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Chapter 1


Bolts of electricity crashed into the wagon.

Our crystal-powered shield held steady, absorbing the impact. It took more than a few lightning strikes to penetrate a demon-hunting machine.

Esther put the pedal to the metal. The wheels turned, the engine roared, but we didn’t go anywhere. There were too many demons, all as sturdy as they come. They had to be to withstand the propulsion of an off-road juggernaut. The wagon had conquered treacherous mountain roads, rock-strewn wildernesses, and boggy marshlands. Other demons who had dared face it had been reduced to paste. This pack was the first to withstand its mobile fury.

“It’s no good,” Esther said, taking her foot off the throttle. “We’re stuck.”

“Great,” I sighed, checking out the damage through our periscope. “Why now?”

More bolts struck, booming like rounds from a rifle. We’d traveled undisturbed for a week thanks to the power of our armored wagon. When I first arrived on Terix, it was a burden. It’d done its damnedest to prove its merits since and had passed with flying colors. Then a herd of electric-shooting demon rhinos showed up.

“Better here than in the middle of nowhere.”

“True, but we were so close,” I groaned, staring longingly into the distance. “Stupid rhishockomons.”

“Thunderhorns, sweetie.”

Made sense. Didn’t sound quite as much like a rip-off Japanese video game monster.

The demons’ frontal force closed the wagon in, using their raw bulk to stop us from moving. Attacks came courtesy of the rearguard. They shot lightning from their glowing, yellow horns, blasting our shield.

It was only a matter of time until our defense crumbled, and the bolts ran rampant.

“Such a racket,” Dessa said. She lounged on the couch, painting her nails. “Someone be a dear and take care of it.”

“Do it yourself,” Titania snapped.

“Can’t you see I’m busy?”

“You call that busy?”

“Of course. I wouldn’t want to arrive looking anything but my best. No-no, that wouldn’t do at all.” She blew on her freshly colored fingers.

Titania growled. “Why you…”

“Ignore her,” Esther ordered, loading her pistols. “We’ve got a job to do. Jake, you ready?”

I grinned and summoned the part of me fit for the job. Searing strength flowed through my veins and erupted out. It manifested as an unnatural blue flame that leaked from my pupils and surrounded my fists. “Ready!”

Finally, my inner demon growled. It’s been too long.

That it had. I was a demon hunter and I hadn’t killed anything for a full week. I wasn’t a bloodthirsty person, but I made an exception for the tainted forces that plagued Terix.

No harm in a final hunt before we arrived.

I was the first to take my leave. Before the wagon door finished opening, I leaped out and over the mob of nastiness boxing us in.

The thunderhorns had a strong resemblance to the rhinoceroses back home, with the added charm of a demonic tainting. They were of a similar size and just as tough to crack. What should have been gray had morphed black; their eyes burned with a familiar, ferocious blue.

It looked so much cooler donning my fists.

A long yellow horn was the most obvious separator between the Earth equivalent and this demon cousin. Menacing stubs had become serrated blades that crackled with static electricity. Somehow, they channeled that charge through those built-in lightning rods and fired it like a Tesla cannon. Seemed an unfair party piece for a monster built like a brick shithouse.

Not that I lacked a few tricks of my own.

As I glided over the herd, I did my best dragon impression and doused them with my flame breath.

The fire distressed but didn’t slay. One thunderhorn got himself a burned ass. That was it for the casualties of war.

Tough as I expected. My demon eyes marked them as yellow threats, bordering toward orange. A tad stronger than I was.

They’re mobs. Pound for pound the protag’s always stronger.

“This ain’t a game,” I reminded my inner demon as I landed.

Game or not, I stole some aggro from the wagon. The burn victim and his two nearest confidants came my way. They charged, shaking the plain under the weight of their pounding feet. Their heads lowered, presenting their horns. A direct hit and they’d skewer me alive.

For their size, they were fast. I couldn’t outrun them. Sidestepping was also off the table. Their collective unit was too wide. It was like a row of demon trucks running through a red.

I grinned. My options were limited but I still had one. Moments before they arrived, I jumped. In unison, I released the demon energy I’d channeled into my feet. It acted like a concentrated explosion, throwing me into the air. I was propelled high above the charging trio.

Forget dunking high, this was a jump fit for hurdling the backboard. It was more than enough to clear some dumb demons.

The thunderhorns skidded to a stop and almost toppled over due to their own weight.

I landed cleanly behind them. “Hey, you missed me!”

It’s hard to tell if a demon rhino is pissed, but I chose to believe they were. They snorted, turned, and tried running through me again.

Definition of insanity and all that.

I jumped higher than a human had any business leaping. My half-breed power carried me into the sky and made those big bad thunderhorns look like ants.

Okay, maybe I didn’t jump that high. Still, it was far enough to give me the illusion of flying. My red cloak fluttered, spreading like wings. The brisk wind blasted my exposed chest and ruffled my shaggy, brown hair. It whistled past my ears as I hovered above the plain below.

Remaining airborne would have been a treat. Gravity had other ideas. It grabbed hold and dragged me back to Terix.

No biggie. It was part of the plan. I landed as the trio passed under, stomping my feet into charred thunderhorn ass.

The demon crumpled, unable to withstand my velocity and half-breed excellence. The ground splintered under its backside, burying itself in a crater it couldn’t escape.

Before it made too much fuss, I put the thunderhorn out of its misery.

One down.

At last, my inner demon moaned. A ripe, juicy soul. It’s been too long.

“Keep your pants on,” I said. “Still think I’ve been slacking?”

I admit it. You weren’t just playing house.

Damn right. I hadn’t been absorbing souls, but I’d kept up my training. There was more to reality than leveling up. I’d sparred with Esther every day. It was a daily ass whupping that taught me a lot. Then there was the demon jump. It hadn’t come outta nowhere. I’d put in the hours to learn it. My head had struck the wagon’s ceiling more times than I cared to remember. Why I decided to create such a technique in a confined space, I’ll never truly understand.

The results justified my stupidity.

Two thunderhorns remained. They changed tactics, holding their ground and charging up. Electricity surged through their horns, producing balls of lightning.

Now’s a good time to run.

“Agreed,” I said, sprinting off.

The thunderhorns fired, sending their air-burning electric beams my way.

Blistering heat breathed down my neck. I gritted my teeth and kept moving without looking back. Being struck by lightning wasn’t on my bucket list.

I managed to keep a step ahead. The thunderhorns couldn’t move and shoot at the same time. Turning was their limit and that was sluggish at best. The disadvantage of having such a chunky neck.

Once their charge was spent, their attack fizzled out. The light drained from their horns.

I made a sharp turn and headed for the duo. It was my chance.

Yellow coloring crept back into the picture faster than I expected. It was the seeds of their next attack.

My heart skipped, but I was in luck. Their horns were energy-savers. I struck before they did, driving my flame-infused fist into the closest thunderhorn. It took a few hits to break through its thick skin, but the victor was never in doubt.

Two down.

The ex-nuisance plummeted to the ground, revealing the status of its partner. Their horn was bright yellow, topped by an energy ball the size of a grapefruit.

“Crap,” I said, flinching back. There wasn’t time to run.

The thunderhorn fired from point-blank.

I dropped. The beam sailed harmlessly overhead, with the exception of the clump of hair it fried off. An inch lower and that would have been my brain.

It tilted down, bringing the Tesla strike closer. The beam’s destructive power fried the floor to a black char. It’d do the same to me once it reached me.

I cooked the demon with my dragon breath before that happened.

Fire engulfed its rhino head, sending the huge beast rearing back. The electric ball shattered, plunging the horn into darkness.

I leaped up and smashed a flaming right hook into the thunderhorn’s jaw.

The impact toppled the demon. It fell head over heels, lodging its blade horn into the dirt. That was game over. It swung its fat legs but didn’t have the strength to drag itself free. Nor could it protect its soft, exposed underbelly.

Three down. Round over.

I breathed a sigh of relief and pulled my bloodstained arm from its chest. Yellow threats were no joke. One bad move and I’d have been toast.

Hmm, delicious. Thanks for the grub.

“Don’t mention it,” I said, wiping the sweat from my brow. Regular training was important, yet it wasn’t enough. I could invent all the fancy tricks I wanted, but I still needed raw power in order to topple the demons ruling Terix. This was the only way to gain that strength.

That’s right. Now, how about seconds?

It came in a flash. How could I forget? I rushed back to the wagon. It was still under siege from the remaining thunderhorns.

My allies were taking the fight to the demons. Titania was in the middle, fending the thunderhorns off with her shield. When she saw the chance, she speared them with her trusty polearm. Esther played hot lava with the battlefield, using the wagon and demons as stepping stones. She blasted the latter with her dual pistols, somehow finding a way through their thick padding.

And I’d been celebrating victory like an idiot.

Another three would hit the spot. Think you can manage that?

“Damn right,” I said, rushing in to help. Like I was gonna let the girls have all the glory.


***


Handling our thunderhorn problem was easier as a team. Working together, we managed to clear the rest of the herd without much difficulty.

Once we’d finished looting their horns, we got back on the road. Not that there was a lot of road left to travel. We’d been sidetracked mere miles from our destination. Our goal arrived on the horizon after a minute’s drive.

“This is it,” I said, trembling. I’d been subjected to countless examples of Terix’s ugliness during my week on the road, all for this moment. Goodbye demon-tainted wilderness. Hello bastion of civilization.

We’d arrived at the city of Grabadon. One of the four eternal safe zones on Terix.

Fifty feet of white stone stood as an imposing barrier against any who dared threaten the city within. The span vanished into the distance without a single dip in sight. It was the same on all sides, or so I’d been told. An enormous magic dome served as the lid on top, confirmation that this spectacular structure did indeed reside on Terix. The shield was an outrageous beast that put New Hoffen’s to shame. It had to be to protect a city of this colossal magnitude.

Flat grassland surrounded Grabadon for miles around, with the exception of a defensive moat. Rock bridges traversed the sludge-soiled water, leading to gigantic metal gates that made battering rams quake in their boots. There were four in total, one on each side of the round city.

I gawked in awe at the towering fortification. No wonder the city had stood for two centuries without falling. It was a testament to the resilience of the races who populated Terix.

“It’s even bigger than I thought,” I said, hogging the periscope.

“You’re too damn excited,” Titania complained.

“Why wouldn’t I be? This place is awesome.”

“Ha!” Titania scoffed. “In your dreams.”

I rolled my eyes. Titania wasn’t exactly a regular bundle of positivity but she’d been especially ratty since Esther announced our destination. Doubly so when it came to the subject itself.

As our wagon cruised toward the city’s formidable entrance, the metal gate inched open.

“They’re just letting us in?” I asked. “Don’t they do checks or something?”

“Not at all. Everyone’s welcome here,” Dessa said, touching up her makeup.

“What about… you know. That?” My first encounter with representatives of Grabadon hadn’t been a pleasant one. If we hadn’t foiled that masked witch’s plan, New Hoffen would have been wiped out.

“Don’t worry, darling. They’ve got a major blind spot for things that happen outside their walls. We’ll be fine.”

If she said so. It all seemed like a stupid security oversight for a city which had stood the test of time. However, any doubts were washed away by the wonders that spilled into the periscope.

The road ahead was submerged under a sea of people. Not just humans, but a mix and match of different heights, races, and colors. It was the variety of New Hoffen mixed with the raw numbers of back home. Buildings flanked us on both sides, all in immaculate shape. The architecture had a Mediterranean vibe, a huge leap from huts cobbled together with whatever was lying around. Every building appeared to be some sort of shop. They showcased wide varieties of colorful clothes, food, and miscellaneous goods. Nowhere sold toys or games in New Hoffen. The residents were too busy struggling to survive. No such concerns here. There was no sign of demonic influence anywhere. Grabadon was a normal, bustling city. People were free to enjoy themselves.

“It’s perfect,” I laughed. Life was still going strong, despite the demons’ best efforts.

People parted to let our wagon trundle down the road. The path stretched all the way to another wall and dome. Like a city inside a city. A silhouette loomed in the background, highlighted by the sun’s position. It towered over everything else with a shape difficult to misinterpret.

“Is that a castle?” I cheered, swapping inner demon for inner child. “We’ve so gotta visit there. Can we?”

“You’re really pissing me off,” Titania growled.

“What have I done?”

“What haven’t you done?! Singing this city’s fucking praises like you know a thing. You don’t know shit. I lived here for seventeen years. I know what Grabadon’s really like.”

“Now, now. Calm down,” Dessa said.

“Why should I?! He’s the one calling this corrupt piece of shit paradise.” Titania glared at me. “Did you forget what they tried to do to New Hoffen?”

“Of course I haven’t.” I never wanted to meet the woman with the whip again. “But look. This place&emdash;”

“Shut it,” Titania snapped, covering her ears. “I can’t listen to any more of this shit. When you’re done sucking off that goblin prick, call me. Until then, leave me alone.” She stormed into her room, slamming the door behind her.

I glanced at Dessa. “Seriously, what’s her problem? She’s been like this all day.”

“Come, come, darling. Even you’re not that dense.”

“Fine, but still. Look.” I peered back through the periscope. “It’s incredible.”

“Even beautiful things can be ugly, darling. Not including myself.” She finished her makeup and turned my way. Her lips were painted a bright shade of glossy red and her lashes were enhanced for fluttering. She squeezed her chest together, flaunting her enticing milk chocolate cleavage. “How do I look?”

My little Jake throbbed. She looked amazing but that was normal. Even when she had the worst case of bedhead you’ve ever seen, Dessa was a perfect ten.

“Perfect,” she giggled. “And right on time. Come, come, darling. Let’s go see how your paradise stacks up.”


Chapter 2


We traded places with one fancy eye-catching white wagon and pulled into a lot adjoined to the main road.

“I want you on your best behavior,” Esther warned as we prepared to depart.

“Why’d you single me out?” I asked.

“Because I know what you’re like. No causing trouble. And don’t share your secret with anyone.”

“It worked out okay in New Hoffen.”

“That was a town. This is a city. You can’t compare the two.” Esther stared at me. “Nothing to nobody. Understand?”

“Got it,” I sighed, rubbing my neck. “Not like I was planning on it in the first place.”

“Then there’s nothing to worry about,” Esther said, opening the wagon.

I took my first steps on Grabadon soil. It wasn’t exactly the most glamorous spot for them. We were in an outside garage, boxed in on most sides by standard brick walls. Opposite the entrance was an open building, filled with tools and machinery. There was a hunched man inside, putting a hammer to good use.

“What’d I just say?” he snarled. “I don’t want your stinking money. You’re not welcome here.”

“How cruel. And we got along so well last time,” Esther responded.

He lifted his goggles and faced us. His anger drained away and was replaced by a jaunty smile. “Buckle my breeches. Look who it is.”

A long braided beard dangled down to his apron-covered gut. That wasn’t as far as it could have been. He was wider than he was tall and it wasn’t anything to do with being fat. Stockiness perhaps, but it was more a testament to his short stature. There was no way he hit five-foot. Not even close. Age was somewhere he excelled. He was getting up there. His bushy, brown beard was losing ground to the devious gray plague. Still, he was some way from having one foot in the grave.

“A dwarf?” I said, earning myself a rib nudge from Esther.

“Hello to you too, mister detective,” he laughed. “What gave me away?”

“Jake, this is Diarmuid,” Esther said.

“That’s me. Welcome to my humble abode,” Diarmuid said, giving me a bone-creaking handshake. “You need anything repairing, I’m your guy. That includes that fancy piece of wheels back there.” He whistled, glancing it over. “Always love seeing it parked in my garage. That goes for you fine ladies as well.”

“Diarmuid, you old flirt,” Dessa giggled in her usual sultry manner. “Are you trying to talk me out of my panties?”

“In my dreams. I’m too old to hang with you youngins,” he laughed. “What you all doing in the city?”

“Trading. Some maintenance,” Esther explained. “Perhaps a tad of R&R.”

“I’m sure you kids have earned it. Speaking of kids, where’s the other one?”

I hadn’t noticed but he was right. We were a Titania short.

Esther sighed. “Bet she’s sulking in her room. I’ll go fetch her.”

“Please. Can’t wait to spring this on my one.” Once Esther was off, Diarmuid flashed me a smile. “Hey, lad. How’d you end up with this bunch? You get snared in by that one?” He nudged his head toward Dessa.

She responded with an air kiss and flutter of her thick eyelashes.

“Esther, actually,” I said, prying my eyes away from Dessa’s enchanting curves.

“Really? Didn’t know she had it in her.”

“It’s not what you think. She saved me. I owe her one.”

“Oh, so that’s her style. Sly girl.”

“She works him hard,” Dessa added, emphasizing with a moan.

“Lucky sod,” Diarmuid chuckled. “If I was a century younger, I’d be green with envy.”

“Hey, come on. I’m not a boy toy,” I protested.

“You’re not?” they responded in unison. Dessa wasn’t even trying to help.

“Cut me some slack. I’m a genuine hunter.”

Diarmuid reeled back, eyes popping. “A male demon hunter?!” He looked to Dessa, the most reliable source around.

“It’s true. He does that as well,” she confirmed. “Although, I do prefer him in the bedroom.”

“Well shine my shoes. A male demon hunter.” He held my arms flat at my sides and inspected me like a prized breed at a grooming show. “Not seen one of your ilk since I was wee. Guess you look the part. Much better than those guards playing dress-up.”

“Erm… thanks?” I said while trying to ignore how uncomfortable I felt.

“Are you harassing my Jake?” Esther said on her return, securing my freedom from those firm dwarven mitts.

“You mean your demon hunter. That ain’t something you keep mum, lassie. I mistook him for your plaything.” Diarmuid’s focus changed when he noticed the petite orc sulking behind Esther. He snatched her up before she had a chance to escape. “Tina!”

Titania flopped like a fish in his arms. “Lemme go!”

“Can’t an old man hug his favorite niece?”

“We aren’t even related!”

“You used to call me uncle all the time.”

“Shut it, you damn pervert!”

“Nay, you little lassies don’t do anything for me. I need them with some experience,” Diarmuid laughed, letting her go. “Stay right there. I know someone who’s dying to meet you.” He marched into the building adjoining the garage and returned leading a girl.

She dragged her feet and took a great interest in the floor. Her face was obscured under a mop of dark indigo hair. The fringe made a wonderful mask and the rest was tied into two clumsy, low-hanging twintails. Her clothes weren’t what you’d call feminine. She wore blue overalls over a baggy white shirt. Rather fitting for a garage.

“Blair,” Diarmuid said. “Say hello.”

“H-hello,” she mumbled, without lifting her head.

“Not like that. Put some fire in it. Don’t you see who it is?”

Blair found the courage to peek. She jerked, spilling the bangs from her face. It revealed her darling features.

They were quite breathtaking for a first-time viewer and not just because she was a pretty little thing. She had pale lilac skin, the first I’d seen of that particular tone. Her succulent lips were a darker shade of violet. It didn’t appear to be makeup. There were certainly no tricks used higher up. You couldn’t fake her attention-grabbing eyes. They were big, bright, and yellow. Pint-sized suns framed by thick lashes.

She rushed straight past me and hugged Titania. “Tina. I’ve missed you.”

Titania stiffened but didn’t kick up a fuss. “Hi, Blair.”

“I didn’t know you were back. You should have told me.”

“We just got here.”

“Really?! That’s great! How long are you staying for? I wanna hear all about your adventures. Oh, and I have some new gadgets to show you. If that’s okay with you.”

Cute. That was the word that came to mind. Cute. Blair was around Titania’s height with a voice as soft as a teddy bear. Her face looked adorable brimming with enthusiasm. She had a small, thin nose and round cheeks flushed with color. They complemented the rest of her feminine features. Seemed a shame to hide it under a messy fringe. Cut those bangs and the boys would be all over her.

There was one other detail about Blair I couldn’t help noticing. If anything, I was doing my best to not notice them. Her arms. She had six of them. Six skinny lilac arms, all hugging Titania.

I’d met orcs, onis, elves, beast-girls, dwarves, and this one race with blue skin and long tails. It was my first time meeting someone with more than two arms.

Blair caught me staring. She jumped and shuffled behind Titania.

“Hey!” Titania snapped. “What you looking at?!”

I groaned and rubbed the back of my neck. “Well, I…”

“The lad did nothing wrong,” Diarmuid said. “Don’t be rude. Introduce yourself.”

“She doesn’t need to.”

“Nonsense. It’s common courtesy.” Diarmuid folded his arms. “Come on, love. You can do it.”

Blair whimpered. Between Titania’s shoulder and her hanging bangs, it was hard to see her face. “H-hello,” she whispered.

“Not like that. Come out here.”

She shuffled out, reluctance obvious. There was little sign of the girl who had been talking Titania’s ear off moments earlier.

“Hey,” I said, trying to help. “I’m Jake. Nice to meet you.”

“H-hello. M-my name is Blair.” Her six hands toyed with each other. “Nice to m-meet you too.”

“That’s my girl,” Diarmuid said, patting her back. “Two more and Tina’s all yours.”

Blair gave similar greetings to Esther and Dessa. She wasn’t quite as awkward with them but at no point did she approach smooth territory. I wasn’t sure whether to be pleased that her behavior wasn’t targeted at me.

Once Blair was done, she rushed to Titania. “Wanna come see my newest inventions?” she asked, tugging Titania’s hand. “I’ve been working on some cool boots. They don’t work right… but I still worked hard on them.”

“Sure,” Titania relented, letting Blair drag her into the garage.

“Talk about a personality one-eighty,” I said.

“Surprise ya?” Diarmuid laughed. “Don’t let her fool you. She’s not a quiet kid. Get her on the right subject and she’ll talk for hours. Shame she can’t do it more often.” He sighed and watched her talking freely from a distance. “I’m trying to push her, but you saw how it goes. We’re still a ways off.” Diarmuid smiled at me. “You did good, lad. I like you already.”

“I try. Still, I was wondering. If you don’t mind me asking.”

“Slow down, lad. I said I like you but I ain’t letting you date her.”

“That wasn’t it.”

“Oh, so my little girl ain’t good enough for you?”

“That’s not it either,” I protested. “She’s beautiful. Not that I was checking her out! I just, you know, noticed. Not saying I wouldn’t be interested. I’m sure she’d make a guy very happy. But that wasn’t my point. It’s just&emdash;”

“Lad, you’re making a real pig’s ear outta this,” Diarmuid said.

“Can’t you see why I’m so enamored with him?” Dessa giggled. “Such a way with words.”

My shoulders slumped. “Don’t rub it in, please.”

“But rubbing’s what I do best,” she purred, rubbing her collarbone. Her arms mashed the sides of her alluring bosom, pressing her breasts together.

I averted my eyes before something started swelling. “I’ve never seen a girl like Blair before.”

“You wouldn’t be the first,” Diarmuid confessed, combing his lengthy beard. “She’s the only arachni in the city. Could be the last anywhere for all I know. Weren’t exactly common when I was wee. Wouldn’t be the only race the demons wiped.”

The last of her kind. That had to feel lonely. I almost cried when I discovered humanity was going strong.

“What about you?” I asked.

“I’m not her real dad. Raised her since she was wee but we ain’t blood. Not that it makes a difference. She’s my baby through and through. Remember that before trying something.”

“I’m not planning on it,” I assured him.

“Good lad. Sounds like you’ve got enough company as is.”

Esther cleared her throat. “I hate to interrupt your male bonding but we’re here for more than just gossip.”

Diarmuid laughed. “You’re darn right, lassie. Forgive this old man. Let’s go give the girl a look.” He went with Esther to inspect the wagon.

Engineering did nothing for me. My attention wandered to Blair and Titania. I was too far away to hear what they were saying but Blair was chatting away. It was weird how differently she treated Titania to the rest of us.

“They’re childhood friends,” Dessa whispered.

I jumped out of my skin. “I never asked.”

“You wanted to,” she said, grinning.

“You caught me,” I sighed. Was I that easy to read? “Guess it makes sense. Still, it’s a bit surprising.” A shy cutie and an argumentative hothead. They weren’t peas in a pod, although Blair seemed comfortable enough.

As for Titania, something didn’t seem right. Was it just my imagination or was she acting a bit stilted?

Awkward or not, the two friends hung out until we forced them apart. Our business had long concluded and an orange tone had gained control of the sky. It was almost time for bed and we were without a wagon. We couldn’t sleep in a vehicle taken in for repairs. We needed somewhere to stay.

“I know a place,” Esther said, carrying her share of the luggage. “It’s not far.”

“You better not be taking us there,” Titania said.

“Don’t be a sourpuss.”

It was only a minute away from the garage, located a street over from the main road. I expected an inn. Maybe a hotel, seeing as we were in a big city. The reality was neither. If you’d given me a hundred guesses I wouldn’t have nailed it.

“Is this a joke?” I asked.

“Not at all,” Esther said.

“But, and correct me if I’m wrong, this is a strip club.”

Gaudy silhouettes of hot girls graced every sign plastered over the concrete box of a building. It didn’t take Sherlock to decipher them.

“That’s right,” Esther confirmed.

“Please, stop being so casual about this. Why are we here?”

“Yeah,” Titania agreed. “What’s wrong with an inn?”

“Stop,” Esther said, bopping Titania’s nose. She entered before we could start another round of complaints.

