claws from Victor’s hide. Fear of falling overtook him, but he hovered in the air. Ash looked behind him to see two dragon-like wings on his back. Just like the claws they were made from Lighting Magic. The wings closed and Ash fell in the air in the nick of time to avoid Victor flying through where he had just been. The lighting wings expanded and caught the air, stopping the fall.

Victor made another pass and Ash’s wings once more moved on their own to avoid the dragon. Ash was certain now that Sparky was the one controlling them, which meant he was supposed to do the fighting.

Ash sent Bolt after Bolt at the dragon, some hitting and others missing him. The entire time he heard laughter from Victor as he flew in the air. Then Force Magic slammed into Ash. Before he could destabilize it with his magic, Victor barreled into him and he felt himself falling toward the ground. Wind rushed by him as he felt Force Magic continued to slam into him, the world started to turn dark.

***

FORM. GIVE FORM.

….

FORM. GIVE FORM.

…

FORM. GIV—

“You’re more annoying than a house cat,” Ash groaned.

His head throbbed, and he felt the cold dirt under him. Painfully, he pushed himself up as he started to recall all that had happened: the phone call from Faylen, the blue flash of light, and Victor fighting him as a dragon.

Ash forced his eyes to open, the light temporarily blinding him. He hoped to see concrete and buildings, the familiar sights of De’Vas. Instead, he saw trees, moss, and dirt, all belonging to the forest he was in.

“No, no, no,” Ash chanted, his gut dropping at the sight of the surroundings.

He couldn’t be here. He couldn’t be on Vas. Maybe Victor just flew him out of the district? But his mouth went dry as he recalled the blue flash of light from the silver ball.

“NO!” Ash yelled.

His home. His lovers. His friends. Everything was now another world away from him. How was he going to get back to Earth? Why did Victor bring him here? He recalled Haylee and Selena running and the fact he hadn’t seen Ella. He needed to find them. His mind rushed with fear, anger, and regret. Then he heard the sound of leaves moving and turned toward it.

A blue creature in the shape of a house cat emerged from the woods with a dead rabbit in its mouth. Its form seemed to shift sometimes as it moved and Ash realized it was an elemental.

“Sparky?” he asked.

The cat dropped the rabbit on the ground and looked at him.

YES.


EPILOGUE


“I DON’T KNOW what happened!” Ella cried as she sat in Ash’s office.

Bo was doing his best to comfort Selena’s bodyguard and Faylen was trying to keep Naomi and Lilly calm, though her own nerves were frayed. At least they knew what happened. Even if it was horrible, they knew Ash was still alive.

“They were there one second, the dragon was holding a silver ball while pinning us all with Force Magic, then there was a blue flash and they were gone,” Ella sobbed. “I’ve failed Lady Selena!”

Bo embraced Ella as she cried into his shoulder.

The fact that Alyndra shifted uncomfortably at the mention of the silver ball did not escape Faylen’s notice. Nor Silver’s, who was now narrowing her eyes at the dark elf and her forest elf Master.

When he learned of the attack on Vivian, Master Rory insisted on staying close to her, to ensure her safety. He was sitting on the couch, watching as Ash’s mother dug through the drawers of his desk until she finally extracted a bottle of whiskey and a glass.

The room fell silent as Vivian slammed the glass hard on the desk and filled it with the amber liquid. Faylen was surprised it hadn’t broken due to the force she applied to it.

“First order of business. Enough secrets,” Vivian said sternly, her eyes darting between Master Rory and Silver. “I want my son back. Is this connected to the business dealings between WillCo and De’Vas you had me look into?”

Silver looked at Master Rory, Alyndra, and Ella before letting out a soft curse. She dropped her disguise with a puff of fog and Cleo Blackthorn stood in the room.

Alyndra let out a gasp and even Ella’s bloodshot eyes stared at Cleo in surprise.

“I had my suspicions,” Master Rory stated.

“Yes, it’s connected. We found a goblin who claimed the Coalition made a device that allowed them to travel to and from Vas. We have the goblin here, but part of the device was destroyed during Bella’s attack, and what the goblin calls blueprints are just nonsense.” Cleo said. “This is information I think we all can agree is best to keep secret. Given the lengths, some would go for a way back.”

Vivian picked up the whiskey and took a sip.