It was my first time in a strip club. Wasn’t the kind of location you visited when you lived on a shoestring budget. The atmosphere inside was everything I imagined, without the irritating dance music. It stank of sweat, smoke, and booze. Rowdy laughter echoed around the joint. Sexy women, in skimpy outfits, manned the stations. They were behind the bar, acting as waitresses, and wiggling their assets on stage.

I saw the appeal.

“Hi! Welcome to X-Bomb,” a sultry blonde said, greeting us in the entranceway. She sounded like a stereotypical bimbo and looked the part. Her busty figure filled a tiny red bikini that emphasized her killer hourglass curves. She had swollen lips, dolled up with a thick coating of swimwear-matching lipstick. Her eyes were big and blue with lashes designed to lure.

It took me far too long to notice her authentic-looking bunny ears.

When she noticed my stares, as it was kind of impossible to miss them, she swooped in and filled my vision. “Hey, big boy,” she purred, shimmying her chest. “I’m Bunny. What’s your name?”

My blood surged. Something started stiffening.

“Jake,” I answered, totally not sounding like a fourteen-year-old boy talking to his crush.

“That’s such a hot name. It makes me feel so excited,” Bunny moaned. She rolled her tongue along her gorgeous lips. “Like, did you come here for some fun?”

“He didn’t,” Esther said, elbowing my ribs.

Bunny looked peeved. Once she got a good look at Esther, her expression brightened. “OMG, it’s Esther. Like, I totally didn’t recognize you.”

“You were too busy drooling over Jake.”

“Guilty,” Bunny giggled, nibbling her plump bottom lip.

I shuddered. This was a valuable lesson learned. Dessa wasn’t the only woman on Terix overflowing with seductive power.

“You didn’t even notice me,” that very same elf said, muscling into the conversation.

“Dessy!” Bunny cheered, hugging Dessa. “I’ve totes missed you.” She proved it with a kiss. Not a peck on the cheek. Not even a peck on the lips. We’re talking a kiss. Lips smacking together; moans slipping out. One step further and they’d have traded spit.

My pants tightened. I couldn’t even feel jealous.

Esther cleared her throat. “Where’s Gall?”

Bunny pried her lips from Dessa’s. “Erm… she’s around here somewhere, I think? Like, should I go find her?”

“Please.”

“Okay, babes. I’ll be, like, one sec.” Bunny blew a kiss and skipped off, hips swaying with every step. A fluffy white tuft wiggled on her lower back. It was either an amazing costume or her ears were more genuine than I’d anticipated.

Explained the original name.

“Titania might have been right,” Esther sighed.

“Now, now, don’t get jealous,” Dessa said.

“I’m not.”

“If you say so.” The giggly elf glanced at me. “You too, darling. Although, you seemed to be enjoying the show.” Dessa gave her lips a sensual lick.

“Maybe a little bit,” I said, trying to will my hardness away.

“Such a virile boy. I’d love to catch up with all the girls a little more physically. If you’ll let me.”

A saint’s willpower wouldn’t have been enough to save me from arousal. Vivid fantasies swirled through my mind. Girl on girl; beauty on beauty. Dessa and Bunny would make an unstoppable double act. Give them a camera and they’d changed the shape of porn forever.

“Where’s Titania?” Esther said, saving me from going light-headed.

The lithe orc was missing, again.

“I don’t know,” I responded. I’d had my eyes elsewhere since entering.

Esther looked around, finishing her search with a huff. “That girl. I’ll look outside. You two, in here. She better not have run away.”

Searching the area filled with temptation was more than fine with me. I prepared for a long and thorough search of the enticing establishment.

I spotted Titania at the bar almost immediately.

So much for that. I was on the verge of calling out but someone beat me to it.

“See! I told you it was her,” a drunk woman said, dragging an equally intoxicated guy by the arm.

“Shit, it is,” he slurred, pointing at Titania. “Long time no see, traitor. You’ve got nerve showing your face here.”

“Think we all forgot?” the female said, jabbing Titania’s arm. “We don’t forget snakes.”

I scoffed. Idiots. They’d just arranged their own funeral. It was only a matter of time until Titania gave them a beating.

“Nothing to say, traitor?” the man said.

“Think you’re too good for us, bitch?” The woman hiccupped. “Hear that? She lived it large. Now she’s better than us.”

“Same snake who couldn’t make it as a guard?”

“Oh, that’s right. Lil turncoat couldn’t even handle that. Even with mommy holding her hand.”

The grin fell from my face. Titania had to hear them. She couldn’t miss it. Why wasn’t she doing anything?

“Still ignoring us?” the man grunted, getting in Titania’s face.

“Didn’t mommy teach you manners?”

“Hey, bitch.” The drunk guy snatched a handful of Titania’s blonde hair. “When I talk, you&emdash;”

I imprinted my knuckles in the jerk’s cheek.

He collapsed, taking a few stools with him. Nearby frivolities stopped to rubberneck what was happening.

“Fuck you think you’re doing?” the drunk woman slurred.

“Looking after my friend,” I said.

“She’s your friend?” she cackled, pointing at Titania. “That traitorous bitch? You’re having a laugh.”

“Oi, what’s happening here?” a hoarse voice said. It belonged to a green-skinned woman behind the bar.

She was huge. About my size in height but as big as a barrel. Her one good red eye glared at us. An eyepatch hid the other. Tusks protruded from her frowning lips, a clear sign she was an orc. They were much larger than Titania’s and slipped up past her top lip. Speaking of similarities, their hair was the same shade of blonde. This one wore hers as a long braid that cascaded down her chest.

“Like, help me out here,” the drunk lass said, gesturing at Titania. “Look what thinks she can come crawling back. Let’s show this traitor bitch her place.”

“Say that again,” the large orc said, leaning on the creaking bar. Her words dripped with so much menace only a plastered drunk could miss it.

Exhibit A grinned. “This turncoat bitch doesn’t belong here.”

“Lemme tell you who doesn’t belong.” The big girl dragged the drunk up by the scruff of her neck, dangling her feet off the ground. She glared with an intensity strong enough to make the Four Horsemen cower. “Anyone who disrespects my family!” With one arm, she launched the troublemaker to the other side of the room.

The drunk idiot slammed clean into the far wall.

I stared, speechless.

The victor pounded her chest like a silverback. “Anyone else got a problem with Tina?!”

Nobody voiced one. The customers fell back into a routine. They didn’t seem too shocked by the scene.

“That’s what I thought,” the large orc said. Her hardened gaze landed on Titania. “Now, where was I?”

Titania sighed. “Hi, old woman.”

“Tina!” the old girl cheered, hugging Titania’s head into her gargantuan bosom.

“Let go of me!” Titania barked.

“Fuck no. You’re all mine.” 

Resistance was futile. Titania hadn’t escaped Diarmuid. He was nothing compared to this orc bruiser.

I remained rooted to the spot, with a stupid look on my face. “What just happened?”

“The manager,” an appearing Esther said, getting the jump on me. “Jake, meet Auntie Gall.”


Chapter 3


This wasn’t how I imagined spending my first evening in Grabadon. Inside the VIP section of a strip club with Titania’s extravagant relative.

The boisterous sound of entertained patrons was muffled by thick black curtains, isolating our red velvet booth from curious onlookers. Not that we were more entertaining than the scantily clad workers.

Gall did make one hell of a first impression. She was a woman who didn’t mind the attention. There was enough of her to go around and she still tried to draw the eye. Her makeup was thick; debatably whorish. She wore a long black dress and matching corset which pushed up her titanic bosom. They were larger than Dessa’s, which was an accomplishment in and of itself. As if that wasn’t enough, she framed them with a white feather boa and pearl necklace. The latter hovered precariously over her green cleavage.

I took a swig to distract myself. Not that I was looking.

Esther and Dessa sat on either side of me. Titania was opposite, trapped in Gall’s embrace. She wasn’t escaping so easily.

“Howdy, sweetcheeks,” Gall said, offering her free hand. “Name’s Gallia, but you can call me Auntie Gall.”

“Jake,” I replied, putting my hand in a green vice. Nobody had taught the city’s oldies how to perform a civilized handshake.

“Not bad,” she said, grinning. “Most blokes are crying by now.”

“You should try squeezing less.”

“Where’s the fun in that?” Gall laughed, easing up. “Ain’t you a fine-looking thing? Which of you girls are taking him for a ride?”

I choked on my drink. Nobody warned me that, on Terix, it was customary to become a brash eccentric at a certain age.

“Me, me. I do,” Dessa said, puffing out her chest. “Every day. Sometimes twice.”

“Why ain’t I surprised?”

“Can you blame me?” Dessa purred, giving me that look. She nibbled her bottom lip, adding to her allure.

In private, I’d have struggled to hold back.

“Nah, you’re one lucky bitch. Wish I had a man like that around.”

“You really do. My darling boy’s such a talented lover. The things he can do with his mouth.” Her hand slipped up my thigh, toward my growing bulge.

“Hot damn,” Gall said, licking her ruby red lips. “Hey, sweet stuff. How’d you like to warm an old woman’s bed tonight?”

“That won’t be happening,” Esther interjected.

Gall grinned. “Snappy from you, Esther. You also taking this studmuffin for a spin?”

Esther’s cheeks went red. “That’s none of your business.”

“Congrats on popping your cherry, kitten.”

“Congratulations,” Dessa applauded.

Esther scowled and looked away. A reminder that she’d insisted we stay here.

Gall turned to her next victim. “What about you, Tina? Finally become a woman?”

“Like hell I have!” She made another lunge for freedom, but Gall didn’t let go. “Don’t drag me into this shit.”

“You’re missing out. Listen to those reviews. If I was you, I’d drain his balls daily.”

A rather vivid image filled my mind. Titania was on my lap, riding my cock. Her petite body bounced, taking every inch inside her tight pink pussy. Each shift made her small breasts sway and her meaty behind slap my crotch. The echo of skin on skin filled the room, mixing perfectly with her enchanting moans. Fuck, her expression was so sexy.

I shook my head. Enough of that. Having a harem didn’t give me license to drool over every girl I knew.

Even if they’re as hot as Titania?

That was beside the point, stupid perverted inner demon. “Can we talk about something that doesn’t involve my junk?” I suggested.

“Can’t you see I’m trying to get my niece laid?” Gall countered.

“Wait, niece?”

“What of it?”

“You’re not her…” An oppressive atmosphere stopped me uttering another word. I gulped, but the air got trapped in my throat. “S-sorry. I just presumed…”

“You got wax in them ears?” Gall asked, pointing at her own. “What part of ‘Auntie’ don’t you understand?”

“She’s right. The clue’s right there,” Dessa said.

“I didn’t think it was literal,” I protested.

“It is to this one,” Gall said, ruffling Titania’s hair. “You avoiding her again?”

“Damn right,” Titania snapped.

“Come on. How long’s it been?”

“I don’t care. I never wanna see her again,” Titania huffed, folding her arms tight.

“Tina…”

Esther cleared her throat.

“You should get that checked out,” Dessa giggled.

“About us staying here,” Esther continued, not even glancing Dessa’s way.

“Like you need to ask,” Gall said. “You know old auntie can’t say no to family. Anything for Tina and friends.”

“How about letting go of me?” Titania suggested.

“Except that.” Gall’s trunk of an arm tightened around her prey, trapping Titania against her bosom.

“Thanks, Gall,” Esther said. “As always, we’ll help where we can.”

“There is one thing you could do for me.”

“Except working here,” Esther quickly amended.

Gall clicked her tongue. “So close. You and Dessa and would make me a fortune.”

“Not happening.”

“Build a gal up just to knock her down.” Gall sighed, shaking her head. “In all seriousness, we could do with the usual help. Place is swarming, according to Sophie.”

“More rats?”

“A shit ton of rats.”

“Sounds perfect,” Esther glanced at me. “What do you say, Jake? Up for some pest control?”

“Isn’t that a little low-grade?” I said. “Not that it’s a problem. Just seems like overkill.”

“Not for the sort of rats we’ll be hunting.”

My eyes bulged. “They’re demons?!”

“What else they gonna be?” Gall said. “And what’s it gotta do with you?” Her tone changed after a quick explanation. She stopped eyeing me up like a toy and studied me more like a long-lost relic. “A guy who hunts demons. Now I’ve heard it all.”

“I’m the one hearing things,” I countered. “What are demons doing in Grabadon? It’s supposed to be safe.”

“Safe enough. Safer than outside. Still can’t get rid of blighters.”

“Told you,” Titania boasted.

I didn’t know what to say. The utopia I’d pictured was demon-free. They’d even managed to squirm their way into this wonderland.

“The rooms,” Esther said, breaking the lull.

“That’s right. The rooms,” Gall said, heaving out of the booth. “Come along, Mr. Hunter. Unless you’d rather spend the night with Auntie.”

“I’ll pass,” I said.

She grunted. “Foiled again.”

Gall led us through the club. While the clientele was occupied by the arousing entertainment, we dipped into the back where the girls prepared. They performed costume changes in the employee-only corridor, slipping from one skimpy bikini into another.

Naked hotties were the perfect tonic after a system shock. My bulge stood at attention.

None of the girls hid from me. They grinned, giggled, and waved as I passed. Some of them seemed to linger with their clothes off for longer than necessary. Not that I was complaining. They came in different races but were all smoking hot foxes with incredible bodies. Their huge breasts were the kind men couldn’t help staring at. Huge but completely natural, with nipples that could hypnotize.

Esther pinched my side without saying a word.

“Here you go,” Gall said, showing us in. The room fit her establishment. Jet black walls, an overbearing smell of perfume, and a bright pink bed designed for sharing. A single wardrobe aside, the room was rather empty. “Make yourselves at home.”

“Thanks, Gall,” I said.

“Don’t mention it. Just remember, the walls are soundproof and the door locks from the inside.” She stole Titania away and left us on that.

Three of us remained.

“Sure you don’t wanna go with her?” Esther said.

“Why would I?” I said.

“You know why.” Esther refused to look my way.

“What did I do?”

“Besides ogling every half-dressed hussy in Grabadon?”

Realization struck. I smirked. “You’re jealous.”

“I’m not jealous,” she huffed, puffing her cheeks. “It’s improper.”

“Such an irresponsible boy,” Dessa giggled. “How could you flirt so shamelessly in front of Esther and I?”

“You snogged someone,” I reminded Dessa.

“I don’t remember you complaining.”

She had me there.

“Dessa’s not the issue,” Esther grumbled. “Looking at other girls when you’ve got us. It’s not right.”

I laughed. For a cool and collected demon hunter, Esther sure had her juvenile moments.

Esther scowled. “What are you laughing at?”

“How cute you are.”

She squeaked, expression cracking.

I saw the opening and pounced, kissing her.

All her pent-up irritation drained away, relaxing her rigid posture.

“You don’t need to hide your jealousy,” I told her. “It’s hot.”

“Really?” she mumbled.

“Without a doubt.” I kissed her again, leaning a little closer. My position knocked her onto the bed, with me on top.

She enjoyed her place under me, filling my mouth with sweet purrs. Her hands rubbed my back and her tail coiled around my leg.

“You’re hotter than any of those girls,” I assured her, working my tongue into her mouth. Hers was there to meet me, my partner for a sultry dance. A mix of moans was the soundtrack. My stiffness bucked, begging for a way out of my pants.

“Cough, cough,” Dessa said.

We parted and I gave Dessa the attention she sought. It was a bulge-throbbing experience.

Her chocolate-skinned body was on display even more so than usual. The limited clothing she wore did nothing to hide her pink nipples or hairless mound. Black straps squeezed her thick curves and emphasized her breathtaking assets. It was a harness, something you wouldn’t wear outside the bedroom. Most wouldn’t wear one in it.

“Do you like it? This wardrobe has so many fun outfits.” She toyed with one of the leather straps that conformed to her figure. If anything, they were too tight.

“Damn right I do,” I confessed, grinning like the luckiest son of a bitch around. How was it possible for her to look more bewitching than usual?

“Good,” Dessa said, sauntering my way. She leaned in and draped her arms over my shoulders, gazing into my eyes. “You know, I get jealous too.”

Even an idiot could take that hint. I shared the love, holding her outrageous hips and kissing her dolled-up lips.

Dessa was a more aggressive kisser. She hunted for attention with the same fever that I did. Our tongues less danced and more crashed together, wrestling for supremacy.

“Jake,” Esther interrupted.

“Don’t worry, I haven’t forgot&emdash;” My jaw dropped as soon as I noticed Esther.

Esther stood with her arms behind her back, brown eyes averted. She had also sampled the free clothing. Her perfect pale flesh complemented a black stocking and garter belt combination. Matching heels made her toned legs appear shapelier than ever. A black collar hugged her neck, dangling a small chain from the front.

She found the strength to look at me. Her cheeks burned pink and her dark hair cascaded freely, no longer contained by a ponytail. “Does this suit me?” she asked, covering her mouth.

I stared, transfixed. Blood surged to my groin, dulling my thoughts.

“You look amazing,” I said.

“Did I make somebody feel jealous?” Dessa teased.

Esther frowned. She marched over, grabbed my head, and instigated the next kiss.

I didn’t complain. I combed my fingers through her loose hair and gave her the attention she craved.

Dessa unzipped my pants and dragged my rock-hard cock from its hiding place. She teased the shaft with her soft, silky touch.

Esther joined in. She was not to be beaten. Despite what they claimed, neither had mastered the art of sharing. To my benefit.

I throbbed. Being in the open was wonderful enough. Having their hands all over my hard-as-steel length was beyond exhilarating.

“I’m gonna give you something good,” Dessa whispered, nibbling my ear. “I don’t think the kitten will be able to stack up.”

“We’ll see about that,” Esther panted, pulling away from my lips.

They sprawled on the bed and pushed their breasts around my hard cock, sandwiching me in their combined softness. Individually, both were large enough to cover the entire thing. Dessa was bigger but neither were close to petite. Both had bodies to be envied and breasts that made men tremble.

I grabbed the bed sheets and moaned. I didn’t complain about getting double the care.

“Hope you aren’t jealous,” Dessa purred, compressing her gigantic bosom together.

“There’s nothing wrong with mine,” Esther said.

“I didn’t say there was. But we all know size matters.”

“Why you…”

“Knock it off,” I ordered, swatting Dessa’s bubbly behind. “Play nice or don’t play at all.”

“So mean,” Dessa complained, pouting. “You pamper her too much.”

“Of course. She’s my precious kitten,” I said, rubbing behind Esther’s ear.

Esther melted into my touch. She released the most feminine moans you’ve ever heard.

Exploiting her feline weak spots was a lot of fun.

Dessa glowered at me, as expected. She wasn’t lying about her hidden jealousy streak.

“Don’t sulk,” I said, tracing a thumb along her lips. ”You’re just as precious.”

“You devious boy,” Dessa moaned. She took the thumb in her mouth and sucked the tip.

“No more fighting,” I ordered. Their competitiveness had its charms but I preferred it when they worked together. “Go on, kiss and make up.”

“With pleasure,” Dessa said, leaving her lipstick on my skin. She leaned in and puckered up.

Esther was more hesitant. She nibbled her bottom lip and glanced at me. When I didn’t answer, she caved.

It started as a peck but turned into so much more. Their tongues met in the middle, rolling together. Moans bypassed their grinding lips, filling the soundproofed room.

My dick throbbed between their swaying tits. It was unbelievably hot. Two top-tier beauties making out with me stuck in the middle. My most lustful teenage fantasies paled in comparison.

They responded to my groans by squeezing their breasts together. Porcelain white kneaded against milk chocolate.

I threw my head back and growled. My rigid cock felt everything. It was so soft, so good, so irresistible. The fact I looked away was testament to that. Who would willingly avert their eyes from two beauties going at it? The sensations were too strong to help it. At least I still got the saucy sound bites. It was enough to paint a vivid image.

Their snog got wetter; sloppier. Saliva dripped onto their breasts. It pooled between, lubricating my shaft. They used it to stroke faster.

I did my best to make it last but it was too incredible. They had me where they wanted me. Pulsing hot pleasure flowed through my veins. I groaned and released, coating their breasts with my seed.

The ecstasy was sweet. I reveled in the euphoria until I couldn’t give another drop. I collapsed onto the bed, gasping for air.

They pulled away, freeing me from a prison I never asked to leave.

“Hmm, so much,” Dessa purred.

“It’s so warm,” Esther moaned.

“Hey, darling,” Dessa siren-called.

I heaved my drained body to look and thanked my muscles for listening. The gorgeous duo stood opposite each other, inches apart. Thin glistening bridges of spit connected their saliva-glossed lips. A much stickier substance hung between their stained chests. It wasn’t a liquid I’d ever call beautiful but they made it work.

My beast throbbed, unable to ignore such a sexually stimulating sight.

“Looks like he can still go,” Dessa said as if she didn’t know what she was doing.

Esther nibbled her bottom lip. Her desire-filled eyes mentally claimed my bulge.

How was I supposed to stop?

My endurance had suffered a moment of weakness, but my recovery wasn’t to be underestimated. I snatched up the beautiful hunters and paid them back for their hard work.

I began with the two of them on their backs, my fingers filling up their bodies. Their weak spots weren’t hard to find. Each rub made them moan, buck, and squeal. Extra so when I took turns sucking on their clits.

The rapturous expressions they made as they orgasmed was exhilarating. Eyes rolling, cheeks burning, mouths hanging open and drooling without restraint.

It was so good I saw it again and again and again.

Their high-pitched cries for more turned into shrill, overwhelmed whimpers. Sweat steamed off their bodies, flooding the room with their feminine pheromones.

My cock throbbed, enticed by the natural scent of submission.

“Please,” Dessa said, grasping my shaft. I’d made her cum six times, if I’d counted right, but her hazy eyes still yearned. “In me. Fill me.”

“No, me,” Esther moaned, tracing her toes up my thigh. “I want you. I need you.”

“Idiots,” I sighed, shaking my head. “Like I can resist either of you.”

Dessa moaned at the top of her lungs when I gave her what she craved. She wrapped her limbs around me and squealed. Her needy pussy clamped down. Even after all those orgasms, her fevered need remained unsated.

I delivered and experienced my own share of ecstasy. Each thrust sent euphoria rushing through me.

“Jake! Jake! Right there! Don’t you dare stop!” she slurred into my ear. I was the one who’d built up for release yet it was she who fired first. Her body spasmed under me and around my shaft.

It was too hot; too stimulating. Dessa’s vivid climax pushed me over the line. I growled and exploded inside of her. Each throb filled her with my molten hot seed.

By the time I pulled out, her pussy was flooded with my cum. I gasped for breath, stamina put to the test.

I didn’t get time to recover. Esther pounced me. Her puffs were deeper than mine and her eyes burned like those of a primal beast.

“Mine,” she said, mounting my cock.

Her dripping pussy gobbled me up to the base. Esther threw her head back and rocked her hips, riding my member. Her big, beautiful, white breasts bounced invitingly.

I wrapped my lips around a stiff pink nipple.

She tightened and cried out, hips faltering.

No matter. I grabbed her tight behind and took over, drilling my stiffness into her soaking wet mound.

Esther cradled my head into her chest. She ruined her throat moaning my name.

Everything about her was too sexy. Her stocking-clad body, her heavenly moans, her primal scent, even the taste of her breasts. It goes without saying that her perfect pussy was forcing me past my limits.

Her orgasm came first. She put the soundproofing to the test while throttling my head. Both of them.

I answered with another load; another thick dose of cum. I packed it into her fit body, marking her insides.

Pussy flooded with warmth, Esther collapsed on top of me. I just about managed to find the strength to keep sitting.

“That was quite the show,” Dessa giggled, voice worn.

“Shut up,” Esther panted into my neck, voice little louder than a whisper.

Dessa crawled her tired body to join us, resting her head on my leg. “You know, I think I’m gonna enjoy it here.”

“Me too,” I said, giving Esther a kiss.

Hopefully, Gall was serious about making ourselves at home. We’d only been there an hour and we’d already turned the room into our steamy sex den.

It was once again worth remembering my luck. From a nobody, to the hunted, to a hunter surrounded by a wonderful harem of beautiful, horny women. I wouldn’t swap my life with anyone’s.

No matter how foul the demons were, Terix would always have its charms.


Chapter 4


I started the following day feeling chipper. It was impossible not to after a night like that. Anything but a big smile and I was stabbing my fellow man in the back.

Esther announced our schedule during breakfast. We were gonna take care of those rats.

I was all for it. The sooner we cleared the demons the better. They didn’t belong in Grabadon.

The job took us away from the bar, and the commercial area, into the city’s depths. Grabadon’s main roads were shaped like a cross, bridging the outer gates to the inner sanctuary. It created four urban pockets. Glamorous shops lined each one, congregating in the open for easy access. The residences were hidden behind, dominating most of the segments.

We didn’t need to venture far to experience a drastic change in scenery. Once you got past the first few lines of houses, conditions nosedived. The well-maintained structures and range of flashy colors vanished. Homes shrunk in size from decent two-story properties to shabby little huts. Worn rock shacks mixed in with flimsy shanties built from wood and paper-thick metal. A strong gust of wind could cause a housing shortage.

Swampy muck foundations glued the patchwork bungalows in place. There was no flooring to battle against the tide of damp mud that formed each narrow street. Every footstep produced a sickly squelch unless it was splashing in an off-color puddle. The accommodating stench was appropriately foul. The less known about the miasma the better.

This was no place for people, but they were around. Stained with dirt, wearing clothing made from rags. The children were lively but you couldn’t help noticing how thin they were. The oldies were no better. If anything, they were worse. They lacked the vitality but pushed on regardless, bare feet plodding in the biting mire. Race or gender was no salvation. All we passed were in the same miserable boat.

My energetic smile vanished. “What is this?” I asked.

“Don’t let it concern you,” Esther said.

“How can I not?” New Hoffen was under constant threat of destruction but didn’t descend to this. Many had lost their homes, some their loved ones, yet they persevered.

“Say hello to the real Grabadon,” Titania scoffed.

“This is normal?”

“Sure is. How’s that paradise coming along?”

I growled, scanning everything we passed. Why was there a slum in Grabadon? Civilization was supposed to prosper with the demons at bay. This was a travesty. And it didn’t get any better as we maneuvered deeper. Conditions remained repulsive; poverty levels sky-high.

“We’re here,” Esther announced, knocking on a random hovel as rundown as the rest.

An old, gray-haired goblin lady answered the door. “Yes?”

“Hello,” Esther responded. “We heard you’re the person to come to about knitting.”

“Is that right?” the old dear chuckled, inviting us into her grubby, tattered home. “So nice to see kids interested in the old ways. Too many youngins tempted by those magic crystals. All fancy witchcraft, if you ask me. Can’t go wrong with a pair of…” She stopped as the door shut behind us. Without another word, she glided across the battered room and opened an inconspicuous wall. “In here. Down the stairs.”

Everyone, bar me, paid no attention to the sudden personality change. We entered and arrived in a gloomy candle-lit basement. Apart from a few people and a lot of barrels, it was barren.

The women milling around paused and stared at us.

“Stop right there,” a redheaded woman ordered, pointing a dagger. “Who’re you? What’re you doing here?”

“It’s us,” Esther said. “Gall sent us.”

The woman scanned our merry group. “So it is. Been a while.” When her emerald eyes met me she strengthened her grip on the knife. “Who’s the guy?”

“He’s Jake. He’s one of us.”

“Cut the crap.”

“It’s true.”

“Bullshit. Think I’m a fool?”

“Of course not. Why would I fool you?” Esther said.

“Hell if I know but I’m not falling for it. A male hunter? Shit like that doesn’t happen.”

The guys of Terix had set the bar low. It was rather shameful. I sighed. “Do I need to go through this every time?”

“It’s what you get for being such a rarity,” Dessa giggled.

“Hey! No colluding,” the redhead ordered.

I rose my hands and stepped forward. “I’m a hunter. No joke.”

“That so?” she said, spinning her dagger around. “Willing to prove it?”

I grimaced. Why were women on Terix so crazy about fighting? I wasn’t a fan, despite my daily sparring with Esther. Hard to change a mindset built up over almost two decades, even if the caliber was completely different. You don’t find women like Troya back on Earth.

The redhead wielded a blade but there was nothing special about her appearance. She looked human and a normal one at that. Frizzy hair, pale skin, a spattering of freckles, and an average figure. Not the kind of opponent I’d handpick.

“If I have to,” I said, taking another step.

“No, that’s okay,” she said, putting her blade away. “You pass.”

“I do?”

She shrugged. “What normal guy’s accepting? That’s good enough for me. Besides, Esther’s vouching for you.”

“Since the start,” I reminded her.

“You can never be too careful. Not in this line of work.”

“What line?”

“What’s with all the questions?” she said, drawing her dagger.

“Sophie, calm,” Esther said. “This is just what he’s like.”

“Yeah, it’s annoying,” Titania commented.

“Really? I find it endearing,” Dessa said.

Sophie huffed and sheathed her weapon. “Fine. I’ll trust you. Especially if you’re here to help.”

“We are,” I said. “Where are the rats?”

“Eager. I like it.” Sophie led us to a hatch which opened to reveal a ladder to deeper underground. “Been hell down there recent’. Whole place is infested. Can’t move an inch without something trying to eat you. Lost one of my girls last week. She’s not officially dead but I’m not getting my hopes up. Be nice if you could find her. Don’t want anyone getting ideas of mounting a pointless suicide… I mean, rescue mission.”

“Leave it to us.”

“You. You’re not so bad.”

Once we’d finished preparing, Esther led us into the pitch-black pit.

“You know, I think I’ll pass,” Dessa said. “This whole ‘hunting’ business really isn’t my thing.”

“Like hell you are,” Titania said, grabbing Dessa’s wrist. “In the hole.”

“But&emdash;”

“In the fucking hole.”

“Gosh, when did you become such an S?” Dessa complained, descending.

I went last and retched before I reached the bottom. The stench contaminating the slum was a field of daisies compared to this repugnant tang. I almost puked upon touching down.

Esther activated an illumination crystal and revealed our location. We were in Grabadon’s sewers. It was as charming as one would expect. Sludge-plastered walls, a hearty stream of filth, and a smell foul enough to make a skunk turn green.

I clutched my nose. “It stinks.”

“What did you expect?” Titania said.

“Nobody told me we were sewer diving.”

“You’ll live,” Esther said. Neither she nor Titania appeared fazed by the smell.

“Don’t be so sure about that,” Dessa complained, posed the same way as me. “My poor, delicate nostrils.”

Esther ignored our bellyaching and led the way.

You know those sewers with nice concrete banks either side of a controlled stream of waste? This wasn’t one of them. It was a stone tunnel with a yellow sludge river that squelched as much as it splashed.

“I can feel it between my toes,” Dessa whined.

“Then don’t wear heels!” Titania snapped.

“Quiet,” Esther said, drawing her pistols. “We’ve got company.”

We hadn’t been there a minute and the locals were already coming to greet us. Rats emerged from the distant darkness, sploshing in the ooze. Not normal rats, of course. That’d be far too pleasant. Demon rats, as advertised.

Each was the size of a Border Collie and six times less cuddly. Their ugliness was appropriately magnified, along with their buck gnashers. Green slobber leaked from their foaming mouths, like the foulest case of rabies you’ve ever seen. It was hard to be sure if they were supposed to be black or brown with so much gunk daubed on their fur. No mistaking those eyes. They were beady and blue, burning with evil intent. No chance of them being friendly sewer-dwelling companions.

Titania stepped in to tank. Esther remained behind and opened fire. Her bullets pelted into the feral pests, ripping their faces apart.

Their single-minded, bloodthirsty intent kept them moving.

“Darling, little help,” Dessa said, looking the opposite way.

Glowing blue eyes emerged from the pitch black, heading toward us.

I summoned my demon fire, activating my night vision. Finally, the sewers in all its festering glory. Demonic inhabitants included. They were a green threat, bordering toward blue. Nothing I couldn’t handle. I gave them a taste of tunnel-consuming flame breath.

My fire washed over the rats. However, they didn’t stop. Their fur burned away, their flesh melted, but they kept coming.

“Monsters,” I growled, stepping in to put them down for good.

Their size made them deadlier than regular vermin but also easier to hit. I slammed the head honcho with a low kick, bursting its skull apart.

No amount of determination could save a demon from a move that brutal.

I struck down the others, doing my best to avoid their dangerous buck teeth. One hit was enough to finish them.

“Thank you, darling,” Dessa said, rubbing my arm like an affectionate cat. “I simply cannot abide these vermin. So disgusting, even for demons.”

“Tell me about it,” I said, scanning the mess I’d made. “I can’t believe they’re real.”

“Told you so,” Titania took great pride in saying. Her side was also clear.

“What’s the shield doing?” I asked.

“It’s a dome, darling. Not a sphere,” Dessa said. When I gave her a blank look, she continued. “A sphere is like a ball&emdash;”

“I know what a sphere is. That’s not an explanation.”

Esther stepped in. “What Dessa’s trying to say is the shield only protects the surface. It can’t defend underground.”

“Seems like a design flaw.”

“It’s still the best defense we have. Without them, we’d have lost long ago.”

“No argument there.” New Hoffen proved how vital shields were. “Still, this can’t be safe.”

“It’s not so bad. Stay up top and you’ll never know they’re here.”

“They never get in the city?”

Esther hesitated. “Not very often.”

I clenched my fists. Not the answer I wanted. Where had my safe haven gone?

“Finally getting it?” Titania sneered.

I didn’t satisfy Titania with an answer. We continued our mission. The rats weren’t hard to locate. There was a new mob around every corner. Anybody without hunting experience would have been toast. Not a good sign for our missing person.

My eye marked the rats as a green threat, at most, but that was more powerful than the average civilian. For all I knew, that was stronger than I’d been when I’d arrived on Terix. It put their power into perspective. I was lucky to be blessed with demon-smiting half-breed abilities.

What mattered most was what I had become. The rats couldn’t contend with my raging fists. Esther’s dual pistols and Titania’s electric-infused spear were just as brutal.

After slaying over a hundred rats, we arrived at a large circular intersection. A dozen or so paths connected to the hub. The filth drained from them and accumulated in a sludge pool in the center. A battered wooden wagon teetered on the edge, half-submerged in the sickening substance.

“This looks like our target,” Esther said, inspecting the trailer. “Our target alright. It’s not good news.”

I sighed. “We’re really too late.”

“You stupid? You seen these rats?” Titania said.

“Of course, I did. Can’t a guy hope?” If this had been a movie, the missing girl would have somehow held out. Reality was far crueler than fiction. “What do they even do down here?”

“Smuggling,” Esther replied.

“Drugs?”

“Food.”

“Here?” The sewage pool gurgled, farting out another whiff of stomach-turning malodor. “Doesn’t seem very hygienic.”

“It’s the only way. Guards don’t come here.”

“Pussies,” Titania said. “They call themselves soldiers? What sorta soldiers run from rats? It’s a fucking joke.” She kicked the wagon.

Her foot shattered through the thin wood, causing an almighty racket. Pulling her leg back did the same, as well as putting the wagon off-balance. The whole thing groaned, toppling into the sludge pool.

“What’d you do that for?” I complained.

“Shut it. I didn’t know it’d break.”

“Don’t start fighting,” Esther ordered. She tensed, ears twitching. “Something’s coming.” Her eyes darted around, trying to place exactly where from.

Seconds later, I heard it too. Sounded like it was coming from everywhere.

Because it was.

Demon rats poured from every outlet like a thick black sewage brimming with evil intent. There had to be a thousand of them and they were converging on us.

We backed together but had nowhere to go. The sewer pool was on our heels and rats blocked every tunnel.

“Why are there so many?!” Titania squealed.

“Too many,” Esther said, aiming her pistols.

I gritted my teeth. She wasn’t wrong. Having the numerical disadvantage wasn’t anything new but this was ridiculous. If we stood our ground we’d end up like that poor smuggler.

“Follow me,” I ordered, making my move. Our only hope was escaping. I had to secure us a path.

I jumped into the incoming swarm and got swinging. Accuracy didn’t matter. It was all about speed and range. I flailed my burning haymakers in the widest arc possible.

Every pest I struck was ripped apart, but I couldn’t get them all. Those out of my reach sunk their huge buck fangs into my exposed flesh. A dozen enamel daggers stabbed into my thighs.

I bit back a grunt and kept going. Slowing down wasn’t an option.

Esther picked off the rats clinging to my body. Titania did the same with her spear.

“We’ve got you covered,” Esther said.

That's what I wanted to hear. I roared and pushed ahead, pummeling every rat in my path.

Demon blood caked my hands and sharp fangs split my knuckles open. It was worth it. The sickening black curtain spread apart revealing an open tunnel; a way out.

“Move!” I yelled, shepherding the others past me.

The rats weren’t far behind. They weren’t willing to give up their prey without a fight.

I bolted after my team, glancing back to keep track of the demons. The black tidal wave was coming. It consumed the tunnel and would us if we didn’t escape.

Dessa summoned a sludge-infused ice wall between me and the swarm.

“Nice o&emdash;”

The rats broke through before I finished. Alone, they were weak. Together, there was no barrier which could hold them.

“This is ridiculous!” Titania squawked.

“We can’t escape like this,” Esther said, taking ineffectual potshots at the rats.

She wasn’t wrong. The rats were gaining. I’d be washed away within a minute if I didn’t think of something.

Hurry it up. I don’t want to die here. I will not die to a bunch of rats.

And I couldn’t let the girls die either. I had to try something.

“Dessa,” I said. “Can you freeze the walls?”

“To a degree,” she responded, short on breath.

“Do it. As much as you can.”

“Oh, he’s got an idea. I love it when he’s got an idea.” She raised her wand and summoned a dazzling blue shine.

The walls turned from an unwell gray into a chilled white, freezing slime leakage mid-trickle. The frost spread around the tunnel’s entire circumference.

Perfect.

I skidded to a stop at the end of the winter wonderland. The rats were almost upon me, so I made it quick. I smashed the frozen brickwork, shattering the foundations.

Cracks spread through Dessa’s handiwork. It collapsed moments later. The tunnel’s roof caved in, landing on the incoming swarm.

Rubble blocked the entire passage. The rats were trapped on the other side.

“My hero,” Dessa said, hugging my back.

I exhaled. Thank god that worked. So many things could have gone wrong but the demolition had been a success. The route was closed. There was no way through.

Bang.

The blockade shook, scattering the smaller rocks. Then another. The debris seemed to bounce, shaking dust from the ceiling.

My eyes bulged. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“Run,” Esther said, pulling Dessa and I along.

After we made some distance, the rats burst through the makeshift bulwark and continued their chase. Even a fucking tunnel collapse couldn’t stop them.

We reached a ladder and bolted up as the rumble of incoming terror approached. I was the last one to ascend.

A stream of evil covered the ladder’s base a moment after I’d sprung off the rung. They yapped at me, eyes burning with menace, but this was one obstacle too far for them.

We got up and out of there as quick as we could, sealing the hatch shut behind us. We emerged in a street. Which one, I didn’t know. Nor did I care. Anywhere was better than being down there.

“Holy shit,” I said, collapsing. “Too close.”

“It’s worse than I thought,” Esther said, catching her breath.

“No shit,” Titania said. “How can they let that happen? If that ever got up here…”

It’d be a massacre; a straight-up slaughter. I shook my head and tried not to dwell. “We have to do something.”

“Agreed,” Esther said. “We barely scratched the problem.”

“Where are they coming from?” Titania said. “It’s never been this bad before.”

“Perhaps there’s a queen?” Dessa suggested.

“It’s possible. Would explain a lot,” Esther said.

“I’ll request assistance from the spirits. They aren’t fond of cities but anything to get rid of those rats. Yuck. So repulsive.” Dessa sniffed her clothes. “Ah! And they’re not the only ones. This won’t do at all. Come, come. Back to the bar. I’m in desperate need of a bath.”

“But the rats,” I said.

“They’re not going anywhere, darling. Neither is this scent if we lollygag.”

“She’s got a point,” Esther said. “We can’t do anything until they disperse. We’ll start again tomorrow.”

“Right,” I reluctantly agreed. So much for the demon-free city of Grabadon.


Chapter 5


Getting stained in the sewers’ abhorrent stink was unpleasant. Removing that clinging scent was anything but. Gall’s club had a luxury bath she insisted we use.

I was more of a shower guy, but that was, in part, because I’d never had a tub like Gall’s. Install some jets and you could pass it off as a Jacuzzi. The water was hot enough. Perfect temperature for washing away your troubles. And the rotten odor following you everywhere.

By the time my long soak was over, the smell was gone. I was back to my wonderful best.

My clothes were not.

Removing foulness from fabric was harder than scrubbing down a person. All our outfits were contaminated and needed a lot of work to be fit for wear. It wasn’t so bad for the girls. They had full wardrobes to choose from, even if there were a lot of repeats to be found.

Seriously, Titania owned a ton of white leotards.

I, on the other hand, had nothing. All I owned were a single pair of boots, one pair of pants, and a badass red cape. They all stunk like a festival portable toilet.

The rats concerned me but I couldn’t do much naked. I needed new clothes and I needed them quick.

We delayed our second round of pest control and went shopping.

“This is so embarrassing,” I complained.

“It’s okay. These things happen,” Esther said. “We’ll hunt tomorrow.”

“That’s not what I meant,” I groaned, doing my best to avoid eye contact with anyone.

I couldn’t shop naked and I couldn’t wear an outfit that smelled like a skunk’s backside. That cut down my options. I didn’t have any guy friends in Grabadon. The only man I knew was half my height with a giant beard. Something told me we weren’t the same size.

There was one person around my height and they were happy to lend something. I had no choice but to accept. That was the cause of my current issue. Gall’s wardrobe wasn’t the manliest.

I blushed beet red as I shuffled through the city’s most populated area wearing a pair of bright pink animal print sweatpants. Up top, I was bare. It was that or a spaghetti strap black tank top that didn’t cover my abs. I took my chances remaining shirtless. Might have been a mistake. Didn’t feel the same when I wasn’t kitted like a wannabe barbarian. Without the cape, I looked like a pervert.

People glanced as I passed. Of course they did. Who wouldn’t?

At least it wasn’t a corset and fishnets.

“You look cute,” Dessa said, wiggling her bountiful bosom into her designated spot on my arm. “You should let me dress you.”

“Definitely not,” I said. The last thing I needed was clothing advice from someone dressed like a slutty genie. Not that she looked bad in her flimsy, light pink garments. It took considerable effort not to ogle her at every possible chance.

“No fun, darling,” Dessa complained, pouting.

“Don’t threat. I’ll find you something,” the reliable Esther said.

It was just the three of us. Titania hadn’t reacted positively to the prospect of finding me a new wardrobe. It was for the best. My outfit was painful enough without her input. The eyes of the Grabadon residents were plenty.

“Let’s make this quick,” I said, jumping into the closest clothing shop.

The store was filled with a variety of fabrics and colors. It wasn’t too dissimilar to a shop from Earth. Most of the clothing seemed familiar. It was something I’d realized during my stay. People didn’t dress in the fantasy style I’d envisioned. It was shirts and pants rather than witch hats and flashy robes. Dessa was an exception. Titania too. Technically me, for the last fortnight. Not that I looked better wearing tacky joggers.

At least Esther dressed like a real person.

“How about this?” Esther said, holding up a basic black t-shirt.

“That doesn’t look too bad,” I remarked.

“Darling, darling,” Dessa said. “How about this?” She held up a pair of tiny white shorts.

“No. No, no, no. There’s no way they’re for men.”

“But you’d look so good in them. Imagine that bulge.”

I did not imagine. I went with Esther’s suggestions and presented my stack of clothing to the goblin shopkeeper.

There weren’t any goblins in New Hoffen, but they were common in Grabadon. They had a similar skin color to orcs but were much shorter; even smaller than dwarves. Rather than tusks they had big ears and pointy noses. They weren’t hideous like games made them out to be. Nor did they live in huts and eat children. The imps covered that niche.

“That’ll be thirty rupets,” the goblin said.

“Thirty?! That’s a total rip-off,” I said.

My knowledge of the Terix economy wasn’t great but I’d been taught the basics. One hundred rupas made a rupon. One hundred rupons made a rupet. It wasn’t a million miles away from the currency system seen in some games. A single rupet was a considerable amount of money. At least, it was supposed to be.

“It’s the going rate. Won’t find them cheaper anywhere else.”

“It’s three grand. For some clothes.”

“Top-quality clothing. Look at this stitching. This’ll last you. Won’t need to borrow your mom’s pants ever again.”

The joggers were shameful but not enough to override my cheapness. Years on minimum wage had conditioned me to hunt for bargains, not splash a fortune on basic essentials. I returned the clothing and hunted elsewhere.

We scoured all over the four high streets, checking every clothing store we located. It was no good. The shopkeep hadn’t lied. They all touted the same astronomical prices.

In the end, I purchased thanks to Esther’s insistence. I was ready to return empty-handed but she forced a wardrobe upon me. Probably for the best. Not that my heart agreed.

“Three grand. Three grand for this,” I complained, grasping my plain black t-shirt.

Technically, it was for all the clothing I’d bought. That didn’t quell my outrage.

“We can afford it,” Esther said. Crystals were big sellers and we’d harvested plenty.

“What about everyone else? No wonder they’re wearing rags.”

Nobody in view was, but that was no surprise. Only those with money came to the main road. Everything was overpriced. Even the food. A loaf of bread would set you back a rupet.

Those without any wealth were hidden out of sight, starving and freezing.

“It’s how cities are.”

“Why? New Hoffen wasn’t like this.” A handful of rupons and the inn would treat you right. How did we get from there to rupets for clothing?

“Greed, mainly,” Dessa said. “Having a monopoly is wonderful… for the monopoly. For everyone else, not so much.”

“They know people will pay,” Esther said. “Few are willing to risk leaving. It’s better to starve in safety than struggle outside.”

“That’s fucked up,” I growled. “Don’t they care?”

“If they cared it wouldn’t be like this. They own all the food.” Esther pointed at the inner wall, which the district’s prosperity surrounded. “The Farming District’s behind there. I’ve never seen it myself but they say there’s enough to go around.”

“But sharing and caring doesn’t make them money,” Dessa said.

“The nobles, right?” I asked.

“That’s right. Clever boy. You remembered.”

“I’m not a total idiot,” I complained. “They live on the other side of the Farming District.” I’d seen a basic doodle. The city was three circles.

“Yes,” Esther confirmed. “Common, outside. Farming, middle. Noble in the center. Isolated away.”

“Their own private paradise where we mere mortals aren’t permitted to tread,” Dessa said. “I wonder what it looks like? The spirits say it’s incredible. Our little green friend the same. The castle does leave a rather large impression.”

The castle loomed, watching over us all. If the Noble District looked half as impressive as that picturesque monstrosity it would put the rest of Grabadon to shame.

“I’ve heard there are shops selling items you would think exist only in dreams,” Dessa continued. “Homes with enough space to accommodate hundreds. A grand coliseum that showcases spectacles beyond all comprehension.”

“Bet they ain’t starving,” I commented.

“Perish the thought. Don’t you know how important they are? Born into wealth, superior by blood. We are but their humble servants. A buffer of flesh to work their fields and slow down the demons.”

“You make them sound so unpleasant.”

“But that wasn’t my intention at all,” Dessa insisted with a mock gasp. “I’m sure they’re wonderful people, looking down on us from their ivory tower.”

I sniggered. Titania had warned me. I’d judged the book by its cover. The sleeve was fancy, but the pages were rotten. Grabadon was only a sanctuary for a select few. Everyone else was an afterthought.

You know what they say. Speak about the devil and he will appear. As we were returning to the bar, we and all the other shoppers were ushered apart to allow a wagon to pass.

The wagon was a spectacle compared to our plain metal fortress and that was no insult to our mobile base. This particular vehicle was twice the size with a glossy white coating. A golden trim hugged the edges in an attempt to appear more grandiose. Four guards marched around the trundling beast, all dressed in the same attire as Titania. They were the first sentries I’d seen during my short time in Grabadon.

“Is that one of them?” I asked.

“Correct again, darling,” Dessa said. “As you can see, they like to keep things subtle.”

“About as subtle as expected.”

“So true. It’s rare to see them mingling with we little people. I wonder where they’re going?”

“It’s none of our business,” Esther said.

The answer, as we discovered, was Diarmuid’s garage. A crowd gathered around the entrance, peeking inside. Curiosity about the nobles, I presumed.

“You again?!” It was Diarmuid. His voice was too loud to miss, even from a distance. “How many times?! The answer’s no!”

“Jake, don’t,” Esther said.

I was already in the crowd, muscling my way to a spectator’s spot.

Inside the garage, two sides faced off. Diarmuid was red-faced, shielding Blair with his body. “I don’t care who you are! Leave us alone!”

Opposite him was the noble and his posse. It wasn’t difficult to identify the moneybags. The leading candidate stood in the middle, shaped and dressed like a bright red bauble. A blond mop of hair balanced on his dome, reminiscent of a dead animal. Tasteful it was not.

The four escorts stood around him, because you needed that much security when meeting a man and his only daughter. It wasn’t the amount I’d bring for a simple chat.

Behind them, near the wagon, were two bikini-clad girls. Usually, I was a fan of the barely dressed woman. Gall’s bar was filled with them and then there was Dessa. This pair was different. They didn’t own their look. Their body language was all wrong; sheepish. Thick metal collars hung around their necks. I didn’t take them for fashion accessories.

Yep, no mistaking the noble.

“That isn’t going to happen,” the portly noble said, voice oozing out. “I won’t stop until I get what’s mine.”

“She isn’t yours! She’ll never be yours!” Diarmuid barked.

“That isn’t for you to decide.”

“Like she thinks any different. Get out of here!”

“Silence, old man. I’m sick of hearing your drivel. Blair can speak for herself.”

“It won’t change a bleeding thing!”

The noble blanked Diarmuid and addressed Blair. “You’ve made me wait long enough.” He offered his hand. His sausage fingers sparkled, covered in gold rings. “Stop playing hard to get. Accept your place as my mistress.”

I tensed. That had to be a joke.

Nobody laughed.

Blair didn’t say anything. She stayed behind Diarmuid, trying to shrink from sight.

“Ignoring me again?” the bastard snarled.

“She’ll do what she bleeding well likes!” Diarmuid snapped. “Hurry and get the message. She ain’t interested! Never will be!”

“Silence! Commoners should know their place and stay quiet until spoken to.” His attention turned to Blair. “And when I ask a question, you answer!”

Blair quivered and ducked down, doing her best to escape behind her smaller shield.