“If they’re WillCo blueprints it’s encrypted. They’ve pulled this kind of shit before where they sold the blueprints then charged for the ability to decipher them to something functional,” Vivian replied. “I can get a crypto analyst for it.”

Master Rory leaned forward in his seat on the couch.

“Alyndra and I faced a cyclops several months back that spouted odd things. Things that have made much more sense since we’ve arrived in this world. When I slew him, I took a silver ball like the young deserter elf has described. It is yours if it’ll help in bringing District Boss Ash back,” Master Rory offered.

Vivian’s eyes went to Cleo.

“It’s part of the device. The other half the goblin referred to as an anchor. With the silver ball and the blueprints, perhaps he could do something,” Cleo answered.

Vivian nodded.

“Then let’s get things in motion to bring my son back,” she said.

Cleo shifted back to Silver after the meeting ended and Faylen followed her as they left.

“I promise, Faylen. We’ll get Ash back,” Silver said once they both stepped into the elevator.

The doors closed before Faylen spoke.

“I know,” Faylen answered. “But I also know where the road leads from here. War. When Ash comes back, we’ll have to deal with the Coalition, and I need to be stronger for that.”

Silver gave her a hard stare.

“I’m already training with you, Faylen, and you are improving,” she said.

Faylen shook her head.

“It’s not enough. I need to be stronger. Strong enough to face Councilmembers.”

Silver gave a slow nod.

“Meet me at the portal at sunset. That will give me enough time to get the goblin on task. Pack a bag and tell Celeste to handle the gangs in case you’re gone for a few days.”

***

When dusk arrived, Faylen found Silver waiting for her by the portal. When she approached, Silver gave her a stern look.

“You’re sure about this?” she asked.

“Yes. Whatever it is, I’m sure I need to become stronger,” Faylen answered.

Silver pulled a small key from her pocket and stuck it in the keypad. Then she entered a number and turned the key. The portal whirled to life, and they moved through it. The ruins of a district greeted Faylen on the other side, and Silver dropped her disguise.

“Not all districts make it. The humans normally shove anything from Vas into them and sometimes dangerous things take hold. The Council limits access to these districts to only Councilmembers due to the dangers in them,” Cleo said before facing her. “Here, you either get stronger or you die.”

Naomi

“I wish to learn,” Naomi said as she bowed, Torrent lying on the ground before her.

Master Rory stared down at her as his pupil, Alyndra, hovered nearby. She had cornered him in the hallway after the meeting in Ash’s office. Tears still streaked her face at the news that Ash was now so far away from her.

“I’ve sworn off taking any more pupils after Alyndra,” Master Rory said firmly.

Naomi shook her head.

“I need to become stronger! Please reconsider!” she begged.

Master Rory was silent for a moment as he looked down at her.

“Why?” he asked.

“To protect Ash,” Naomi answered.

Master Rory shifted.

“And why do you want to protect him? I will not take you as my pupil just because you love the man,” he said.

Naomi glared at him as she gritted her teeth.

“He’s the man who saved me from Sero, saved me from being cut apart and sold. I’m alive because of him. And yes, I do love him. I need to be the sword he wields against his enemies, for they are my enemies. I need to protect his home, for it is my home!”

Master Rory stared at her for a long moment then nodded.

“Meet us by the beach near that rusted ship at dawn,” Master Rory said before he and Alyndra turned to walk away. “I don’t tolerate my pupils being late.”

Lilly

Three hours had passed since the meeting about what happened to Ash. She had just become his girlfriend, and now he was whisked away from her. Lilly sniffled as she felt her eyes water. She had already talked to Rose and told her what was expected of the Poison Petals while she was away.

Lilly stepped up to the portal and punched in a number. As it whirled to life, she glared at the blue vortex before stepping in.

“Lilly, you’ve returned,” Agatha greeted her as she stepped through.

She glared at her mother but held her tongue. Her mother had been waiting for her just outside the portal. Lilly should have guessed Agatha still had spy plants in District 114.

“You’re human has gone missing,” Agatha said after a moment of silence.

“So you have been spying on me!” Lilly growled.

“Yes, I’ve kept tabs on my daughter. You’ve been very happy with your human, Lilly.”

A hiccup escaped Lilly and she felt the tears well in her eyes. Once again wetness ran down her cheek.

“They took him from me,” she sobbed.

Agatha approached her and wrapped her in a hug.