I ground my teeth. I couldn’t watch. “Leave her alone!”

The crowd turned to look at me, but I was already gone; submerged in the sea of people. Not by my own volition.

“Who said that?!” the jerkass noble yelled.

I couldn’t reply. My mouth was covered.

Unable to see through the dense rabble, the noble clicked his tongue. “This is why I hate dealing with these moronic commoners. Come, we’re going. And don’t think this is over. I will make you mine. You won’t deny me forever.” He grabbed his concubines by their hips and dragged them into his wagon.

My view was obscured but neither girl skipped with joy.

Once the wagon had cruised back up the road, I wiggled free from my captor. “Esther, what the hell?”

“Don’t give me that,” she said. “What were you thinking?”

“Were we watching the same thing?”

“That doesn’t mean you should get involved.”

I snorted. “Letting jerks bully girls isn’t my style.”

“Is that it? That’s your excuse?” Esther sighed, rubbing her temple. “Nobles aren’t to be messed with. Who knows what could have happened?”

I bit my tongue the way you tend to when you know you’re in the wrong. Not that I regretted what I’d done. I stood by what I said. Bullying lit a fire under me, especially when the victim was a cute girl. The amounts of fights I’d been in because some blockhead was treating a woman wrong…

How many of them had four armed guards?

None, but that didn’t matter. I broke through the dispersing crowd and into the garage. “You two okay?”

They jumped. Diarmuid put himself back in front of Blair. His posture relaxed when he realized it was me. “Sorry you had to see that.”

“Not accepted. The hell was that?”

“Something you shouldn’t concern yourself with. I appreciate you speaking up but you’re better staying out of it. He comes every day. We’re used to it.”

“You didn’t seem used to it.”

“Well I am,” Diarmuid snapped, instantly groaning. “Sorry, lad. Didn’t mean to shout. Does leave me a bit on edge. Still, I have it covered.”

“You sure?”

“Of course. Think I’m gonna hand my little girl to a punk like him? Pah! In his dreams.”

“What did I tell you?” Esther said, placing a hand on my shoulder. “You don’t need to jump at every sign of trouble.”

“I guess so,” I sighed, rubbing my neck.

“Go on, laddie. Scarper.” Diarmuid said, shooing us. “We’re made from tough stuff. Gonna take more than one needy noble to knock our spirits.” He laughed, wrapping his arm around Blair.

“Come on,” Esther said. “Let’s leave them to it.”

I reluctantly agreed. Once we were out of earshot, I spoke up. “How can he be allowed to do that?”

“Nobles can do whatever they like, darling,” Dessa said. “This is their city. They make the rules. I’m surprised he’s even giving Blair a choice.”

“Dessa,” Esther said.

“What? It’s the truth.”

Esther sighed. “Jake, promise me two things. One, don’t get involved. Two, don’t tell Titania about this. Got it?”

“Got it,” I mumbled.

She was right. It wasn’t any of my business. Still left a mighty awful taste in my mouth. Diarmuid had to think I was a moron not to see through such an obvious strong front.

The more I saw of Grabadon, the more I regretted ever being excited by it. There was something wrong with the city. Awfully wrong.


Chapter 6


The rat exploded as I buried my fist in its face.

Foul blue splattered across my mug. I wiped the muck away with my collar. I’d have used my hands but they were stained in the same repellent grime.

“No matter how many we kill, they never stop being disgusting,” I complained.

“They’re demons,” Titania said. “What’d you expect?”

“Not to mention rats,” Dessa grimaced. Unlike me, who had been forced to accept the underground’s stench, she was still sporting the finger peg. “Oh, how I wish my vows excluded rats.”

“Yes, we know,” Esther confirmed. It wasn’t our first time hearing that complaint.

“Why do I have to be here?”

“Who else is gonna take care of our wounds? We can’t all be as lucky as Jake.”

I’d caught my knuckles on a previous rat’s teeth and the cut was partway through healing. Perks of being a half-breed.

It’d been four days since we’d been chased from the sewers. We’d returned daily to deal with the infestation. It wasn’t too difficult when the rats were in clusters. As long as they didn’t come back en masse, we could deal with it.

“Surely, we’re almost done,” I said. The furry demons were scarce in comparison to our earlier trips. Our last victims were the first we’d found in ten minutes of wandering.

“Maybe. Still no sign of the queen.”

“We’ve been around the whole sewer,” Titania said. “She even exist?”

“I’m sure she does. You saw their numbers.”

“That’s because the guards don’t do shit and you know it.”

“The spirits aren’t providing any worthwhile assistance,” Dessa said. “Apologies, dearest leader.”

Esther sighed. “Maybe if we look deeper…”

“There ain’t no queen,” Titania insisted. “Just a lot of useless bastards not doing their job.”

“I’d like to know for sure,” I said. “If there’s a queen, we can’t let her live.”

“Agreed,” Esther said. “We’ll pick it up again tomorrow.”

We backtracked to Sophie’s base. It was remarkable how the girls managed to navigate the sewer tunnels with such precision. They all looked the same to me. Gross with a capital G.

“You’re a bunch of goddamn angels,” Sophie said upon the conclusion of Esther’s report. “I’d hug youse but you smell worse than a demon’s back end.”

“Don’t remind me,” Dessa groaned.

“Go on, get outta here. You’re due a wash. Me, I’ll be prepping. Reckon it’s time to get back to biz. Get some stock before winter.” Sophie patted the top of a barrel. “Jake, reckon you could linger a sec? Help with some heavy lifting.”

“Sure. I’ll catch up,” I said, seeing off the others. “What needs shifting?”

“Don’t be a dunce. It was an excuse. One to get you alone.”

I perked up. “You’ve got it?”

Sophie nodded. “Wasn’t hard to find. Your mark ain’t one for low profiles.”

A couple of days earlier, I’d asked Sophie for a favor. I wanted to know more about what was happening to Blair. About why she was being harassed and the noble doing it. Esther didn’t want me getting involved so I was hesitant to ask around the bar. Sophie seemed distant enough to be worth a shot.

She took a seat on a barrel. “Your friend’s caught the interest of Frederic Charles Montgomery. Typical noble. Spoiled from birth, never worked a day, selfish to the core. Not the type you want lusting after you. A hedonistic bastard who always get what he wants. And what he wants is little six-arms.”

“Her name’s Blair.”

“Right, right. Either way, it’s bad news. Freddy ain’t one to give up on his fancies. He won’t stop until he gets her.”

“That’ll never happen,” I growled.

“It will. She can’t resist. Well, not forever. Blair ain’t got the pull. The law’s against her. He could legally snatch her up without a word of consent and nobody could do a thing. The only reason he doesn’t is to indulge himself. He enjoys making girls submit. Wants them to come ‘willingly’.” That last word came with air quotes.

“Blair will never yield.”

Sophie emphasized the air quotes. “You think anyone’s falling for his charms? Rats have more charm. He makes them submit. Starts off cordial until the novelty wears off. Then he ramps up the aggression. Forces their hand.”

I bit down. We were in that stage. “What can we do?”

“Easy. Nothing.”

“Nothing? We can’t do nothing.”

“On the contrary. We can and we shall. There’s nothing you, me, we, any of us can do. Freddy’s a greedy boy and the king has his back. Best you can do is say your goodbyes.”

“No,” I growled, squeezing my hands. “There must be something.”

“He’s got twenty-two mistresses. Twenty-two. If stopping him was possible, he’d be stopped.”

“I… there has to be a way.”

Sophie sighed. “Listen. I like the cut off your jib. That demon hunter biz you’ve got going’s impressive. Really helped me out. That’s why I helped you. I didn’t do it so you could get yourself arrested or killed or whatever the nobles do to people who piss them off. Wouldn’t have bothered if I knew you were like this.”

“You sound like Esther,” I said.

“She’s a smart girl. Knows better than you. Freddy and his lot rule this joint. You can’t beat them. Mess with them and you’re gonna suffer. Little six-arms was doomed the moment he noticed her. Nothing you can do about it. Try thinking of the positives. Won’t be all bad. She’ll get to live up in noble land. Safest place on Terix. They’ll keep her well fed. Bet the healthcare’s good.”

“And all she has to do is be his sex slave?”

“I didn’t say it was all good, but there are people worse off. Like you, if you’re stupid.” Sophie hopped off the barrel. “Shit happens. Nothing you can do about it. This is a messed-up city ruled by messed-up people. Sorry, bud.”

How was I supposed to respond to that? Thanks? I couldn’t say it. I didn’t want to believe that the world, that Grabadon, was so rotten; that a cute girl like Blair was destined to be some creep’s toy.


***


After washing out the sewer stench, I visited the garage. Even if I couldn’t help, I still wanted to make sure Blair was okay. Letting a girl suffer wasn’t my style. The least I could do was check up on her.

“Hello,” I called into the open lot.

No response. Diarmuid was nowhere to be seen. Neither was Frederic, thankfully. Looked empty but looks can be deceiving. Metal rattled within. Someone had to be there.

I followed the sound and found the source hidden away behind our wagon. A six-armed arachni girl, deep in concentration, tending to our truck.

“Need any help?” I asked.

Blair squeaked, dropping tools and parts.

“Shit.” I scurried to pick them up. “Didn’t mean to scare you.”

“It’s okay, it’s okay. I’m sorry,” Blair mumbled, talking into her hands. “You don’t need to…”

“Nah, it’s fine. It’s my fault.” It wasn’t a difficult job. I was used to fighting demons. Picking up screws was nothing.

She stared at the goods I offered as if I was trying to pour exposed acid into her palms. “I’m sorry…”

“Don’t be. It was my bad.” I pushed the pile at her. “Here.”

Blair accepted without uttering a word or looking me in the eye. She was back to how she’d behaved when we’d first met.

Perhaps I was too surprised. We weren’t friends. I knew little about her and her even less about me. My concern didn’t make us besties.

“So,” I began, glancing around. “Where’s your pa?”

“Out.”

“Oh, really? Where?”

“Working a job…”

“Cool.”

Cool? How hip, dude. You’re a regular Casanova.

I sighed, rubbing my neck. Like I needed telling. I’d never gelled well with shy types. My social skills weren’t stellar. Passable but I was by no means a charismatic force. There was a portion of my childhood when I only communicated physically. By the time I opened up, I’d earned a reputation as a thug. And for good reasons. Quiet kids don’t tend to associate with violent types. Even those on their side.

Making excuses?

No way. Things had changed. I was a grown-ass man, not some kid. I’d faced the gauntlet of working life and came out the other end stronger. This wasn’t even Earth and it sure as hell wasn’t high school.

Blair was a conundrum I chose to face and conquer. Before me, she was a frightened animal. With Titania, she was a lively girl. I wanted to bring out that side but I didn’t have a childhood rapport to utilize. There had to be something even I could do. Blair had damn near pulled Titania’s arm off to showcase her creations.

I perused the inner storage area. It was filled with tools, parts, and contraptions. The third was my hook. I picked up something that looked like a clock. “Hey, what’s this?” I called, waving it to get her attention.

It worked. She rushed over, eyes on the verge of popping. “Don’t touch that!”

“Huh? Why?”

“It explodes!”

My mind took a lifetime to piece together that simple sentence. Once realization struck, I gasped and dropped the clock. The stupidity of my action was processed much swifter. I scrambled and caught the device before I blew up Grabadon.

“Why are you making a bomb?!” I snapped.

“It’s not,” she mumbled, toying with her hands. “It’s supposed to be an alarm clock. I made the motor too powerful. It keeps catching fire.”

I sighed in relief. No terrorist cell here. Just an incompetent mechanic. One who managed to get through a sentence without stuttering. I knew this was the right route.

Careful not to trigger anything, I returned the clock to its station and searched for something less volatile. What I found were a pair of clunk metal boots. They rung a bell. “Hey, what are those?”

“Rocket boots…”

“Oh, I see.” So much for avoiding anything explo&emdash; “Wait, rocket boots?!”

She squeaked and recoiled away.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to shout.” How could anyone stay calm after hearing those magic words? “Tell me about them. How’d they work?”

“They… don’t,” she whined.

“Huh?”

“They work in theory, but not in reality. The main issue is the energy consumption. The power to weight ratio is out of balance. I can’t generate enough propulsion using the current supplies. It needs a complete redesign. How to achieve that, I’m not sure. I’m worried the entire idea might be flawed. There’s a reason nobody has been able to create a small aircraft. Even the smallest airships are five times bigger than the average wagon. Their larger size allows them to harness bigger power sources. You’d think their increased weight would offset the difference, but that hasn’t proven to be the case. When it comes down to it…”

I stared, speechless. Was I in the presence of the same girl who’d cowered away from a handful of screws?

Blair waffled on without tripping over her words. Her gorgeous yellow eyes, which she routinely hid under her bangs, sparkled with passion.

This was it, the expression I wanted to see.

“I hear the Imperious uses a quadruple rotation engine,” Blair continued. It’d been minutes and she hadn’t taken a breath. “I’d love to see that design. The engine which powers the world’s fastest airship. And over a dozen cannons. All with complete shield coverage. I could only dream of building something so incredible. If I could get my hand on its blueprints, I wonder if I could… ah.” Blair’s speech came to a sudden halt. She stared at me as her cheeks turning red. With a squeak, she hid behind her own hands. “I-I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to talk so much.”

“No, it’s okay,” I assured her. “It was really… interesting.” I hadn’t understood a word. Wiring a plug was my limit. Still, I enjoyed listening. More so I enjoyed watching. Her ecstatic expression was a treat.

“I always get carried away talking about this stuff,” she confessed.

“You must really like machines.”

Blair nodded. Could she really deny it?

“Did you make all this?” I asked, looking around the junk-filled room.

“Most of it. Dad made some.”

“You’re really talented.”

“Not at all,” she squeaked, waving four arms. The other two kept her face hidden. “Most of it doesn’t work.”

“How many people could make a pair of broken rocket boots? You need to be more confident. You’re incredible.”

“I’m really not…”

“Prove it. What else did you make?”

Blair hesitated but the desire to showcase her inventions was too strong. The first words of her next explanation tripped out. A few sentences later, they were flowing. She was back in the zone with an expression too enthusiastic to fake. It was cute. I couldn’t take my eyes off her.

Before she got a chance to lull into depression, I coaxed her onto the next contraption. After that, another.

The more Blair talked the more comfortable she became. She began to maneuver the conversation without my input. The butterfly had escaped its cocoon.

She looked so much better overflowing with cheer.

“Erm,” Blair said in a pause between demonstrations. “Can I ask you something?”

“Anything,” I cheerfully replied.

“Is Tina doing okay?”

“I think so. Grumpier than usual, but that’s not saying much.”

“I’m worried about her,” Blair mumbled, toying with her hands. “She always sounds so pained.”

She did? I hadn’t noticed. “Might be the city. She ain’t Grabadon’s biggest fan.” And I was starting to see why.

Blair shook her head, swinging her clumsy twintails. “It’s more than that. Something happened. I know it did. But she’s never told me. Even though we’re best friends. Supposed to be best friends…”

“You’re still best friends. I’m sure of it.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. Maybe it’s something tricky for her? I could ask for you.”

“You’d do that for me?”

“Of course,” I said with a big nod. “Anything you need, I’m there for you.”

“Thanks, J-Jake,” she giggled. It was an outrageously sweet sound. One capable of melting the heart of men.

“What is this?” someone snarled.

I jumped. I’d been so focused on Blair I hadn’t noticed we had company. The worst company imaginable. One which lacked a heart.

It was my first time seeing his face but I knew who he was. Frederic Charles Montgomery. Better known as the bastard who’d been harassing Blair.

His haughty face was one only a mother could love. Spotty, bloated cheeks sandwiched his fat caterpillar lips. Tiny eyes looked down at us, emphasized by downturned pencil-thin eyebrows. His blond goatee was of the same thickness, because he needed to draw attention to his features. The same went for his dome. His toupee was as fashionable from the front as it was from the back. A greasy, blond bush atop a greasy, overweight man.

He wore a red, velvet smoking jacket and a jewelry box’s worth of sparkling crap around his neck. A second box provided the multiple rings squashed onto each of his chubby fingers. Talk about overcompensating.

Frederic’s company flanked him. The same armed guests as last time. His personal security.

“You,” Frederic said. “Don’t you talk to my woman.”

Blair trembled, shrinking behind me. “H-he’s early. He never comes this early.” Her voice was back to a shattered whisper and I couldn’t blame her.

“She’s not your woman,” I said.

Frederic flinched. “You dare talk back to me? Don’t you know who I am?”

“Yeah. Some rich asshole.”

His face turned red. “You cur! I am Frederic Charles Montgomery, head of the Montgomery family.”

“Like I said. Some rich asshole.”

“You… you.” He was so pissed he couldn’t get his words out.

His guards stepped forward, hands resting on their weapons.

“How dare you talk to me that way,” Frederic managed to croak out. “I earn more in a day than you will in your entire life. I could have this entire district flattened if I so desired.”

“And you still got rejected,” I reminded him. “So much for all that money and power.”

“Why you… guards! Take this cretin to the dungeon!”

“And so much for all that big talk,” I said, backing away from two incoming guards. “Can’t handle anything without your lackeys.”

“Keep that cur quiet!” Frederic snapped. His glare found its way to the now vulnerable Blair. “You. How dare you associate with such a barbarian. I shift my schedule to see you and this is how you repay me.” He was half a foot taller than Blair yet seemed to tower above. “If I catch you flirting with another man again, you and that blasted dwarf will be sorry!”

Blair shrieked and covered her ears.

“Don’t ignore me,” he snarled, pulling her arms away. “It’s time to stop playing these games. You can’t escape me. Stop this foolishness and take your place as my mistress.”

“Leave her alone!” I growled. It was as Sophie predicted.

I’d seen a lot of jerks harassing girls, but this was another level. He was more than some big bozo throwing his weight around. Frederic was a man of considerable clout using it to corner and capture a frightened, isolated young woman.

The guards drew their blades. I was not to intervene. Frederic had Blair where he wanted her.

“Say it,” Frederic demanded, spitting in rage. “Say you’ll be mine.”

“Don’t do it!” This wasn’t right. Blair was a good girl. She didn’t belong with a pig like him.

“Silence!” Frederic reaffirmed. His bloodshot eyes returned to his prey. “Answer. Now!”

I was out of the equation. The guards were too close and I was a moment away from cold steel piercing my throat. It was up to Blair.

She trembled, shying away from the harsh reality. If she was ever going to crack, it was now.

“No,” she whispered.

“Come again,” Frederic said. “I didn’t quite catch your reply.”

Her shoulders stopped shaking. Blair stared him right in the eye. “No. I won’t go with you. I’ll never go with you. I… I hate you!”

I grinned from ear to ear. Way to stick it to that jerk.

Frederic’s head turned tomato red and he snorted like a wild beast. “How dare you. I’m offering you the world and you throw it back at me? Learn your place, woman.” He slapped her with the back of his hand.

Blair dropped with a shriek.

I stared, unable to believe my eyes. Blair was down and Frederic was standing above, looking at her with pure disdain. He’d just… he’d seriously just…

The next thing I knew, I was decking the bastard.

I’m not sure how I got past the guards. Maybe the slap distracted them? Nor am I sure how I managed to avoid activating my demon power. Of that, Frederic can count himself lucky. Ultimately, it didn’t matter. I’d knocked the jerk out cold.

His guards were slow to react. Likely stunned by my stupidity.

“Get him!” one of them finally ordered.

“Shit,” I grunted, bolting onto the main road. There wasn’t time to check on Blair. I ducked into traffic before the guards could stop me.

Remember when this wasn’t your style? These days, all you do is run.

“Quiet.” I had enough problems without an imaginary demon judging me. My pursuers weren’t far behind. It wouldn’t be pretty if they caught me.

Staying in the crowd seemed a bad idea. I muscled to the nearest alley and banked on my legs to pull me clear. I was no runner but I used to cycle to work every day. That had to count for something.

Three guards emerged from the throng. They were fast. Not the types to lose me easily.

Took a few streets for me to realize an issue. I didn’t know my way around Grabadon. Do this on my home turf and I could show you half a dozen places to lose a crowd. I was running blind. One wrong turn and I was down a dead end, cornered by armed soldiers. I had to outrun or outlast them before that happened. The first wasn’t happening. My eggs were in basket two. Lasting longer than a bunch of trained warriors.

My long legs kept me a step ahead but my calves burned themselves to an inferno. Half-breed recovery didn’t mean shit if I didn’t have time to catch my breath. The persistent bastards chased me all over, accumulating members.

Three turned to six.

“Shit, shit,” I panted, lungs fried to a crisp. Unless I stumbled upon a miracle, I’d have to stand and fight. No chance I could take them without exposing what I really was.

If we have to. I’m not one for flight.

The time was almost upon me when a sliver of hope appeared. A short green angel minding her own business.

“Titania!” I yelled.

“Jake?” she said, turning toward me. Her eyes bulged. “What the hell are you&emdash;”

I grabbed her hand and brought her along.

“What the fuck are you doing?!” she barked, running beside me.

“What’s it look like?”

“What’s that got to do with me?!”

“I need your help,” I said.

“Why me?! They’re gonna think I’m your fucking sidekick!”

“Erm… good point.”

“You idiot!” she screamed.

“I panicked, okay?”

She growled, glancing at the chasing rabble. “The hell did you do?!”

“Nothing much,” I panted. “Decked the jerk who slapped Blair.”

“What?!” Her red eyes stared a hole in me.

Oh, that was right. Titania didn’t know about Frederic and I wasn’t supposed to tell her. Also, I wasn’t to get involved. So much for all that. “I’ll tell you when there aren’t six guys on my ass. You gotta know somewhere we can hide.”

“Fine. Follow.” Titania took control, guiding me through Grabadon with satnav precision.

We arrived at a rundown church, located deep in the festering slum. The front door was boarded shut and the entire structure seemed to be midway through sinking. We had to break in through a shattered window.

“Watch your step,” Titania said before I plunged to ground level. The floor was missing, reduced to a gaping pit. “Up here.”

I clambered onto the thin wooden beams that scaled above the bottomless abyss. They groaned under our combined weight.

Guards gathered at the window, but they hesitated to enter the death trap building.

“Damn traitor,” one of the soldiers spat, glaring at Titania. “Surround the church. Don’t let them leave.”

Titania ground her teeth. “Knew they wouldn’t come in here.”

“I can see why.” It wasn’t exactly safe.

She grabbed my collar. “Alright, spit it out. What happened to Blair?”

“Whoa, easy. Shouldn’t we get outta here first?”

“Don’t gimme that crap. What happened to&emdash;”

Titania took another step. The pressure became too much for the rotten beam. It shattered, dropping us into the lurking darkness below.

“Shit!” I yelled, plunging into the unknown.


Chapter 7


Solid water slammed against my plummeting back. It was a more comfortable landing than splatting on hard stone but by less than you’d expect.

I fought my way to the surface. Darkness greeted me. The only light was a single shard trickling from the hole above. It was barely enough to see the bitterly cold water lapping my flesh. Good thing I’d picked up that night vision. My demon eye lit up my surroundings. Not that there was much to see. An underground lake and a large cavern.

Titania splashed up alongside me. “Fuck! It’s freezing.”

“Think I ain’t noticed?” I replied through chattering teeth.

“You,” she growled, red eyes piercing through the black. “What did I say? I told you to watch your step.”

“I didn’t do anything. You picked that deathtrap.”

“Shut it. You were the one getting chased. And what happened to Blair?!”

“Ain’t we got bigger problems?” I said, gesturing. “Where are we?”

“Underground caverns. Duh.”

“Thanks. Next question. Where’s the way out? Is there a way out?”

“Of course there is.”

“Where?” I asked.

“Somewhere.”

“Somewhere? That’s it?”

“Fuck do you want? I didn’t ask to come here,” Titania snapped.

“I want a way out.”

“We wouldn’t need one if you hadn’t broken that fucking beam.”

“That wasn’t… this is getting us nowhere. We’re gonna freeze in here.” As a half-breed, I had an increased body temperature. It was no match for a glacial pool.

We swam for land. It wasn’t too far away, but only I could see that. Titania followed my lead.

“Stop kicking,” she said.

“Stop tailing me,” I countered.

“Move aside then.”

“And freeze? No chance.” I did ease off on the splashing, for her sake. She repaid me by splashing back. “How mature of… huh?”

I glanced over both shoulders. Titania wasn’t there.

“Titania?” I said, scanning the surface. “If this is your idea of a joke you need new material.” I reluctantly dipped under the surface in search of the punchline.

There was no side-splitting climax. Titania had company.

Something black and vile had her wrapped up in its tentacles. Titania struggled but couldn’t beat the demon with brute strength. The circumstances were against her. For once, she was without her spear. It didn’t matter how tough or talented Titania was, she couldn’t fight a demon barehanded. Nobody could, besides me. I was an anomaly. The rest of the civilized world had one nasty handicap. Disarmed, they were helpless against demons.

This fiend was similar to an octopus, except it only had four tentacles. They were all occupied with Titania, decreasing its diving speed.

My demon eye scanned the aquatic monster. A yellow-level threat. Stronger than I would have liked, not that it changed anything. An apocalyptic red wouldn’t have deterred me from saving Titania.

I dove after her while cursing my ineptitude. How had I overlooked the possibility of demons lurking in the water? They’d invaded an impenetrable city. Why wouldn’t they be lurking in a cave system of all things?

My swimming skills were average but my progress was swift. Just a little more…

Slick tentacles coiled around my neck and limbs. A second one!

I gargled, struggling. Its appendages were soft but it had an iron grip. Useless wiggling got me nowhere. Every second wasted took Titania deeper. She could only breathe for so long. My own reserve was depleting. Escaping quickly was paramount but I couldn’t punch it. Its positioning made kicking a no-go and my flame breath was obviously out.

Do something. Anything. You’re supposed to be a good fighter. Prove it.

That pestering inner demon was right. I’d beaten bigger and badder. It’d be a disgrace to lose to a demon squid.

I swung my head back and smacked the demon in its gooey mug. It didn’t falter, so I delivered a second. I hammered over and over until its grip crumbled. The second my wrists slipped free, I turned and buried my fist through the demon’s center.

My foe deflated like a punctured beach ball, but there was no time to celebrate. I rushed to the surface and refueled my drained lungs. Three hasty inhales and I was back under. I had to catch Titania.

The inky lake smothered all that lurked within. My demon vision wasn’t enough. She was too deep. I had to sink faster than my rookie swimming skills could accomplish. If there was only a way I could move quicker…

It seemed so obvious once I’d thought of it. How hadn’t it come to me sooner? I kicked using my demon power, releasing as if jumping. The propulsion sped me up, shooting me like a torpedo. I flew toward the bed and the two of them.

Titania was still bound by tentacles. Her resistance had ceased.

I saw red. My pace increased. I used every ounce of my power to rush to her aid. Titania’s captor was no match for one rage-fueled fist.

The demolished demon’s limp tentacles deposited Titania’s still body into my arms.

My heart hammered. Not like this.

I shot back to the surface as fast as my feet could manage. More of those tentacle bastards emerged from the shadows. I ripped them to shreds without pausing to heed them. I didn’t stop until we’d burst from the surface and skidded along dry land.

“Titania,” I spluttered, cradling her in my arms. “Speak to me.”

No response. Not even a breath.

I placed her on her back and re-enacted my first aid training. I’d done it so many times, in various courses, that I knew it by heart. Each forced redo had pissed me off. No longer. I’d take as many repeat classes as they wanted if Titania pulled through.

Pounding on her chest didn’t work. I went mouth-to-mouth and prayed. I couldn’t lose Titania here. Not after I’d dragged her into this mess.

On the third cycle, as my hope was waning, Titania coughed up a lungful of water.

I gasped and clenched my relieved heart. Too close. That’d been far too close.

Titania’s small chest moved rhythmically. She didn’t open her eyes; didn’t say a word. It was enough. She was alive. That was all that mattered.


***


The fire crackled, adding a snippet of warmth to the otherwise frigid cavern.

Finding wood was easier than expected. The sinking church had hemorrhaged old flooring. Plenty of driftwood lingered around the shoreline. Thank heavens for it. The heat was essential. Titania was in a delicate state. I couldn’t leave her to freeze to death.

She was asleep, resting by the fire. I’d set up camp in a crevice not far from the lake. I was watching the perimeter. No more letting my guard down. Demons prowled the land as they did underwater. Because of course they did. Anything else would be too convenient.

A handful of blobs wobbled into sight. They weren’t the first of their ilk I’d encountered during my shift. The fourth lot, if I’d counted correctly.

Twenty-first intruders in total.

This particular bunch of handsome chaps were rather similar to slimes, a standard enemy you get in fantasy video games. They lacked the glowing blue eyes all other demons had, mainly because they lacked eyes altogether. Instead, their gelatinous bodies glowed that stand-out color.

I dragged my heavy body to its feet and cracked my sore neck. “Alright, let’s get this over with.” I rushed them, eager to get the first blow.

They beat me to it, barfing slime at me.

With Titania somewhere behind, I didn’t dare dodge. I took the blow and bit back the searing agony which sizzled my flesh.

Did I mention that slimes are corrosive? That included their attacks.

The acid ate my bare flesh, which was as pleasant as it sounds. The urge to drop and scream was close to unbearable, but I couldn’t do it. Titania was counting on me. I struggled through the pain threshold and lashed out, kicking the closest slime.

I didn’t knock it back. Slimes don’t work that way. It was closer to kicking a puddle. My foot sunk into its acidic body, hacking off a portion. It was at least enough to kill it. Shame I had to deal with a couple of more. They followed the same script. Subject myself to agony to eliminate them. They were definitely a demon it was advised to use weapons against. Even for a half-breed. My flame breath didn’t do shit to them.

Weren’t slimes supposed to be weak to elemental attacks? Damn lying games.

I slumped at my post and let my half-breed power do its thing. My skin grafted itself back together. Shame it couldn’t prevent the injuries in the first place.

Quit bellyaching. Do you realize how amazing this is?

“Yeah, sorry,” I said. This level of healing was a miracle. Without it, I’d have perished much earlier. In that aspect, I was one lucky boy. The slimes were only a green threat and they left me looking like an extra in a horror film. Without my regenerative strength, I’d have been scarred for life at best.

The slimes had been yellow when I’d first encountered their kind. If that isn’t evidence of how difficult defending Titania had been, I don’t know what is.

I kept an eye out for more demons, but it was Titania’s shifting which caught my attention. After I had no idea how long, she opened her eyes.

“Where am I?” she groaned, sitting up.

“Still underground,” I informed her, making her jump.

“Shit! What are you sneaking around for?” Titania said, reaching for her blanket. She recoiled, eyes wide. “My clothes!” Titania pulled the sheet over her bare chest. “The fuck are you doing, pervert?!”

“Stopping you catching your death.” I pointed at our drying clothes, spread out next to the fire. She wasn’t the only one stuck in their birthday suit. Less than ideal but my improved half-breed internal heating had shown its merits.

Probably for the best. Doubt store-bought fabric would have survived the slimes.

Titania snatched up her garments without revealing herself. “Who said you could undress me?”

“What was I supposed to do?”

“Shut it! It’s your fault we’re here in the first place!”

“Don’t start this again.”

“It’s true.”

“I don’t give a shit. You’re safe. That’s all that matters.”

Titania grumbled but didn’t retort. She threw me out so she could change. I did the same. My clothing was still damp but mild discomfort was preferential to being branded a sexual deviant.

The fully dressed orc emerged with a torch and marched straight past me.

“Where are you going?” I said.

“Finding a way out. Duh,” she responded.

“Give me a minute.”

Titania clicked her tongue and kept going.

I grabbed her wrist. “Didn’t you hear me?”

She wrestled her arm away. “I can take care of myself.”

“You joking?”

“Why would I be joking?”

I gestured at the floor. “Have you seen this mess?” The rocks were stained with blue demon blood and pungent guts. Carcasses littered the area.

“What of it?”

“Don’t play dumb. What are you gonna do about the demons?”

Titania bit her lip and grumbled. “I’ll manage…”

“How?”

“Somehow.”

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “Tell me exactly how you’re gonna handle the demons.”

She grimaced and averted her eyes. “I’ll… think of something.”

“Think now. Think this very second. How are you gonna fight demons alone?”

“Get off my back,” Titania snapped.

“No. I didn’t protect you so you could get yourself killed.” I, again, drew her attention to the battlefield. Pools of red mixed in with the blue. “You can’t handle this alone.”

“Shut up!” she growled, clutching her head. “Dammit! You think I don’t know?! You think I like being this fucking useless?!”

“You’re not.”

“I am! I’m a damn liability. Take away my spear and I’m no better than a damsel.” Titania kicked a piece of ex-demon across the cave. “You had to do this because of me.”

“It couldn’t be helped,” I said.

“And the lake? It’s blurry but I know something grabbed me. And I couldn’t do shit so you had to save me.”

“It’s not your fault.”

“Even when falling. You think I missed you protecting me?”

I rubbed my neck. Yeah, that had happened. I cradled her against me so I took the brunt of the lake’s impact. “Better the half-breed take the damage than anybody else.”

“What about that damn dungeon? You had to carry me. Twice! Like I’m some fucking princess. Because I was too fucking useless to do it myself.”

“You can’t help being&emdash;”

“Shut it,” Titania snapped. “Stop trying to make me feel better!”

A roar interrupted our conversation. We had company. Big fuzzy company. A demon bear crawled out of the darkness. I knew the type. We had history. That sort of hideous beast had given me the power to see in the dark.

Titania turned to face the darkness-dwelling demon. She looked at her hands. There was no shield strapped to her forearm. A burning torch took the place of her spear. She had nothing which could handle a demon.

The fiend growled and rushed toward her.

I stepped forward and punched the beast’s face, driving it back.

The first time I’d encountered this type of demon, I’d almost lost my life. How things changed. My demon eye assessed its power. Turquoise. A far cry from the yellow threat which had threatened me that day.

My foe struggled to its feet, face shattered by my drilling blow.

I swiftly put the demon out of its misery. A second punch brought its grievous life to an end.

“Again,” Titania spat. “You had to save me. I can’t do anything on my own. Can’t even protect myself.”

“It’s not your fault,” I said. “Nobody can fight without a weapon.”

“Except you. You can fight them just fine. You can protect anyone. I can’t do a fucking thing without you holding my hand.”

“It’s not like&emdash;”

“Shut it,” she growled, baring her teeth. “I don’t care anymore. I just wanna get outta this shitty cave.” She wafted her torch around the darkness. “People used to sneak in and out of the city down here. There’s definitely a way back up.”

“We’ll find it. I’ll get you back. I promise.”

“Yeah, great,” she said, ambling ahead. “Lead the way, oh mighty savior. I’d do it myself but I can’t do shit, apparently.”

I sighed. At least it was better than her working against me. But she was wrong. She wasn’t useless, even if she couldn’t fight the demons unarmed. I was the weird one, not her.

As long as it helped me get her to safety, I didn’t mind being the biggest weirdo in all of Grabadon.


Chapter 8


There was a way out of the extensive cave system. That was great. Truly wonderful.

If only we could find it.

Hours had passed since we’d left our makeshift camp. At least, it felt that way. We were isolated from all natural light sources. Keeping track of time was impossible. My demon eye made the darkness a non-issue but we were no closer to escaping the winding underground. We’d traveled the entire time and nothing. Titania’s testimony remained all the evidence I had. There were no convenient signs pointing to the exit. It was needle-in-a-haystack stuff.

A pile of hay riddled with demons.

I grappled two of a demon centipede’s wiggling legs and kept my head away from the nasty pair of pincers snapping at my scalp.

Bugs are repellent when they’re normal sized. Imagine scaling one bigger than a human. That’s the shit I was dealing with. A twelve-foot, segmented monster with more legs than a cobbler could handle.

It was an orange threat. Lovely. Just what I needed when I was escorting my unarmed friend.

The relentless oversized pest kept biting as it tried to wrestle out of my hold. Its free legs sliced, but nicks weren’t enough to deter someone who could heal their skin being melted clean off. As if that wasn’t enough, its ground-beating backend swung around in search of purchase. The monster was trying to force me back.

Not happening. Never happening. I would not lose to a supersized bug.

That’s the spirit. Toast this bastard.

I roared and pulled my right, snapping the demon’s leg from its socket. It bought me the narrowest of windows. I turned the dismembered limb tip up and stabbed it into what I suppose you could call the centipede’s chin.

The beast squealed and stumbled, oozing blue slime from the wound.

I didn’t let the demon retreat. My knuckles turned white securing it’s squirming, trapped leg. I yanked, bringing its body close, and drilled my own right into its jaw.

Cracks spread down its exoskeleton, jettisoning more of that repulsive discharge.

The big bastard wasn’t getting away from me. I kept tugging and delivering, slamming the demon onto my burning fist as much as I jabbed.

Its face caved before its arm, exposing glowing blue, gooey insides.

I shot fire into the hole and baked the fiend from the inside. That layer of crusty shielding had performed a laudable job cushioning my blows. It also acted as an admirable oven.

Once the light drained from the centipede’s eyes, its limp body collapsed back.

I sighed and stumbled forward, grasping my knees. “Demons. I hate them all.”

“What a refreshing take,” Titania said, emerging from her hidey-hole.

“You doing okay?” I asked.

“Don’t pasteurize me.”

I chuckled. “Think you mean&emdash;”

“Shut it. Stop treating me like a damn damsel. Look at yourself.”

Fresh cuts covered my exposed chest. My shirt had been butchered, along with my flesh, and it didn’t have half-breed power to fall back on. There was no hiding my wounds of war.

“They ain’t as bad as they look,” I said. “They’ll heal soon.”

Titania clicked her tongue. “Wouldn’t need to heal nothing if I wasn’t so useless. Hiding from demons. It’s pathetic.”

“We’ve been over this.”

“It doesn’t change anything.” She gave the deceased centipede a kick. “Can’t see. Can’t fight. I’m total deadweight.”

“Not true. Knowing you’re there makes me fight harder.”

She cringed. “Was that supposed to cheer me up?”

“A little,” I chuckled, rubbing my neck.

“Gross. Save that cheesy shit for Dessa.” Titania groaned and rubbed her head. “I thought I was past this. How did I get caught into this mess?” She perked up. “That’s right! Blair! What happened to Blair?!”

“Keep your voice down.”

“Shut it. Tell.”

“We’re kinda in the middle of something.”

“No way. You ain’t weaseling out again.” Titania grabbed the shredded remains of my shirt. “Tell me.”

I sighed. Esther wouldn’t be happy but that ship had long since sailed. I told Titania everything. About what was happening to Blair, who was doing it, and the situation which had put us in this predicament.

“You’re joking,” Titania said upon the tale’s end. “This is a joke, right?”

“Afraid not,” I responded. “I’ve seen it with my own eyes.”

“No,” she said, shaking her head. “This is a joke. It’s gotta be. Not Blair. Anyone but Blair.”

I frowned and rubbed my neck.

Titania’s disbelieving mask slipped. She growled and bolted.

“Stop,” I said, catching her wrist.

“Dammit! Lemme go!”

“Go where? We’re lost. Running won’t change a thing.”

Her posture settled, but her snarl remained. “Why is this happening? Why didn’t Blair tell me? I could have helped.”

“I tried that. Look what happened.”

“Shut it. I’m different. I’ve always protected her. I won’t let anyone take her.”

Our conversation settled into the most awkward of silences. We were alone in a darkness we were struggling to escape, separated from the one we wished to help.

“Let’s get outta here,” I said.

Titania hesitated to move. “Who else knows about this?” she asked. “Are you the only one, or am I the last to know?”

“That’s not important,” I said after a pregnant pause. “Let’s focus on finding that exit.”

Titania didn’t argue. She held her tongue and moved with an increased sense of urgency.

Running away again. Impressive.

And he could shut up as well. It wasn’t important. Finding a way out trumped everything. It was as simple as that.


***


Our desire for freedom didn’t magic up an exit. We continued along the same vein for a vexing amount of time. More demons came, disturbed, and had their miserable lives ended by my hands.

After far too long, we discovered a narrow derelict stairway. It brought us back to the sewers we’d spent so many wonderful hours clearing. Compared to what we’d just experienced, that wasn’t a joke.

Getting from there to the surface was a doddle with the rat infestation suppressed. An evening sun greeted us. We’d either been stuck underground for minutes that felt like hours or we’d been missing an entire day. My limbs were exhausted, my eyes were sore, and my stomach growled. Something about all that suggested the latter.

We trudged through the murky backstreets and returned to the club, at long last. It’d been far too long. I couldn’t wait to have some grub, a hot bath, and a long kip.

“Where have you been?”

Esther’s cutting voice dragged me back to reality. Her piercing stare was sharper than any blade.

A shiver ran down my spine. We were only a step into the lounge and our backs were to the wall. “I can explain.”

“I’d like that,” Esther said. She held up two posters. “These as well.”

They were bounties, searching for two dastardly criminals. A tall human male who’d performed an act of terrorism and his petite orc accomplice. She was believed to be Titania, a former guard who had betrayed the city.

“It’s his fault,” Titania said, pointing at me. “I’m innocent.”

“You’re as guilty as each other,” Esther said.

“No, she’s right,” I confessed. “I dragged her into this mess. It’s on me.”

Esther stern glare jumped between us. She released a loud sigh and loosened up. “I warned you. Why didn’t you listen? I’ve been so worried.”

“Sorry,” I said, lowering my head. There wasn’t much else to say that wouldn’t sound like groveling.

“It was bound to happen eventually,” Dessa said, sauntering her way into the conversation. “He can’t help himself. Such a naughty troublemaker.”

“That doesn’t make it okay,” Esther grumbled, clutching her head. “What are we gonna do? Attacking a noble of all things.”

“He started it,” Titania said. “That’s what he gets for harassing Blair.”

Esther glanced at me. “You told her?”

“Damn right he did. Unlike you.”

“You didn’t need to know.”

“Blair’s my best friend! I deserved to know!” Titania said.

“It was for your own good.”

“What about her?!”

“There’s nothing you can do.”

“Yes, there is! There has to be!”

“No, there isn’t.” Esther slammed the bounties on a table. “This is what interfering gets us. This is why I kept it from you.”

“That wasn’t me. I’ll be different. I’ll be better,” Titania growled. “I’ve always protected her. I’m not gonna stop now!”

“Simmer down, Tina,” Gall said, snatching Titania in a headlock. For a big girl, she came out of nowhere. “You’ve caused enough trouble as is.”

“Lemme go, old woman!” Titania snarled, squirming around.

“You ain’t going nowhere. Not with that big fat bounty on your head.”

“I can do what I want.”

“No, you can’t,” Esther said. “Gall’s right. You’re the city’s most wanted. If you get caught…” Tears welled in the corner of her brown eyes.

I gritted my teeth. It was all my fault. All because I couldn’t control myself. If I’d listened to Esther in the first place, it would never have happened.

“It’ll be fine,” I told her.

“You don’t know that,” Esther sniffled.

“Sure I do. It’ll be okay. I promise.”

“Don’t do that. Stop promising things you can’t guarantee. It’s not fair.”

I was taken aback. “No, I never…”

“She’s right, darling,” Dessa purred. “I know you want to cheer up our darling kitten but aren’t you using that phrase too lightly? You can’t promise things outside your control.”

“I-I wasn’t trying to,” I said, rubbing my neck.

“We know, darling. Your words were just. True. However, they were also confused. Confused between things you know you can accomplish and only those you believe you can. Not everything will go the way you envision. Promising the world, only for the world to let you down, is so very cruel.”

Esther nodded. “You’re too idealistic. You need to use your head a little.”

“Isn’t that what makes him so endearing?”

“It’s also the reason he gets in so much trouble.”

I bit my lip. It was like being back in the principal's office. “I’m sorry.”

“What’s done is done,” Esther said, composing herself. “We can’t change it. We can only respond. No matter what you say, you’re both in danger. We need to leave the city, but…”

“But that’s gonna be hard while they’re on high alert,” Gall said. “Gates are on lockdown. No getting through until they get bored of looking. Could take a while. You two need a place to hide.” She threw Titania over her shoulder and carried her squirming niece into the cellar.

We followed and observed. The basement was what you’d expect from a boozy establishment. A huge brick space filled with gigantic beer-filled casks.

Gall tugged an inconspicuous lever. One of the huge wooden barrels swung open, revealing a secret room. It was the most basic of dull concrete chambers. There was a single bed, that belonged on an army base, and a lone wooden box tucked in the corner. That was it.

Didn’t matter. My eyes twinkled. “That’s so cool.”

“Ain’t it just?” the smirking Gall said. “You kids can hide with me.”

“We can’t impose on you,” Esther said.

“Impose away! I insist. In fact, I ain’t giving you a choice. You’re staying with Auntie and you’re gonna like it.”

“This is the first place they’ll look,” Titania barked.

“Let them come. They’re messing with the best-connected woman in the whole damn district.” She threw Titania inside the room.

Titania jumped to her feet and growled. “I ain’t staying in here!”

“You fucking well are.”

“No way! It’s like a prison.”

“True. I even got you a cellmate.” Gall’s one good eye crept my way.

I tensed and backed away. “Hold on. You can’t be&emdash;”

Gall grabbed my collar and launched me inside. I didn’t stand a chance against her gorilla arms.

“Don’t take the piss!” Titania snapped. “I ain’t staying with him. There ain’t even room.” The bed was a single. We’d have to spoon if we felt like sharing.

“Tough titties. You’ll grow into it,” Gall responded.

“Like hell I will. I’m outta here.”

“No, you ain’t. Hiding you separate is a pain in the cooch.”

“Don’t care. This ain’t happening. I’m&emdash;”

Gall closed the door in Titania’s face.

Titania pushed, but it didn’t budge. She hammered its metal interior. “Open this door!”

“Yep, doesn’t open from the inside,” Gall laughed. “What a shame. Guess you lovebirds are shacking up for the night.”

“Don’t gimme that shit! Lemme out!”

“Play nice or I’ll come in there and thump you.”

“It’s okay, sweetie,” Esther said. “This is only temporary. We’ll be back to normal soon. Please, cope with it for now.”

Titania kept grumbling but she stopped making a song and dance out of our predicament. Not that her complaints were unfounded. This room hadn’t been designed for bunk buddies. It was little larger than the back of a van.

“So much for a bath,” I said, slumping on the bed. “They better bring some food.”

“Dammit,” Titania growled. “The hell is this? I didn’t do shit and I’m being punished.”

“It’s my fault.”

“Like I don’t know that,” Titania said, slumping against the door. “Still, at least you did something. Unlike Boss. I can’t believe she knew.”

“She was trying to protect you,” I said.

“I don’t need protecting. I’m not a child. Blair’s the one who needs help. And she didn’t do a thing. Didn’t even tell me.”

“You know she had a good reason. Look what happened when I didn’t listen.” I highlighted our cozy cell.

“That’s you. I’m the one who protects Blair. I’ve always protected her.” Titania scrunched her hands into tight trembling fists. “Why? Why didn’t she tell me? Doesn’t she trust me anymore? Did she find out?”

“I’m sure she does.”

“Then why?”

“Maybe she didn’t want to worry you?”

“It’s too late for that. She should have told me. I would have fixed it.”

“And we wouldn’t be stuck in here,” I said, falling back on the bed. The mattress felt like a lump of cardboard.

“Hey! Who said you get the bed?! I ain’t getting the floor.”

“We could always share.”

“Die.”

“It was a joke,” I assured her, holding up my hands.

“Better be, you damn pervert.”

I chuckled. My smirk soon vanished as I was relegated to the floor; punishment for causing this. It made me yearn for the stiff mattress occupied by my orc partner in crime.

“Hey,” she grunted. “You regret what you did?”

“Dragging you into this? Yep. Getting a bounty on my head? Of course. Upsetting Esther? Obviously. Punching that greasy noble in the kisser? Never.”

“Good.”

I smiled. If we were lucky, Frederic wouldn’t risk going near Blair again. I wasn’t holding my breath. Still, it was good to give those who thought they could do whatever they wanted a bloody nose. Literally and figuratively.

There had to be a way to break the cycle. No matter what Esther said, or Sophie warned, there was no way it was hopeless. We could free Blair. I knew we could.

How? Sadly, that was still unknown.


Chapter 9


It was an uncomfortable night. I was dog-tired and still didn’t get a relaxing sleep. I’d developed two beautiful crutches who made drifting off an easy and pleasant experience. Compared to them, what good was a stone floor?

I woke up stiff in too many ways.

My sore muscles yearned for hot water. Breakfast beckoned my growling stomach. Neither were available inside our claustrophobic chamber. We needed freedom.

Gall was happy to let us out but only if we agreed to her terms.

“If you’re staying under my roof,” she explained, “you’ll do what you’re told.”

What choice did we have? It was obey or remain locked up.

The main condition was related to us staying hidden. As long as we were wanted criminals, we were barred from leaving the club. Roaming around the establishment was fine but no going outside.

Basically, home arrest.

Our freedom wasn’t permanent. It coincided with the bar being closed. During opening hours, it was back in the cell. Gall wasn’t willing to butcher her income for us. Not to mention a sudden holiday would be a huge red flag. She didn’t want to encourage the authorities, no matter how confident she was. The cellar was staff only so there wasn’t much danger of civilians going down there. Not that Gall was giving us a license to make too much racket. She made that warning very clear.

Because controlling where we could go wasn’t enough, Gall also made us earn our keep. We were tasked with performing the jobs which needed doing before the club opened. It wasn’t too dissimilar to the kinda stuff I used to do back on Earth. Hell, it was almost like being back at Pauly’s.

Okay, there was a slight difference.

“Wow, a criminal. That’s, like, so dangerous,” Bunny giggled. “Like, bad boys are so hot.”

“Like, totally,” an enticingly busty orc agreed, tracing a finger up my arm.

“What about me?” a saucy human purred, toying with her crimson locks. “I’m totally a bad girl. We’d be, like, such a perfect match.”

“Everyone knows bad boys like punishing good girls,” a blue-haired elf protested. She squeezed her breasts together and shimmied hypnotically.

“I’m, like, so much gooder than you,” a voluptuous, aqua-skinned beauty complained.

“No way. I’m totes the sweetest. Candy by name, candy by nature.”

I grinned like a teenage boy on his first visit to a girl’s room. I’d never had colleagues like this on Earth. Sally was a looker but that was like comparing a glass of water to a lake. I was surrounded by barely dressed perfect tens who loved communicating through touch. Hand a professional an airbrush and they couldn’t find anything to improve.