Despite her anger at her mother for all she had done, Lilly wrapped her arms around her.

“What can I do daughter?” Agatha asked.

Lilly hiccuped.

“I need to be stronger,” she answered.

“Then stronger I’ll make you,” Agatha promised, her hand running through Lilly’s hair.

Miller

Miller walked into the office of District Boss Ash. His client, Vivian Grayson, was sitting at the desk, looking out over the district, a glass of whiskey in her hand.

“I’m sorry about your son, Mrs. Grayson,” he said.

“He will come back,” Mrs. Grayson said, still staring out at the District.

He took a deep breath.

“Given the attack on you, it’s probably best to return to the Goodwill Committee,” Miller suggested. “I’ve already heard rumors on the news that they were going to be pulled out of De’Vas, canceling the rest of the trip.”

“I’m not leaving,” she responded.

Miller sighed, then scratched his head.

“Mrs. Grayson, I don’t want to lose my job. I just started with this company a few months back,” he said.

“I know. That’s why I bought the company after they hired you. Don’t worry about losing your job, Agent Miller. I don’t plan to fire you.”

Miller froze and stared at the back of the chair.
“Excuse me?” he asked, his mouth feeling dry.

“Danny Miller, you joined the army right out of high school, becoming a Green Beret. You served admirably and were honorably discharged, only to struggle to find gainful employment in the civilian world. Eventually, you signed up for this bodyguard job,” Mrs. Grayson said. “I was looking for a man with your skills, so I bought the company and ensured they received the contract for the Goodwill Committee. You see, there are not many ways for me to get into De’Vas without magic.”

“What? Why?” Miller asked, his temper growing. “I don’t like being played with.”

The glass broke in Mrs. Grayson’s hands.

“They took my son from me,” she said. “I built Grayson Industries up to what it is today. For him. And they took him away from me because he could use magic.”
Anger burned in her voice.

“I want what every other mother wants. To help their child thrive in this world. I would burn Grayson Industries to the ground for that in a heartbeat. That’s why I’m here and why you are here, Agent Miller. To help Ash thrive, no matter what De’Vas or the human governments outside those concrete walls throw at him.” Mrs. Grayson swiveled in the chair to face him. “And I will ensure that you are very wealthy for your services.”
“And what services would that be?” Miller asked.

Mrs. Grayson smiled.

“My son has done well protecting this district with the gangs his girls lead, but war is coming, Agent Miller and my son will need soldiers, not gang members. I want you to do what the US military trained you to do.”

Hitomi

“It’s done,” Victor said.

Hitomi looked at the grilled fish in front of her, picking up her chopsticks and peeling back the burnt skin to reveal the tender cooked flesh underneath.

“Good,” she said, taking a bite. “And the two that got caught up in the rift?”
“Alive, but separated from him. I wanted to see what he could do, so I threatened them to provoke him into a fight.”

Hitomi had figured as much when she saw the scratches on Victor’s face. It wasn’t an easy feat to leave a mark on a stone dragon.

“And?” she asked.

Victor’s hand ran along one of the scratches.

“He has growing to do,” he replied.

The fact he left Ash alive meant the dragon saw potential.

“Give him some time to survive in Vas. If he’s still alive after two months, we’ll offer to bring him back. If he will join us,” Hitomi added. “How are Scarlet and Piper?”

“Scarlet is furious that her changeling got exposed which botched the plan to use the Goodwill Committee for infiltration. We’re doing damage control on that and directing the Council away from Scarlet, claiming the changeling wasn’t from one of the clans sworn to her.

“Piper is a mess. She’s worried we’ll recruit Blackthorn and offer her head as an apology for the Destry incident, and with how much pain she has been lately, it’s not a bad idea.”

Hitomi saw Victor’s face slightly shift, showing his irritation at the drider.

“If I wanted Piper dead, I would have killed her the other night. She needs to tread carefully from now on. Tell her I said that and that I will be keeping a close watch on her,” Hitomi said as she poured her tea. “That’s all, Victor. Thank you.”

The stone dragon bowed and left Hitomi to enjoy her meal. She smiled and went to one of the sweets on her tray. Usually, she saved them for last, but today was an exciting day.

“I wonder if he will survive?” she said.

No one answered her, but she felt the fire elemental stir inside her.

The End of Book 3
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