Gall assured me they could be trusted to keep our existence a secret. I never questioned it. Didn’t cross my mind to doubt them.

“Like, don’t ignore me,” Bunny cooed, leaning her ample bust into my free arm. Her chest was on the verge of bursting from her red babydoll. “Aren’t I a good girl?”

“You’re all good,” I chuckled. Spending so much time with Dessa should have prepared me for this, but my training was incomplete. There was so much for my male mind to admire. Jiggling bosoms that flimsy nightwear struggled to handle. Luscious curves that most had to pay top dollar to adore. Thick behinds that wobbled with every skip and bounce. Long, toned legs honed by a life in heels. Any man would be overwhelmed by so many flirtatious airheads. My cheeks burned; my mind was frazzled. Keeping my erection at bay required constant vigilance. One slip, one moment of weakness, and I was pitching for all to see.

“Oi!” Gall said, smacking the table. “What did I tell youse about flirting?”

We jumped from our skins. The girls put some distance between us.

“But, Auntie,” Bunny whined. “He’s such a hottie.”

“I don’t give a shit if he’s oiled and naked. He’s got work to do.” Gall stared at me. “Get.”

“Right away,” I said, polishing the table like my life depended on it.

“Ha,” Titania snorted. “Serves you right!”

Gall cuffed her niece behind the ear. “You ain’t working either.”

Titania whined and rubbed her head. “I’m not good at this stuff.”

“Tough titties. Get to it.”

She reluctantly obeyed. We’d been roped in because Gall’s girls were employed for their looks rather than their cleaning. Titania wasn’t an improvement.

It didn’t matter where I went, I couldn’t escape incompetent work colleagues.

“You’re doing it wrong,” I told her.

“Shut it,” Titania snapped. “I know what I’m doing.”

“Do you? You’re smudging it.”

“I know what I’m doing! Stop treating me like I’m useless.”

I sighed. Why did she have to be so stubborn? Was this because of what happened underground? It was unfortunate but it couldn’t be helped. Terix’s greatest warriors couldn’t handle demons unarmed. I was the odd exception. It didn’t mean Titania wasn’t an incredible fighter. It also held no bearing on her cleaning ability. There was a reason Esther handled all the wagon’s chores before my arrival.

Esther would have been a welcome partner, but she and Dessa weren’t present. There were still preparations to be made that only they could accomplish.

When Titania wasn’t paying attention, I polished up her shoddy work. If she accepted my help, it would be faster for both of us.

A knocking interrupted our shift.

I froze. “You didn’t mention guests, Gall.”

“Well spotted,” Gall growled, slinking to the door. Her tense shoulders dropped upon inspection. “False alarm. You two got some company.”

Diarmuid and Blair entered. The latter’s expression perked up when she spotted us. Tears quickly marred her beauty.

“You’re okay,” she sniffled into her hands.

“Of course I am,” Titania said. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

“I saw the posters. This is all because of me.”

“Nay, it’s my fault,” Diarmuid said. “I should’ve been there. Bastard caught me off-guard.”

“Slow down,” I said. “It was my call. Nobody else's.”

“I pushed you into it. If I’d done my job as a father, it never would have happened. I’m a disgrace.”

“Dad, no,” Blair sniffled. “It’s my fault. I shouldn’t have shouted…”

“Don’t you dare blame yourself. That bastard had it coming.”

“A punch as well,” I said.

“Aye, but it should have been me.”

I shrugged. “Should have taken your chance when you had it.”

“You cheeky blighter. Do you know how hard it’s been holding back these last few months? Now I’ll never get to lay him out.”

“Probably for the best,” Gall commented. “Last thing I need is some old geezer hiding here.”

“Says the spinster. You’d be lucky having a catch like me under roof.”

“Please. I’m still in the prime of my life.”

“And I’m fresh out of me mama’s womb.”

While the oldies battled for supremacy, I checked up on Blair. “How are you feeling? Cheek okay?”

Blair nodded and covered the small scratch. “It’s fine now.”

“What about everything else? He still bothering you?”

“He didn’t show up yesterday. It’s the first he’s missed since the beginning.”

I flashed a huge smile. “That’s great! Maybe I scared him off.”

“Maybe.” Her murmur didn’t exactly expire confidence. Nor did her puffy eyes, which played hard to get. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. You did nothing wrong.”

“But because of me…” Her tears started accumulating.

“Not because of you. Because of him. It’s all that jerk’s fault.” I looked to Titania for support. “Right?”

Titania grumbled. She muscled me out of the way and faced Blair. “Why? Why didn’t you tell me?”

Blair squeaked. Her mouth sunk behind a shield of interlocked lilac fingers. “I didn’t want you to get in trouble…”

“Fuck trouble. I’m your friend. Your best friend. Protecting you’s my job.”

“That was kid stuff.”

“And? What difference does that make?” Titania asked.

“This isn’t Zula calling me names. It’s not Matip or Corinne. He’s a noble, Tina.”

“I don’t give a shit who he is. I won’t let him take you.”

“How?” Blair said, staring into Titania’s eyes. “You can’t stop a noble. If you try, you’ll regret it. You weren’t even there and you’ve got a bounty. All the guards are looking for you.”

“Let them look. As long as you’re safe, I don’t care.”

“I care!” Blair whined. “You’re my best friend. I don’t want you to suffer. Especially not because of me.”

“And you’re my best friend! I’m not gonna let some creep have you.”

Blair sniffled. “This is why I didn’t tell you. I knew you’d be like this.”

“How else am I supposed to be?”

“You’re supposed to be smart! You’re gonna throw your life away. Can’t you see that?”

“What about you?! He’s gonna turn you into a damn slave!”

“You think I don’t know that?” Blair mumbled. “I know what he’s gonna do to me. I hate it. I hate everything about it but there’s nothing we can do. There’s nothing you can do. You’re gonna ruin your life. You’re gonna throw everything away because of me. I can’t have that, Tina.” Blair buried Titania’s hands under her own six. “Please, I beg you. Don’t get involved. No matter what happens, stay away.”

Titania grunted. “It’s fine if Jake does it but not me?”

“That’s not it.”

“That’s what it sounds like. He’s allowed to scare them off but I can’t be trusted. I’m not strong enough. Is that it?”

“It’s not like that at all!” Blair squeaked.

“Seriously, you’ve got it all wrong,” I interjected.

“I ain’t got nothing wrong,” Titania snapped. “I’m no longer trusted. I’m no longer good enough. I’m just a traitor.”

“That’s not true!” Blair said.

“Why else would you keep it secret from me?!”

“Don’t act like you tell me everything!” Blair squealed. “All this about trust and secrets when you won’t trust me at all. You’ve never told me why you ran away. It makes you so sad and you won’t tell me anything.” She steadied herself and faced Titania head-on. “If it means so much to you, tell me.”

Titania backed away. She lost the power to look Blair in the eye. “It’s none of your business.”

Blair puffed her cheeks. “Well, this is none of yours. I don’t want you getting involved.”

“Fine! Be that way. I don’t care anymore.”

“Good! I don’t want or need your help.” Blair rushed to the door.

“Blair, sweetie,” Diarmuid said. He was one of many who had been frozen.

“We’re going,” Blair bluntly responded.

“Sweetie…”

“We’re going!” Her voice cracked. She was trying so hard to act tough but her shoulders were shaking. Sniffles snuck across the club.

Gall escorted the two of them out.

“What the hell?!” I snapped at Titania. “She was looking out for you and you treated her like a damn villain.”

Titania folded her arms and huffed. “I don’t need protecting.”

“You need something, alright. How could you say those things?”

“Were you listening?! She’s gonna be a fucking slave and I’m supposed to be okay with that?!”

I stumbled. “Well… no.”

“I’ve always protected her and now she’s shutting me out. It’s not right, dammit.”

“It’s not right but Blair wasn’t wrong,” Gall said upon returning. “You went too far.”

“I said nothing wrong.”

“You said plenty,” I said. “Blair cares about you. There’s no way she thinks you’re a traitor.”

“How would you know?!” Titania snapped. “You barely know her!”

“It’s that obvious. You’re the only one who can’t see it.”

“He’s right,” Gall confirmed. “If an idiot like him noticed, anyone can.”

“Hey!”

Titania clicked her tongue. She had to know Blair didn’t think that way.

A loud knocking interrupted our chatter.

“Good timing,” I said, heading to answer the door. “You should tell Blair you’re sorry.”

“Stop,” Gall ordered, baring her teeth. “That ain’t them.”

The knocking registered more prominently the second time. It was a loud thumping slam, demanding entry. The aggression wasn’t fitting of our previous guests, even after what had transpired.

Gall made her move. She twisted one of the tables until something clicked. The entire thing, floor included, pulled up. It revealed another secret room. “In, now.” That wasn’t a suggestion.

Even Titania didn’t argue. We crammed into a foxhole smaller than the one in the cellar. Apart from a hatch in the floor, it was empty. Our shoulders rubbed together.

“Not a sound,” Gall warned. “If anything happens, escape through there.” She locked us in.

My heart raced. I grabbed the hatch handle and prepared for anything.

The refuge wasn’t soundproofed. Gall’s footsteps trailed toward the insistent thumping. “Hold on, I’m coming. Keep your knickers on.” She heaved the door open.

“Where is she?” somebody asked.

I’d never heard the voice before. Titania was a different story. She gasped. The room was too compact to miss her quivering.

“Don’t know what you’re talking about,” Gall replied.

“Don’t play dumb.” Footsteps approached, creaking to a halt almost exactly above us. “Where is she hiding?” The woman’s tone was the perfect mix of ice cold and ruthlessly demanding.

“Come on, Maggie. We ain’t seen each other in yonks. Not even a hello?”

“Stop dodging the question.”

“We should catch up. How about a hug for your big sis?”

I swallowed a breath. Was Gall being literal, or was this more of her eccentricity? If not, then the person on the other side of the floor was…

“I don’t have time for this. Where are you hiding my daughter?”

My chest tightened. I knew it.

The child in question was by my side, trembling. Titania’s breathing had turned erratic and grew more so by the second. Any louder and they’d hear us.

“Tina’s in town?” Gall said. “First I’m hearing about it. Wish she’d come visit.”

“Do you really mean to continue this farce?”

“What farce?”

“I know she’s been here. We’ve had reports.”

“From my reliable drunkards?” Gall laughed. “Come on, Maggie. You’re better than that.”

“Is that so? I couldn’t help noticing your previous guests. Wasn’t that girl the cause of all this?”

“What of it? Diarmuid’s an old friend. You know I love company. Family included. You should stay for supper.”

“I’ll ask you one more time,” Maggie said. “I know the fugitive is here. Hand her over.”

Gall chortled. “Has your job gotten to you? I’m a model citizen. Always pay my taxes; always follow the law. Don’t you trust your own flesh and blood?”

“My flesh and blood have a habit of betraying me.”

Titania whimpered. We had a problem. She was losing control.

I hunted through the darkness and found her shaking hand. I squeezed, letting her know I was there.

It did the trick. Titania’s breathing slowed a tick. Enough to keep us concealed. Maggie marched off without being alerted.

“Not stopping for a drink?” Gall queried.

“This isn’t over. You can’t hide her forever.”

The door slammed shut and the club went silent. Titania’s harsh breathing was all I could hear. It drowned out the pounding of my racing heart.

Gall opened the room. “Coast’s clear.”

“That who I think it was?” I asked.

“Talk about cutting to the chase,” Gall sighed. “Unless you’re a dunce, yeah. Didn’t know she’d come sniffing in person.” She wiped away her melancholy and replaced it with a smirk. “Don’t worry, sweetcheeks. You’re safe with Auntie Gall. I don’t let studs slip away so easily.”

“I’ll hold you to that.” I went to leave the pit, but a weight stopped me.

Titania was motionless, staring into space. Her poker face had never been brilliant. She looked mortified.

“Are you okay?” I asked, receiving no reply.

“She’s fine,” Gall said. “Doesn’t wanna let go of her boyfriend’s hand, is all.”

That triggered a response. Titania checked her occupied hand. It was clenching hold of mine. She shrieked and pulled away. “The fuck are you doing, pervert?!”

“I didn’t do anything,” I protested.

“You did! You tried to take advantage of me.”

“Give over. It was your hand, not your chest.”

“So, you admit it,” she said.

“What? How was that admitting it?”

“Tina, baby, cut the boy some slack,” Gall said, leaping to my defense. “It’s only natural to cop a feel when the lights are off.”

“Don’t lump me in with you,” I complained.

“You saying my Tina ain’t good enough to grope?”

“When did I say that?”

“It was implied. She ain’t got the tatas you’re after.” Gall grasped her truly giant breasts, shaking them about.

Titania snarled, covering her smaller variant. “Jerk.”

“That wasn’t&emdash;”

“Shut up. Leave me alone,” she snapped, storming off.

I groaned and pinched my nasal bridge. What an exhausting change of pace.

Gall roared in laughter. “That should distract her from brooding.” She offered her hand.

“A little warning would be nice,” I said, accepting. “And why did I have to be the bad guy?”

“Suck it up. You were born to play the role.”

“That supposed to be a compliment?”

“Take it how you will,” she laughed.

Gall did a decent job of shifting the mood but I couldn’t forget. It was my first time seeing Titania make an expression like that. She looked like a wounded animal.

“What was all that about?” I asked.

“Still going there?”

“Can you blame me?”

 “Nosy bastard,” Gall sighed, shaking her head. “How much do you know about Tina’s mom?”

“Not a thing. Heard her mentioned a few times but I’m clueless.”

“As usual,” Gall snickered. “Guess Tina ain’t the type to share. I’d rather stay out of it, but you’ll find out somehow. It’s not exactly a secret. Not many in Grabadon more famous than Maggie.” Gall gave me a stern look. “I call her Maggie. They call her Magnesia the Fearless. Captain of the Grabadon guards.”


Chapter 10


The remainder of my day was spent in a state of disbelief. Captain of the Guard. Why had nobody warned me? The biggest threat to our safety was Titania’s mother; the biggest badass in the city.

I wanted to say something to Titania but I chickened out. She didn’t seem herself. Being subdued wasn’t like her at all.

Evening arrived before I knew it and we were shepherded back into our hiding spot. Gall reassured me that we were safe under her roof. Mistaken or not, the fact she was on our side was doubtless. She endangered herself to protect us.

We did have one impressive hiding place. If only it were more comfortable. Titania’s low spirits didn’t help. She wasn’t up for small talk and I didn’t have the gusto to push it. We settled in for an early night.

Kipping on a cold, solid floor wasn’t easy at the best of times. Before exhaustion had kicked in, sleep was almost impossible. No matter how much I willed it, relaxation was beyond my reach. Any moment spent under was shallow at best. I drifted between states of consciousness for seemingly hours.

That’s how I caught her.

I was in the midst of forcing myself back to Nod when something metallic squealed. I bolted upright and stared at the door.

It was closed tight. Nobody was coming in.

I sighed, relieved. It was short lived. The sound was no dream and it was too loud to be from outside. So where? A quick glance told me everything. The bed was empty. Our one piece of makeshift furniture had been moved from its spot in the corner. A hatch, identical to the one from the other hidey-hole, was in its place.

That girl…

I went after her. Inside was a ladder that led into the sewers. Footsteps echoed down an otherwise empty tunnel.

The vileness polluting the floor stopped any attempts at moving silently. Didn’t matter. Titania didn’t notice me. She motored ahead as if following an inbuilt satnav. Keeping up was a pain. At least our pest control had worked wonders.

After a short trip, she ascended to the surface and continued.

Cool air blasted me upon exiting the sewer’s stuffy innards. The sun had set long ago, bringing another chilly fall night to Grabadon. Winter was around the corner and you could tell. It was another occasion in which I was grateful for my demonic internal heating.

Apart from Titania’s squelching footsteps, the place was deadly quiet. Grabadon sounded every bit the ghost town it appeared. The moon’s silver glow did little to mask the impoverished condition of the slums.

I used the shadows for cover and trailed until Titania came to a stop. The area meant nothing to me. There was nothing notable about it. No shops, no sights, and no special attractions. It was a random residential spot.

It meant something to Titania. She stood and stared, eyes fixated.

All I saw was a house. Not even a pretty one. It was in decline like everything else in the area. Not that Titania cared. She was engrossed.

The moonlight did nothing to polish Grabadon’s hideous streets but it looked beautiful splashed across her expression. I spent so much time with Titania, and her perpetual scowls, that I forgot how beautiful she was. Despite being a tomboy, there was nothing masculine about her features. Her femininity shone through in moments like these. Her red eyes, which could be so piercing, looked ravishing reflecting the light from above. I know it’s cliché but they did look like rubies. They were wasted showcasing a glare. Not that I was pleased to see them filled with woe.

What now? Just gonna watch?

That was the plan. I’d followed out of concern, nothing more.

Not even curiosity?

Okay, maybe a little curiosity, but I wasn’t being branded a creep. Especially not by a demonic delusion who existed solely in my head.

You’re the one thinking up sweet sonnets while perving from the shadows.

I stepped back, defeated by the mental retort. My foot landed in a puddle, disturbing the tranquility.

Titania jerked. Her wild eyes glared my way.

“Stop,” I said, stepping into the light with my hands aloft. “It’s only me.”

Her tension drained only to return with double the intensity. “You followed me?”

“I was worried about you.”

Titania clicked her tongue. “I can take care of myself.”

“Who cares? You snuck out in the middle of the night. What’d you think I was gonna do?”

“You wasn’t supposed to notice.”

“No shit,” I responded. “What’s gotten into you? You’ve been weird since your mom came.”

Her features twitched. “You knew?”

“Gall told me.”

“She should mind her own business,” Titania snapped.

“She’s worried about you. As is Blair. And you can add me to that list.”

“That your excuse for creeping after me?”

Told you.

Because it was the appropriate time for my internal peanut gallery to get rowdy. “I didn’t know what you were gonna do. Sightseeing never crossed my mind.”

“Don’t trust me. Is that it?”

“You don’t make it easy,” I admitted, stroking the back of my neck. “I haven’t the foggiest idea what you’re thinking.”

“Good. That’s the way I like it,” Titania said.

“And that helps me trust you how? You’re not giving me a chance. Trust’s a two-way street. If you won’t believe in me, how can I believe in you?”

“Shut it,” Titania growled. “Why should I trust a fool like you?”

“What about Blair? Don’t you trust her?”

“She’s the one keeping secrets.”

“So are you,” I reminded her.

Titania hesitated. “That’s none of your business.”

“How can you scold Blair for lacking trust when you refuse to trust her?”

“I do trust her. I want to trust her,” Titania mumbled, head dropping. “You make it sound so simple. It’s not. People change. Those you trust the most can turn their back on you at any time.”

“Blair would never.”

“You don’t know that. What if she grows to hate me? What if she learns I’m nothing like the person she thinks I am?” Titania’s expression, often overflowing with energy, was weighed down by misery. Sadness clouded her usually fierce eyes.

“It’s a risk, I can’t lie,” I said. “Choosing to trust anyone’s a gamble. But it’s one worth taking. It’s that or spend life alone, pushing everyone away. You can’t live like that. Nobody can survive without letting anyone in.”

“Stop talking like it’s so goddamn easy. The entire city’s branded me a traitor. Old friends glare like I’m trash.”

“Blair doesn’t.”

Titania stumbled. “For now. It can change in a moment. You don’t know what it’s like to be betrayed. I never wanna feel that pain again.”

“You really think she’ll betray you? What about Gall? Dessa? Esther?”

“Shut up,” Titania growled. “Did you only come to talk shit?”

“I’m trying to talk some sense into you. You don’t have to tackle things alone. We care about you. We want to help you. Me included. I wanna be on your side. I wanna help with whatever’s troubling you, if you’ll let me.” I offered Titania my hand. “Please, let us help. Don’t push us away.”

Titania slapped my hand. “Don’t get cocky, you womanizing trash. I ain’t interested in warming your bed.”

“This isn’t about that.”

“Yeah, right. Trust you? In your dreams. I don’t need your help. I’m no weak little girl. I can take care of myself.” Titania turned tailed and bolted into the night.

I reached out to stop her, but it was too late.

Wow. That was an unmitigated disaster.

“Tell me about it,” I sighed. How did I get from checking on her well-being to having a domestic?

Remind me again how you managed to woo two beautiful fantasy babes?

“Shut it. Since when have I styled myself a pick-up artist?”

True. With all that preaching you’re better suited to the clergy.

“Because subtlety would have worked wonders.”

You’ve got a point. You’re an expert on being pig-headed.

This seemed a wonderful moment to give my inner demon the cold shoulder. I was more concerned with Titania than some self-inflicted ribbing. I’d suspected something was eating away at her. It was worse than I’d imagined. What had shaken her concept of trust to such a startling degree? There had to be a way to help. I couldn’t stand the desolation plaguing her eyes.

Watch out!

I answered instinct’s call and rolled away.

A net captured the patch of dirt I’d been mulling on.

“Ah, shit. Almost,” a woman complained.

“He ain’t as trash as I thought,” another said.

“What a fucking pain. Now we gotta do this the hard way,” yet another said, brandishing a small dagger.

The female threesome emerged from the shadows, each closing in from a different opening. Their all-black garb was perfect for this sort of late-night ambush. Bandanas covered their mouths, masking their identities. Each was armed, so said the silver glistens reflecting from waist level. They weren’t guards. The dress and mannerisms were all wrong. I’d been in enough scraps to know the difference between a trained fighter and a novice. These were the latter. A bunch of punks. Gender was all that separated them from the chumps back home. Not that I was writing them off as a bunch of girls. I’d spent enough time on Terix to know who the breadwinners were.

“Common thugs. It’s been a while,” I said, eyeing them up. “Here for the reward?”

“You know it,” one of them replied, swinging a knife around. “Be a good boy and come quiet and we won’t hurt you, yeah?”

“Does that line ever work?”

“All the time. Most people are smart, yeah? They don’t want no trouble.”

“Your bounty’s dead or alive, innit?” one of them informed me. “Be a real shame if we had to slice you up.”

I had not known, but I shrugged. “If you want me, come take me.”

“Cocky bastard. Who’d he think he is?”

“Who gives a shit? Let’s fuck him up.”

My heightened half-breed senses caught the whistle of throwing knives sailing toward my back. I dodged to the side, sending them whizzing past my shoulder.

You’re welcome.

There was a dagger at my throat before I had a chance to thank my inner demon.

The assassin was fast but I’d dealt with quicker. I sparred with Esther every day. Compared to her, this chick was moving in slow-mo.

I leaned back and the blade passed harmlessly across my front. Before she escaped, I grabbed her arm and slammed her into the floor. A final blow put her to sleep for a while.

It wasn’t easy being chivalrous against someone aiming for your head.

The remaining two used their noggins and charged in unison, executing a pincer offensive.

I lunged toward the one on the left.

She stopped and hopped back. Her partner came for my exposed rear.

I’d been counting on that. I shifted my weight and darted back, catching the off-guard attacker with a forearm to the jaw.

The other thug saw her chance and came for me.

Again, all within expectations. I span around and kicked, catching her in the stomach.

She scurried back, clutching her midriff, and regrouped with her partner. Both managed to avoid my follow-up knockout blows.

“Shit, he’s good,” one of them grumbled, rubbing her jaw.

“Since when can men fight?”

“Don’t compare me to those layabouts,” I said, telling them to bring it.

“Now the fucker’s getting cocky. This bitch boy’s pissing me off.” Out came her next tool. A small glass bottle. She shattered it on the floor, releasing a vision-obscuring cloud.

I put up my guard. This was new. Roddy had never played ninja. I couldn’t see a bloody thing through all the smoke.

The net burst through the dense screen.

I caught it before it did its worst.

It’d done enough. My guard dropped and the bandits followed. They sliced me in the stomach.

The cold steel lacked penetration but it was enough to make me wince. I backed away while using my arms as a shield, dropping the net over my own head.

Both bounty hunters kept up the assault, tearing through my flesh with scary ease. My forearms got the worst of it. Laceration crossed butchered gash. They gushed blood like nobody's business.

It was raw agony. I bit down so the thugs didn’t get the satisfaction of hearing me squeal.

Dead or alive. I repeat, dead or alive. Do something before you croak.

As if I hadn’t thought of that. It wasn’t that easy. There were two maniacs slashing me and a net tangled around my head. I’d underestimated them. They were smarter than the thugs back home.

Not that I intended to lose.

I threw my weight back. The hug of a freezing muck floor was a relief compared to being chopped up. Not that I was there to rest. I swung a leg, aiming for theirs.

One hurdled. The other was too slow. She tumbled face first into the dirt.

I pounced, doing my best to restrain her. It wasn’t plain sailing with a net binding my movements, but I managed to lock in a basic choke.

She squirmed. Her hands darted, searching for her knife.

I kicked the dagger away as her fingers drew near. Without it, she couldn’t overpower me. Her friend didn’t bother helping.

Once my foe was fast asleep, I released and stumbled to my feet.

The remaining thug nonchalantly watched. “It’s over.”

“Do I look dead to you?” I said, tossing the net away. Blood poured from my wounds but I was good to go.

“Good as. Lemme share something neat.” She pointed at her dripping red dagger. “See this? Ain’t just some random ass blade. Hell no. We coat these bad boys in poison. Fast-acting stuff.”

I froze and looked at my arms. It wasn’t a question of if I’d been injected but how much.

“Look at your face!” she cackled. “Now who’s pissing their damn pants? Don’t be scared, chump. It ain’t lethal. Usually. Just gonna make you real numb, yeah? Nice and still for me.”

I groaned and stumbled back, clutching my head. “No way. This can’t be happening.”

“Believe it, fool,” she laughed. “It’s only a matter of time.”

This was bad. I had to do something before it kicked in. But, after so many slices, I was on borrowed time. I panted and stared at my trembling hands. My movements slowed and breathing softened. It didn’t take long for me to go still.

“About time,” she said. “What an annoying jackass. Guess I’ll give you some cred. Better than those fools pretending to be guards. And that guy? Pfff, not even a contest.” She nudged one of her fallen comrades with her foot. “Get up, girl. I ain’t lugging this mark alo&emdash;”

I shoulder charged her from behind, flooring her.

She stared, disbelief obvious. Her hand reached for her sheath, but I pinned her down before she reached it.

“How?” she said. “We had you. You were done.”

“Not quite,” I said. “That was a bluff. I didn’t feel a thing.” The shaking and panting had been genuine. However, it had nothing to do with the poison. It was panic. Nothing more. She mistook my relief for falling under the toxin’s spell, so I decided to go along with it. Fake it until you make it, or something like that.

“What? That’s impossible. The fuck are you?!”

I put her to bed before she asked any more questions.

Not bad. You almost had me fooled.

“Thanks. For a fast-acting poison, it’s sure taking its time.”

I’m not complaining.

“Same here.” My injuries were on the mend. Being a half-breed sure was convenient. If I had to guess, it was the reason I wasn’t a living statue.

Still, letting these punks off with a beating seems light. They tried to kill you. There’s no need for mercy.

“Don’t even go there,” I said. Killing demons was one thing. Killing people…

Who knows when they’ll strike again? Next time, it might be Titania.

“Low blow. I’m not…” Those words played back. I wasn’t the only one with a bounty. And they’d attacked moments after Titania and I had separated. Why would they let one of us go? “Shit!”

I rushed after her but navigating Grabadon wasn’t my specialty. Every street looked the same. It was a damn maze.

“Titania!” I yelled. Had she gone back to the bar? What if she’d run away because of our argument? I had to find her. I’d followed to protect her. If I’d driven her into the arms of some bandits…

I sprinted around a corner and skidded to a stop. My eyes bulged. I couldn’t believe it.

Five punks were flat on the floor. Titania stood in the middle, stretching her muscles. Her brows lifted when she spotted me.

“Told you I can take care of myself,” she bragged, face triumphant.

“Are you okay?” I asked, grabbing her shoulders.

“Get offa me,” she said, pushing me away. “What’d I just say?”

“I was worried, alright?” My concerns seemed irrelevant. Then my heart dropped. “What’s that?”

There was a small slice on her upper right arm.

Titania glanced at it. “Just a scratch, you big wuss.”

“We need to get you back,” I said, grabbing her wrist.

“Fuck’s your problem?” she complained, wrestling me away. Mid-grapple she stumbled and landed on her ass. “That’s funny. My legs feel weird.”

I tensed. It was as I feared. I picked her up and got moving.

“Let me down,” she said, squirming. Her movements lacked strength. “I don’t need your help…”

As stubborn as ever. I ignored her. We had to get back to the club, quick.

Esther was right. Bounties were no jokes. We had a new threat to worry about.


Chapter 11


“That should do it,” Dessa said, placing down the empty vial.

Dessa was so flamboyant that her extraordinary alchemy skills easily slipped the mind. I was beyond grateful for her assistance. We all were. Only she could be relied upon to produce a paralysis antidote at such short notice.

Titania laid on a couch, completely still. She couldn’t move or speak. It was an unsettling sight. Far too close to the worst-case scenario.

“How long will it take?” I asked.

“Don’t be impatient, darling.”

“But…”

“Come, come, she’s drank a potion created by my own capable hands. A full recovery is guaranteed.”

I cracked a smile. Dessa’s cockiness was reassuring at times like this.

“She got lucky,” Esther said, squeezing Titania’s frigid hand. “We all did. If it’d been deadly…”

“I shouldn’t have let her go alone,” I said.

“You shouldn't have gone in the first place.”

Our absence had slipped under the radar. The first they knew of it was me barging in shortly after closing time. Esther was on the cusp of a severe admonishing when she noticed Titania’s limp body in my arms.

I’ll never forget her shattered expression, no matter how long I live.

“Trapdoors are for emergencies, not fraternizing around town,” Gall said, nursing a pint of something strong. She looked ready to keel on the bar. Effects of being kept awake after a night shift. “I can’t hide you if you won’t let me.”

“It won’t happen again,” I said, rubbing my neck. As if I had control over Titania.

If I had to choose between following orders and leaping to her aid, I’d choose the latter every time.

“Now you see why bounties are so dangerous,” Esther said, eyes lingering on Titania’s still face. “There’s always someone eager to cash in.”

“This wasn’t some random punk after a quick buck. They were coordinated, covered their faces, and never used names. Not to mention their nasty surprise.”

“Which only proves my point. You’re in grave danger as long as we stay. The sooner we can leave the better.”

No argument from me. It’d been far too close. I didn’t leave until I’d seen it through to the end. In that, I wasn’t alone. We remained by Titania’s side, even as sleep tried to latch in its talons. Only Dessa surrendered to temptation but she didn’t doubt the end result.

The wait was excruciating. Time crawled at a speed slower than mankind had experienced before. Night became day before substantial progress revealed itself. As sunlight snuck in through the entranceway, Titania finally found the strength to sit up.

“Sweetie!” Esther cheered, hugging Titania.

“Tina!” Gall roared, smothering her niece from behind.

“Get offa me,” Titania mumbled, lacking her usual bite.

“I was so worried,” Esther said, nuzzling cheek to cheek. “Don’t scare me like that ever again.”

Titania couldn’t pluck up a complaint but her face did burn a rather adorable red.

“I’m glad you’re okay,” I chuckled.

She grumbled, eyes darting away. “You saved me. Again.”

“That’s what friends are for.”

“I don’t remember becoming your friend.”

“Poison-induced memory loss?”

“So funny I forgot to laugh.”

“A lover’s tiff already? My Tina’s really back to normal,” Gall cheered, ruffling Titania’s head between her prodigious breasts.

Titania could squeak and complain all she wanted, but she wasn’t escaping her doting bedside minders until they were ready to grant her freedom.

I watched with a warm smile. If I’d been too late, this scene would have been impossible. I savored our success. No matter how Titania acted, or what she claimed, she was someone I wanted to protect.


***


Titania’s recovery progressed smoothly throughout the day. On the eve of opening time, she was back to her energetic best.

“I’m good. You can stop sticking so close,” she mumbled.

“It’s okay. It’s no bother,” Esther replied, making herself at home in Titania’s personal space. She’d been an honorary resident since morning.

Titania tried to put some distance between them. Esther glided after without batting an eyelid. She’d have to do better than that.

“Maybe I shouldn’t open tonight,” Gall groaned, watching them play.

“What happened to keeping the rozzers off your tail?” I asked from my seat at the bar.

“But, my little Tina. What if she has a turn? How will Auntie kiss her better?”

“That might have the opposite effect.”

“Don’t be so sure,” Dessa giggled. Unlike the rest of us, there wasn’t a hint of exhaustion weighing down her eyes. “I find kissing to be a very effective cure for a whole list of ailments. Would you like to see for yourself, darling boy?” She wetted her tempting, pink lips.

“Erm,” I mumbled, glancing at our company. “Maybe another time.”

“How about a piece of Auntie?” the grinning Gall said, puckering her own ruby reds.

I gulped. That was a road I didn’t wanna go down.

Before I had a chance to answer, there was a knock at the door. Anxiety spread like a wildfire. I perched, ready to bolt.

Gall relieved all worries with a hasty answer. “Bloody Nora! What happened to your face?”

Sophie waltzed in. She’d seen better days. Her cheek was swollen, there was a cut on her lower lip, and the seeds of a black eye were sprouting.

“What happened?” I said.

“Do you all need to ask?” Sophie replied. “I’m gonna say. At least let me through the door.” She settled at the bar and got herself a glass of ale. “That’s the good stuff. Perfect tonic after a little roughhousing.”

“What sorta homes are you comparing to?” I asked.

“This ain’t much. I’m a tough girl. I’ve had worse. Not that I’m happy about it.” She took another swig and winced. “Being the saint I am, though I’d ask around. Find out who jumped you.”

“They did this?”

“Damn straight. You guys caught the attention of some nasty pieces of shit.”

“Who are they?” Esther asked.

“You cut right to the chase, don’t you?” Sophie pulled a card from her pocket. It carried a symbol reminiscent of a red eye. “Seen this before?”

There were a lot of blank faces.

“The Oath, right?” Gall said.

“She knows. The Oath. Lame name, dangerous group. Used to be bit-part players. Had a change in command and got real aggressive. Now they’re the biggest gang in the district. Got a finger in every shady industry going. Extortion, robbery, drugs; all traced back to them. Guards won’t do a thing and the other crews are running scared.”

“I’ve heard rumors. They’re being led by this monster of a guy. Huge. Biggest bloke anyone’s ever seen.”

“Human to boot. Full-blooded and all. Puts Jakey to shame.”

“There was nobody like that last night,” I said.

Titania confirmed the same on her end.

“And he didn’t slap me around in person,” Sophie said. “It’s them. This info is good. They ain’t hiding it. They’re looking for you two. Your bloody nose pissed them off. Now they want revenge and dosh.”

“Because we’ve got enough problems,” Esther said.

“We didn’t start it,” Titania huffed.

“I don’t care. You heard her. This Oath’s bad news. No more sneaking around. Do I make myself clear?”

Titania’s expression scrunched. “Yes, Boss…”

“Don’t think I’m forgetting you,” Esther said, stern gaze finding me.

“Got it,” I grumbled, rubbing my neck.

Letting a criminal gang do what they wanted didn’t sit right with me, especially after what they’d done to my friends. People who exploited those trapped by demons were no better than the monsters outside the walls. It would be best for everyone if The Oath ceased operations.

You know, this is why Esther treats you like a child.

My inner demon didn’t usually turn down a fight.

Who said I was? Scum like that deserves a snuffing.

Agreed, but I couldn’t do anything. I was a wanted man. I’d caused enough trouble.

Opening time rolled around not soon after. The other nuisance and I were stuffed back in our barrel.

Esther inquired into joining us. We rejected without hesitation. There was hardly room for two. The last thing we needed was a roommate. I was still sleeping on the floor.

After surrendering the majority of the previous night to worrying about Titania, I was ready to crash. I hadn’t had a proper night’s rest since becoming an outlaw. How I missed snuggling between my two gorgeous lovers.

“Hey,” Titania said.

“My thoughts were clean,” I blurted out.

“The fuck are you talking about?” Disdain was written all over her face.

“Nothing. Ignore that. I’m good. Did you need something?”

“I don’t need anything,” Titania grumbled, fidgeting. “But I guess you could be useful.” It was as if asking made her uncomfortable.

My cheeks gained color. Was she struggling with the same problem as me? Working together would be a lot more efficient than doing it solo. Nothing beat a woman’s touch. But I couldn’t believe Titania was willing to do something like that. Was she that desperate?

“Let’s spar,” she proclaimed, posing for combat.

I choked on air. My idiocy knew no bounds.

“Fuck you laughing at?!” Titania snapped.

“Nothing. My bad,” I insisted, attempting to wave away her concerns. “Surprised you asked, is all.”

“Don’t make it sound weird. I was paralleled last night.”

“Paralyzed.”

“Whatever. It was horrible. I was totally helpless. And it’s because I got sloppy.” Titania pointed at me. “You’re gonna help me train. Not that I’m picking you especially. You’re the only choice I’ve got.”

“You don’t need to justify it. I’m happy to help.” It was better than being pushed aside, even with the clear disclaimer. Training would benefit me as well. My regime had fallen by the wayside since reaching Graba&emdash;

Titania kicked my exposed ribs.

I grunted and lifted my guard. “What the hell?!”

“Training, duh.”

“You meant now?”

“That’s what I said.”

“No, it wasn’t.” Our snug cabin for one wasn’t the ideal venue for an aboveboard scrap. The wagon was cramped enough and it eclipsed our impromptu dojo.

“Stop being a baby,” Titania said, lunging at me.

I hopped back and struck the wall. Damn enclosed space. There was nowhere to go. I kept my arms up to block the worst of her hits.

Titania’s attacks were wild; not what you’d expect from a trained soldier. She abandoned the principles of a tank and went on a reckless offensive. Speed-wise she was a league slower than Esther but attacked with more urgency. Each strike was packed with power. Her kicks were like being clobbered by a baseball bat.

The compact fighting space nullified the speed discrepancy. There wasn’t room to outmaneuver.

“You’re getting your ass kicked,” Titania cheered, drilling a thudding right jab into my meat shield.

“This isn’t a fight.”

“Shut it, excuses-boy.”

She ain’t wrong. Sparring or not, she’s making you her bitch. Do you get off on being her punching bag?

I was no masochist. Circumstances trapped me. My back was to the wall, literally, unless I came out swinging.

What’s stopping you?

He knew full well. I didn’t like fighting women. Defending myself was one thing. Lunging at my friend, who had only just recovered from paralysis, was another.

My god, you’re being such a wuss. You happy getting your ass kicked?

Hell no.

Exactly. Stop treating her like some delicate little girl. It’s Titania. Fucking Titania. What’s fragile about her?

It was a fine point. Enter her in MMA and she’d clean up her weight class, regardless of gender. You needed serious fighting chops to corner me, practice or not.

Exactly. Stop being a wet blanket. She’s itching for a fight. Give her one.

“Is this all you’ve got?!” Titania scoffed, grinning from pointy ear to ear. “I never knew you were this weak.” Her red eyes were ablaze with passion. It was the same twinkle Blair had when she talked about machines. An enthusiast in her element.

It’s upsetting discovering you’re dumber than a voice in your head.

“Sorry to disappoint, but I’m only getting started,” I said, opening my guard.

Titania buried her arm deep into my trap.

I snapped shut, catching her wrist under my shoulder. A swift kick toppled her base, spinning her into my possession. My free arm slipped under her chin, locking her down.

She thrashed in my hold. Her strength was impressive, but it wasn’t enough to overpower my height, weight, and gender advantage. Forfeiting was her only option.

Once she stopped fighting, I let her go.

“Dammit,” she growled, rubbing her neck. “The fuck was that?”

“A little something I picked up back home.” You didn’t need to be a soldier to know some tricks. Bouncers had great tips for dealing with boisterous opponents.

“Not that. You toyed with me. Treated me like some fucking weakling.”

“I didn’t.”

“You did! Made me look a fucking fool.” She glared, teeth bared. “Am I too weak to take seriously? Gotta hold back to make it fun?”

“I wasn’t… that wasn’t it. Look.” I pointed at the bruises staining my arms. “Your blows were brutal. I couldn’t afford to let my guard down. If I wasn’t a half-breed, I’d be fucked.” Even without tapping into my demon side, its existence strengthened me. I was a lot tougher than the guy who’d been rescued from a fast food joint. The Jake from then couldn’t have coped with Titania’s onslaught.

Titania didn’t look satisfied with my response.

I sighed and rubbed my neck. “I didn’t mean to mess with you. Yes, I held back, but that’s because I’m an idiot. You deserve better.” I offered my hand. “If you want, we can go for another round. Or two. Or three. However many you want. This time, I’ll treat you proper.”

Titania stared at my hand like it was a foul beast trespassing on her land. “Think that makes everything okay?”

“Hate me if you want. I want to help. Simple as that.”

“Why? I don’t want it. Don’t you understand?”

“You asked me to spar,” I reminded her.

“That’s different. I don’t have a choice. It’s… why are you so damn pushy? Why’d you keep trying?”

“Because I know how hard it is to fight alone,” I said.

“You don’t know anything about me.”

“No, but I know what it was like for me.”

“You don’t know shit.”

“For once, I do.” I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. “When I lost my closest loved ones, I ended up in a dark place. I rejected anyone who tried to get close. As far as I was concerned, I didn’t need them. I was better off alone. I turned into a total troublemaker who fought everyone and anyone. In my mind, it made me strong. In reality, I was a weakling running from the truth.

“Eventually, I hit rock bottom. Just a kid and already behind bars.” I shook my head. It wasn’t a pleasant memory. “That’s when I lost the strength to fight. And thank god I did. The next time help came, I was too weak to turn it down. They helped me overcome what I couldn’t alone.” I looked at Titania. “I know you’re not me. Our situations are completely different. But I don’t want history to repeat itself. I don’t want you to push others away only to regret it later.”

I awaited Titania’s typical response. A snappy retort about being able to do it herself; the answer my preaching deserved. I was a bit embarrassed to have said so much. It’d flowed out before I’d noticed.

“When I first left Grabadon, I was all alone,” Titania mumbled, head drooping. “I’d never fought a demon before. I didn’t know they’d be so tough. Even rattledogs were too much. It’s a miracle I survived as long as I did. I ran, hid, and got lucky. None more so than when I met Esther. She appeared outta nowhere and saved my life. Since then, she’s been teaching me to fight demons.”

“Looks like she saved the both of us,” I laughed.

Titania nodded. “Without her help, I wouldn’t be here. I was at rock bottom and she saved me.” She glanced up at me. Her gaze was weaker than ever. “It’s not like I want to push others away. I have my reasons.”

“You were betrayed.”

She nodded, lips pursed. “It’s why I like that house. I used to live there, back when things were different. Before I knew how rotten people were. Things were so simple. I never worried about food or clothes. My days were spent playing hero, protecting Blair from bullies. Each night, I’d run home and tell mom all about it.” Titania growled under her breath, flashing her teeth. “If only I’d known. She fooled me good. I was totally hooked. Once stayed up all night making her a lucky bracelet. It was this dumb red thing that was supposed to keep her safe. Stupid kid crap. I wonder what happened to it?” The childlike glint vanished as quickly as it had appeared. “Oh, yeah. It’s her. Probably burned it. Bitch.”

“What happened to your home?” I asked.

“We moved. She got a promotion and that was the end of that. Took me from my friends and tried to make me a noble.”

“Oh,” I responded. Moments later, the penny dropped. “Wait, noble?”

“Yeah. We moved to the Noble District.”

I gawked at Titania. She, of all people, was a noble?!

“Don’t look at me like that!” Titania growled. “I didn’t ask to go there. I didn’t ask to live in that world. You think those rich snobs wanted anything to do with some poor girl? I was an outcast from the start. They treated me like trash; like I was vermin. And my mom didn’t give a shit. She abandoned me like the rest. Tossed me aside so she could play big shot.

“It took me years to get out of that fucking hellhole. I was so happy to escape those bastards. And then I got home and nothing changed. I was still trash. People I’d grown up with viewed me as backstabbing scum. Everyone called me a traitor, even though I didn’t do a thing.” Titania flashed a wry smile. “Blair, Gall, they’re the only ones who didn’t treat me that way. To everyone else, I was an enemy. Still am. I’m a treacherous bitch who ditched them for the good life.

“How can I trust others after that? They turned on me so easily. It wasn’t even my choice and they threw me aside.”

I squeezed my hands shut to suppress my trembles. “What the hell is that story? You didn’t do anything.”

“Doesn’t matter. I’m a noble-loving class traitor. Who cares that nobody hates that goblin bastard more than me?”

Another long preach didn’t materialize. I’d begged for a chance to help but proved worthless when the moment arose. I was an embarrassment.

Titania kicked my ribs.

“You fucker,” I snapped.

“What?” Titania said, hopping on the spot. “You offered.”

“A little warning would be nice.”

“Do demons give warnings?” She swung another kick. “And no holding back. After all that mopey shit, you owe me.”

“Fine. If that’s the way you want it.”

We went for another round. As promised, I gave as good as I got. Guilt struck on the initials blows, but Titania’s gleeful expression dampened any worries. This was what she craved. A sparring partner rather than some weak-willed punching bag.

Time flew by as we exchanged hits. I was dripping with sweat when we finally called it quits. Our private box had turned humid. It was surprisingly pleasant.

“That was my win,” Titania said, slumped with her back against the bed’s rim. Perspiration glistened her green skin.

“In what world?” I scoffed.

“All of them.”

“You should get your head checked out.”

“Fuck you,” she said, flopping her head back. “It’s been ages since I sparred. I forgot how fun it was.”

“I’m up for it anytime,” I said.

“Maybe. Maybe I can trust you after all,” Titania mumbled.

“What was that?”

“Nothing,” she snapped, sliding into bed. “I’m tired. Gonna rest. Don’t disturb me.”

I collapsed onto the floor with a grin. She’d told me such a sad tale yet I was wearing a smile. Was it because she’d told me, or was it the jubilant expression she wore thereafter? It didn’t matter. Titania was the cause. That much I knew.


Chapter 12


The next three days were devoid of drama. Titania and I were on our best behavior. We did chores during the daytime and returned to our bunker at night, where we trained and slept. There was no sneaking out to speak of. In return, everything went quiet on the pursuers’ front. We received no fresh news about The Oath or the Grabadon guards. It appeared the trail had gone cold. I began getting my hopes up.

How naive I was.

I awoke feeling fresh for the fourth time in a row. A good round of energetic sparring was the perfect remedy for insomnia. The solid ground stifled me no longer. I went from tossing and turning to sleeping like a log. All that remained was for somebody to let us out.

Nobody came.

“Hello?” I said, banging on the door. While I couldn’t be certain of the time, I knew something wasn’t right. They never took that long releasing us.

Still no answer.

“Hey, assholes!” Titania yelled, hammering away. “Let us outta here!”

Another dose of nothing. We didn’t accept that. Titania committed to beating the snot out of the door. I shouted until my voice turned hoarse.

Finally, after all that fuss, an answer. Bunny heaved the barrel open. “Like, hi?”

“What took so long?!” Titania snapped.

“Sorry! Like, it’s been a busy morning. You know, after the attack.”

“Attack?!” I croaked.

Bunny gasped. “Oops! I, like, wasn’t supposed to say nothing about that. Like, forget I said any&emdash;”

We barged past the hopeless scatterbrain and rushed upstairs. Shattered glass intermingled with wooden splinters, matting the room’s red fitted carpet. Dark drapes had been ripped from the walls, bringing the metal fittings along for the ride. Furniture had been cast throughout, half in no condition to be reused.

Some of Gall’s girls milled around, faces drained of color. Cuts and grazes littered their previously unblemished skin. Poor Candy had one nasty shiner. Bunny had gotten lucky.

“What happened here?!” Titania squawked.

Gall and Esther jumped, wide-eyed. Neither looked ecstatic about our sudden arrival.

“Nothing. Little bar fight,” a tired Gall said, sweeping up glass.

“Bullshit,” I said. “This place is wrecked.”

“You know how it is. One pint too many; someone starts mouthing off. Things got a bit out of hand.”

“A bit? This is a damn onslaught. Esther, what really happened?”

“Exactly what Auntie Gall said,” Esther bluntly responded. “We knew you’d overreact. That’s why we tried to hide it.”

“How? It’d take all day to clean this mess.”

“Were you gonna keep us in there?” Titania asked.

“I’m sorry, sweetie,” Esther said. “You must be starving. Jake, why don’t you cook up breakfast?”

“Can do. Come on,” I said, guiding Titania into the back. As soon as we got some privacy, I turned to her. “What’d you think?”

“They’re full of shit,” Titania huffed, folding her arms. “That wasn’t some bar fight.”

“Agreed. They’re hiding something.”

“But what? Why won’t they trust us?”

That was the question. I hunted for the answer, but it was hard to come by. Gall and Esther followed the script no matter how often we enquired. The workers weren’t much better. Most hesitated to speak at all, still shaken by the experience. I didn’t have the heart to push them. Those brave enough to respond toed the company line. Our one wildcard was Dessa. She knew and she didn’t hide that fact. However, she refused to play ball. Even when I tried utilizing my masculine charms, Dessa kept the secret to herself. She enjoyed playing with us too much to surrender the goods.

I ended the day as informed as I’d begun it. Everyone took the night off but Titania and I were still coaxed into our hiding spot. Because things weren’t suspicious enough.

Sleep decided it was done handing me easy nights. We’d skipped training and my mind was occupied with the commotion in the bar. What had happened and why would nobody tell us?

A metallic squeal broke me out of thought. The bed was empty.

“I can’t believe it,” I growled, rushing down the hatch. Titania was nearby, rushing off. “Hey!”

She froze and glanced at me. Her eyes darted away. “You…”

“Where are you going?” I quizzed. “You found something, didn’t you?”

Titania bit her lip. “I squoze it outta Bunny. It was the damn Oath. They attacked because of me. Big guy and all. I can’t let that slide.”

“You’re off for revenge?”

“Summat like that.”

“Alone? Unarmed?”

She turned her back to me. “It’s none of your business.”

“Idiot,” I snapped. “What happened to trust? I wanna take them down just as bad as you do. How dare you keep me outta this.”

Titania perked up. “You’re not gonna drag me back?”

“Hell no. They crossed the line. They gotta pay. Let’s take them down.”

Her face lit up. “I know where they are. Come on.”

We stuck to the underground, making full use of Titania’s exceptional navigational abilities. She took us across the city, where we finally ascended. Huge, near-identical warehouses towered over us. We were in the middle of a silent concrete maze.

Titania picked our target from amongst the twins. There were no Oath minions in sight but I trusted her call.

“How we gonna do this?” I asked as we perched outside a rundown metal shutter.

“Let’s bust in and kick some ass,” Titania responded.

“That was your plan? Alone? Unarmed?”

“Well… yeah.”

I sighed. And supposedly I was a knucklehead.

“Shut up,” she snapped. “Not like you can come up with better.”

She had me there. I had nothing. Tactics weren’t my forte. That was Esther’s wheelhouse. If she was with us, she’d have something smart to say.

“What are you doing here?” the woman herself gasped.

I jumped out of my skin. That wasn’t what I had in mind.

Esther had gotten the drop on us yet she looked as confounded as we were. She was dressed in her usual combat garb of black shorts and a matching vest. Her pistols were drawn, prepared to engage.

“I could ask you the same thing,” I responded.

“I’m not an outlaw.”

“But you are planning a solo assault on The Oath.”

Esther hesitated. “Let’s get you back.”

“Don’t change the subject. What are you thinking doing this alone?”

“Yeah! What about us?” Titania added, glossing over how she tried to ditch me.

“I’m doing this to protect you. You need to&emdash;” Esther’s ears twitched. Her head shot around.

It was too late. The Oath had secured our escape routes. Small teams blocked each end of the tight alley. The metal shutter whizzed open, inviting us into the dilapidated warehouse.

We knew it was a trap, but we still moseyed inside.

Oath thugs lined the area, showcasing their love of daggers. There were at least forty, including the bunch blocking our escape.

“You’re finally here,” a deep, gruff voice said. Its owner didn’t hide. He wasn’t a guy built for low profiles. Try the biggest son of a bitch I’d ever seen. He was an easy seven-foot tall with a stature to do it justice. There’s nothing intimidating about some beanstalk. A ripped bodybuilder who stands a few heads above his closest rivals? Now that’s a different story.

No doubt about it, he was the bloke from the rumors. The leader of The Oath.

He stood on a metal balcony, staring down at us with a look that could bring a grown man to his knees. Tattoos coiled around his tanned tree-trunk arms. His blond hair was shaved to within a whisker of vanishing altogether. An undersized tank top made his stellar physique appear even more Herculean; because that was necessary.

“We’ve been waiting. Here to hand yourselves over?” he said. “Or, did you and that beast come for revenge?”

“Like you don’t know, dipshit,” Titania said, showing him the finger.

“Be that way. Dead or alive, it’s all the same to us.” He made a throat-slitting gesture.

His subordinates encroached.

Esther was quick on the trigger, blasting at all comers.

The thugs took evasive maneuvers. Terix guns weren’t as brutal as their Earth counterparts. Didn’t mean anybody fancied getting shot.

Titania and I struck at those trapped in mid-escape. We were too seasoned to miss such golden openings.

They had the numbers and the weapons, but we were the superior combatants. Esther cruised around the battlefield like a goddess dancing amongst mortals. The Oath couldn’t touch her or deal with the mayhem she caused.

We were easier targets. A thug saw her chance and burst forward, tossing a throwing knife at Titania’s back.

I stepped in and blocked the blade with my forearm.

“Jake! The fuck?!” Titania snapped.

“Their poison doesn’t work on me,” I said, pulling the knife from my flesh. “For once, let me be the shield. Show these punks who they’re messing with.”

And show she did. Titania didn’t pull her punches. Her strikes were KO quality and delivered as such. Weapons aren’t necessary when your blows hit hard as a hammer.

The battle started advantage Oath. It ended in our one-sided triumph.

“This is the toughest gang in Grabadon?” Titania snorted. “Pathetic.”

“Don’t let your guard down,” Esther warned, reloading. “There’s one left.”

“The worst of the lot,” I said.

He’d finally descended from his position of power to walk amongst us. The giant of a man who seemed to clear half the room with a single stride. His presence was immense. It was no wonder others gangs cowered at his existence.

“Pathetic,” he said. “It took you that long to deal with them?”

“Like you could do any better,” Titania growled.

“I could have squashed those ants in a moment. They can’t compare to me. Neither can you. Give up if you value your lives. If you face me, I’ll kill you.”

I gritted my teeth but didn’t buckle. I’d killed an ogre with my bare hands. An ogre-lite was nothing compared to that.

“We’ll see about that,” I said, charging him down. If I couldn’t beat a human, I’d never be strong enough to end demonkind. It was time to put my practice to the test. I readied my fist and prepared to battle with the strongest human on Terix.

“S-stop!” he squealed, moments before I reached him.

I was so stunned, I did.

He cowered away, trembling. “I thought… you were supposed to run.” His gruff voice had turned into a pathetic whimper.

“What… what is this?” I said.

“Mistress said I didn’t need to fight. All I had to do was look scary. She promised it’d work; promised nobody would hurt me.” His menacing aura had vanished. Viewing him as intimidating was no longer possible. He’d metamorphosed into a seven-foot baby.

“Hey,” Titania said, grabbing his vest.

“Mercy, please!”

“Shut it! The fuck you chatting? Ain’t you the boss?”

He shook his head. “I just play the role. Mistress hired me to look tough. She’s the real boss.”

“Who is she?” Esther said.

“That would be me.” The newcomer strolled from the balcony above, dressed in the total black garb her gang adored.

I had no clue who the lass was. I’d never seen her before. What struck me was the stark contrast between her and her body double. She was a good-looking, dark-haired woman with average height, build, and general presence. Nothing about her appearance screamed gang leader.

“You disappoint me,” she said. “I know you’re a coward, but revealing our secrets? Shame.”

“But, Mistress… they were gonna&emdash;”

She shot him in the thigh.

I jumped. It was my first time seeing a firearm outside of Esther’s hands.

He screamed and collapsed, clutching his bleeding leg.

“Isn’t this tool marvelous?” she bragged, showing off the flintlock design. “I imported it from Tellbec.”

“Who are you?” I said.

“Zula,” Titania growled.

“Hello, Tina,” Zula chuckled. “How’s my favorite traitor?”

“You know each other?” I asked, staring at Titania.

Titania nodded, features scrunched. “Grew up together. She loved screwing with Blair.”

“It rattled you without fail. You were such a funny brat,” Zula laughed. “To think you’d become treacherous trash.”

“I never!”

“Oh, but you did. Stabbed us all in the back to cozy up with the nobles. Betrayed everyone who made you.”

“That’s bullshit. I didn’t have a choice!”

“Tell that to the people of Sterne.”

Titania shrunk back. “How… why do you know?”

“I have my sources. Is that what you call loyalty? As expected of mommy’s girl.”

A switch was flipped. Titania roared and charged.

Zula responded with a shot.

I tackled Titania to the floor. The slug drove into my shoulder. I bit down, hard, to stop myself from screaming. Weaker than an Earth firearm my arse. A bullet was a bullet.

Esther opened fire, driving Zula back.

I darted behind the nearest cover before I ended up like Swiss cheese, dragging Titania with me.

“Dammit! Lemme go,” Titania growled, trying to wrestle out of my hold. She went still when she noticed the blood rushing from my wound. “You…”

“I’ll heal. It’s fine,” I growled, gripping my shoulder. Molten red oozed between my fingers.

“It’s not! I caused this,” she said, squeezing her fists shut. “I’ll make that bitch pay.”

“Stop,” I said, grabbing her wrist. “It’s too dangerous.”

“Listen to him,” Esther said, ducking behind a nearby crate. “I’ll handle this. You two, get outta here.”

“Not happening.”

“Go! I’ve got this.” Esther poked her head out and fired.

“You’re never gonna hit me like that!” Zula laughed from across the room, returning fire.

Esther ducked as shots slammed into her cover.

“Lemme help,” I said. “If I use my powers&emdash;”

“Absolutely not,” Esther responded. “You both need to leave.”

“But, Boss,” Titania said.

“No buts. I don’t&emdash;” Something round and metal landed at our feet. Esther’s eyes bulged. “Move!”

I tried bolting away. A sharp jolt hampered my movements. Damn bullet.

The makeshift grenade exploded.

Roaring fire cooked my back. Shrapnel shredded my flesh. I bit back the searing agony as my ears rang at a volume that blotted out the world. And that was from avoiding a direct hit.

“You okay?” I coughed, checking between my arms.

Tears filled Titania’s red eyes. She had no injuries to speak of. I’d done my job as a shield. “Again, you…”

“I’ll heal,” I reminded her. Not that it didn’t hurt like shit. My head was buzzing and every movement was torture. “Esther, you okay?”

No reply.

I battled through the pain to check. She wasn’t there. The cover she’d been using had been ripped to shreds. My heart thumped.

Something clicked. Physically clicked. Hot metal pressed against my temple.

“Caught you,” Zula giggled. “I don’t know who you are, but you picked some bad allies.”

“Says the one who shot her friend.”

“He betrayed me. I don’t like traitors.”

“And I’m not a fan of criminal scum.”

“It’s called doing what’s needed to survive,” Zula said. “You and your ilk wouldn’t understand.”

“I know all too well. You’re just making excuses to justify your sins.”

“Cute. Real cute. You and that bitch belong together. Even in death.”

“Never. We’ll…” I closed my arms and discovered they were empty. Titania had vanished.

“You’re not getting a choice. Goodbye.”

Boom. Zula pulled the trigger. A bullet shot from the barrel. It fired into the air and shattered through a glass pane.

Titania had flanked around and tackled Zula.

“You bitch,” Titania roared, wrestling Zula to the ground. She pinned down her pistol wielding arm.

Zula struggled but couldn’t overpower Titania. She pulled a knife from her belt.

“Watch out!” I yelled.

Titania crushed her knee onto Zula’s wrist, disarming her. “It’s over.”

“No! Get offa me,” Zula snapped. “I won’t lose to you! You’re just a pampered noble bitch who never had to struggle.”

“Shut up,” Titania said, pushing her forearm against Zula’s throat. “You know nothing about me. I suffered too.”

“Like the people of Sterne?” Zula wheezed. “What now? Gonna kill me too? They weren’t enough?”

Titania gasped, wavering. Her confining hold slackened.

Zula pulled the pistol free and aimed at Titania’s head.

I tried to move, but the pain immobilized me.

Boom. Another shot. This one connected. The bullet pierced straight through its target.

Zula collapsed. Her blood spilled across the warehouse floor.

Esther lowered her steaming pistol. Crimson trickled down the side of her face. Compared to what she’d caused, it was nothing.

“You killed her,” Titania said. “You killed Zula.”

“It was you or her,” Esther responded.

“But I knew her. We grew up together.” Titania’s face turned white as she stared at the corpse beneath her.

“She doesn’t deserve your pity.”

Titania didn’t respond. Her gaze was locked.

Esther sighed and looked at me. “Jake. You okay, sweetie?”

“Yeah. Good,” I said. It was a total lie. I was in serious discomfort, but I’d live. I was too stunned to give anything but generic compliance. It was my first time seeing a person die. Enemy or not, there was something deeply uncomfortable about the experience. Rationally, I knew it was leagues better than if Esther hadn’t intervened. Such a shame that emotions don’t tap into that same logic.

“We should go,” Esther suggested. “All that noise was bound to attract someone.”

I was good to move, even if it did come with a groan.

Titania didn’t make any effort. She was frozen; paralyzed in a different way.

“Come on. Let’s go,” I said, offering Titania my hand.

“Kay,” she mumbled, letting me pull her up.

We hurried out of there before the guards came swarming. The Oath was done for. Esther had seen to that.


Chapter 13


We should have been exultant. We’d gotten revenge, wiped out a huge threat to our safety, and made Grabadon a smidgen more hospitable. Yet the atmosphere was somber. A dark cloud hung over Titania. Not that I could criticize. I wasn’t skipping.

Titania slipped to bed as soon as she got the chance. Nobody spoke up about her insubordination. Or mine.

My exhaustion had accumulated yet I wasn’t ready to sleep. A substantial amount of metal resided in my flesh. My demonic healing was incredible but it wasn’t perfect. It couldn’t mend wounds packed with shrapnel.

I couldn’t remove the shards myself. Assistance was required. Dessa, our team healer, was the obvious choice. However, Esther pulled rank. Her steady hands were well suited to the task.

Didn’t stop it from hurting to high heaven.

Getting the metal plucked out was as painful as having it drilled in. I bit down and did my best not to groan. My back had taken a beating from the grenade. That didn’t even account for the bullet buried in my shoulder.

It was a long task but Esther pulled it off.

Sleep was still a distance away. Dried blood stained my flesh. I hopped into a warm schedule-wrecking bath.

The near hot tub conditions were divine. It was like being embraced by a liquid blanket. Before I knew it, my eyes were closing and my body was sinking. I was being dragged in by the allure of sleep.

Squeaking hinges knocked some consciousness into me.

“Mind if I join you?” Esther asked, covering her front with a towel. The white rectangle hugged her shapely bosom and dipped to the top of her pale thighs. Far enough to hide everything yet not enough to stop the imagination surging.

“Be my guest,” I said. There was plenty room for two.

Esther dropped the towel, revealing her perfect, fit physique. There wasn’t an ounce of fat on her flat stomach. It had been hoarded by her large breasts and curvaceous hips. She submerged her long, toned legs in the toasty water, doing nothing to hide from me.

I’d seen her naked body countless times, but I continued to find myself captivated.

She noticed my eyes and smiled, giggling as her apple-shaped tush dunked into the bath. “Ah! So hot.”

“Tell me about it.”

Her dark brown locks cascaded freely down her pale shoulders, floating along the water’s surface. So much for cats not enjoying baths.

“Turn around,” she said, twirling a finger.

I flinched. “I’ll stop staring.”

Esther shook her head. “That’s not it. I wanna see your back.”

Who was I to deny her? I obeyed, showing off.

She brushed her fingers down my spine. “Amazing. All patched up. Not even a scar.”

Sparks tingled from the tips, into me. Esther had a magic touch. “It’s nothing. Dessa’s medicine does the same.”

“Her potions are incredible. As are you.”

“You’re the incredible one. If you hadn’t done something…” Unpleasant thoughts filled my head.

Esther slapped my back. “Stop mulling. We talked about this.”

“I know. It’s hard,” I grumbled, rubbing my neck. “Titania almost… and then you…”

She smacked me again. This time it was with the comfort of her soft chest. “It had to be done. I’m not like you, sweetie. I’ve fought, I’ve killed, and I’d do it again to keep you all safe. I don’t care if you grow to hate me&emdash;”

“That’ll never happen,” I declared, spinning around.

Esther squeaked and stumbled back, splashing into the water.

“Oh, shit. You okay?”

She bounced back to the surface and shook away the excess water. Her dark locks swung, showering me with droplets. “You arse,” she said, playfully jabbing my chest.

“It was an accident.”

“You wanted to get me wet. Admit it.”

“Not at all,” I said. A grin crept across my face. “Although, that does sound pretty good.”

She huffed, trying her best to pout. It would have been more effective if the corners of her lips weren’t curled up. “Then you shouldn’t have been a bad boy. No fun for you.”

“Come on. I’m not that bad.”

“Says the one who keeps sneaking out,” she sang.

“You did the same.”

“I’m not an outlaw.”

“Excuses, excuses. You were as bad as us,” I said. “Maybe I should punish you?”

“Really now?”

“Oh, yes. You know, the punishment for bad boys and bad girls is very different.”

“How so?” she asked.

“Well, bad boys don’t get anything.” I grabbed her submerged hips and dragged her close. “Bad girls get gobbled up until they’re screaming for mercy.”

Esther looked away, biting her bottom lip. “Exactly. Bad boys get none.”

“Bad boys also do what they want,” I said, shifting closer.

“Not happening. I’m punishing you,” she protested, face burning.

“I’ve been throbbing these past few days. How about you? Struggling much?”

Esther gulped. Before I arrived, she masturbated daily to tackle her sky-high libido. It was unlikely much had changed after nightly bouts of being spoiled rotten.

I snuck past her guard and stole a kiss.

She mumbled into the embrace but broke it swiftly. “No fair.”

“That’s me,” I said, going in for more. I peppered her lips with affection.

Her resistance swiftly crumbled. She stopped fighting and let me adore her softness.

Once I had my fill of Esther’s mouth, I worked down her chin and ventured along her neck. Her natural scent was so sweet. I drunk it in as I moved lower to the soft mounds hovering just above the waterline.

Esther squeaked. “You really need to stop.” Her hands didn’t move an inch. Her chest pushed forward.

“Really? You didn’t come here hoping for this?”

“I came to clean.”

“You sure? Not a little stress relief after a few days denied?” My mouth moved back up as my hand wandered down. I stroked her inner thigh, sliding to the enchanting honeypot nearby. My lips nipped the tip of a fluffy feline ear.

Her moans flowed out. She shimmied in the water, swinging hips becoming the jet the tub lacked.

“When did you last cum?” I whispered, blowing into her ear.

Esther bit down and mumbled under her breath.

“What was that? You need to speak up.” I said, nibbling some more.

“Days! Days ago,” she confessed. “With you…”

“Your fingers not enough anymore?”

“Don’t say that!”

“Which means it’s true.”

She looked away, complexion burning. Her bedroom poker face was as bad as ever.

“You could have said,” I whispered. “I’d have helped you anytime.”

“I couldn’t. I was punishing you. I still am.” Esther squeaked, eyes glancing away. “I’m supposed to be…”

“Sounds like you were punishing yourself.”

“You didn’t give me a choice! Getting yourself in trouble like that. Even after&emdash;”

I silenced her rant with a kiss, defusing the situation. And she told me not to mull. There was some serious merit to Terix’s focus on relaxing the worries away. Plus, it was a lot more fun than constantly brooding.

My fingers pressed against her slit, running up and down, giving her what she craved. The water couldn’t obscure the heat radiating from her person.

“Does that feel good?” I asked into her mouth.

“Yes,” she confessed in a rich feminine tone. It was the sort of voice that made a man’s mind race with scandalous fantasies.

I couldn’t blame her for falling out of love with masturbation. She’d ruined it for me. Once you’d tasted the very sweetest fruit, your hand was no longer up to snuff. It was a pretender trying to claim the throne occupied by a pair of goddesses. What used to satisfy paled in comparison.

My cock throbbed in the water. It’d only been a few days and it was acting like I hadn’t blown for a month. The girls had spoiled me. Being surrounded by man-hungry strippers hadn’t exactly helped matters.

Resistance rewarded me with the finest treat of all. Esther’s palm brushed my shaft.

I stiffened and clenched my teeth. Her hand felt infinitely better than my own. It was small and silky smooth, with thin delicate fingers. Contact alone was enough to eclipse anything I tried solo.

Precum drooled out. Hiding my lust was impossible. I was under her spell.

Esther was in the same position. Every moan was a declaration of need. She was in love with the way I touched her.

We were both pent-up and craved release. Taking turns to satisfy was madness. I didn’t want to keep her waiting and I knew she felt the same. We didn’t need to share a word. Our feelings were synced.

The water got in the way. We abandoned the bath for greener pastures. The floor wasn’t as comfortable as a bed but I couldn’t wait. I pulled her on top of me, thighs around my head. Her wet folds hovered mere inches from my face. They were captivating. From a distance, all you could appreciate was her flawless beauty. Up close you could feel the heat of her lust. An alluring scent surrounded me, encouraging my wanton desires.

My bulge throbbed right in front of Esther’s eyes.

“This position feels so naughty,” she said, words brushing my member.

“Perfect for us,” I said, kissing her inviting slit.

She squeaked, tensing up. The faster she panted the more she inadvertently teased my cock. How could anyone be so stimulating by accident?

“Don’t be shy,” I told her between kisses. “I’m not.”

That was enough to convince her. Esther secured my tip with her finger and ran her tongue up the shaft.

I leaked like a broken faucet. She knew how to press my buttons. I was in danger of becoming putty in her hands. My pride didn’t allow that, especially with her hypnotic pussy hovering above my mouth. A scent that could make a chaste man sin filled my nostrils. There was no way I was losing here. I filled her sweet folds with my tongue.

Esther squealed in gleeful appreciation.

Despite my gusto, eating her out wasn’t only for her pleasure. It was blissful. Everything about licking her dripping snatch entranced me. Tasting her nectar was addictive; I could get drunk off her need. It was a welcomed assault on all my senses.

I chose to believe Esther felt similar. At the very least, she was in rapture. Everything gave her away. Her moans, her wetness, especially the way her lower half spasmed.

She stopped licking, releasing her groans without a buffer, and took me in her mouth.

So hot, so wet, so wonderful. A man could fall in crazy love with her from this alone. My swelling member was ready to bow down and call her queen.

We were both lost in a world of hedonism. I’d missed her touch and her eagerness proved she’d missed mine. I wanted it to last forever but she was too good. Every brush of her lips made me groan. The tease of her tongue made me melt. Her moans, vibrating my length, pushed me to the limit.

“Esther,” I said, breaths stroking her vulnerable slit. “I’m gonna cum.”

“Me too.” She gasped, nursing the tip of my cock. “I wanna cum together; wanna cum with you.”

She should have learned how dangerous that phrase was. Perhaps she knew and was playing dumb? Possibly, she forgot in the heat of the moment. Didn’t matter. It was a tug on my chain.

I gripped her cute ass, dragged her slit to my mouth, and feasted on her wetness with enthusiasm fit for any occasion.

Esther cried but did not bottle. She countered with equal vigor. Our mouths worked, pushing to entice the other, encouraging them to surrender and release everything.

My pent-up lust couldn’t resist. She played me like an instrument and I rewarded her as expected. With a groan, I released. My hot cum shot out, filling her adoring mouth.

Cumming broke my guard; my concentration. As I succumbed, her orgasm struck and marked me. She always was a squirter, but you’d never hear me complaining. Perhaps some don’t like it messy. I loved seeing her cum, feeling her cum, making her cum. The harder, the more obvious, the more pride I felt. Being stained by her pheromone-laced scent was a badge of honor I wore proudly.

We got days’ worth of pent-up frustrations out of systems before collapsing. I got the floor. Esther got my body.

Still no objection.

Esther withdrew from my cock and gasped for air. “That was… why can’t you do what you’re told? I’ve missed this so much.”

“It’s only been a few days,” I reminded her.

“Feels like weeks.”

“Nobody forced you to stay away.”

“He did when he made himself a criminal.”

“Come on, that’s not right. Sure, I understand me being punished, but not you.” I kissed her exposed slit. “You deserve all the attention you can get.”

“Don’t try and butter me up,” she gasped, words quivering.

“Sounds like you’re enjoying it.” I sucked her clit. It was too close, too inviting, to resist.

Esther howled, arching her back. “You animal! You tease! I’m supposed to be mad at you, but you make it so hard.”

Agreed. That little nub was pretty stiff.

Her sensitivity was heightened after her orgasm. She quivered harder than usual. It was a shame I couldn’t see her face. It was sure to be a picture.

“Stop, stop,” Esther eventually begged.

Teasing was fun but I did what she asked.

Esther stumbled off me and flopped on the edge of the tub. She rested on her stomach and lifted her rear toward me. Her fingers spread her horny folds, exposing her hot pink insides. “Fuck me, right now, or I’ll punish you again,” she moaned, glancing back at me. Her complexion was bright red. Raw need burned in her brown eyes.

I grinned, growling under my breath. “I wouldn’t want that, would I? Wouldn’t want that at all.” I stroked my hands along her perfect hips. They were wide without further comparison needed but seemed more so thanks to her slender waist. My hands fitted snugly in place, holding her steady. Next came what she thirsted for. My shaft, stiff as a board, revitalized by her sex appeal.

It slipped in, as if we were made to be connected.

She howled, almost stumbling into the water. “Finally! You don’t know how much I missed this!”

“I have an idea,” I growled, kissing her back. She wasn’t alone. My dreams had been plagued without her. My mornings were filled with wood. A few days of denial was enough. I was too dependent on my harem. Finally free of the doghouse, I couldn’t hold back. I went fast from the start. There was no need to ease her into it. She was soaked.

Esther filled the room with her moans. Gall had soundproofed more than just the bedrooms. Echoes bounced, an audio playback of this moment.

“Harder,” she begged, hands gripping the tub’s rim for dear life.

I obliged, swinging my hips. My hard abs smacked against her gorgeous white ass, turning those round cheeks red.

“More,” she cried, pitch getting higher with each squeal.

She made me feel like a predator; like a caveman marking his property. I curled her tail around my fist.

Esther shrieked, head flinging back. It wasn’t anything to do with pain. That was the sound of a woman experiencing unadulterated pleasure; one having her weak spots exploited. “Gonna cum! Jake… Jake! You’re making me cum!”

Her insides were wild. Her warning wasn’t needed. I teased her tail and powered my hips to assist her in achieving what she needed.

With a cry, a squeeze, and a spasm, Esther gushed, spraying her liquid arousal.

“So good,” she chanted, drooling. Her eyes had a certain hazy quality to them, eyelids fluttering.

Gorgeous.

“We’re not done yet,” I whispered, wrapping my arms around her and standing straight. She was trapped against me. Her back was pinned to my coarse chest and my cock remained buried in her pussy. There was no way for her to escape and I took advantage by ravishing her body.

In that position, there was no hiding her face. It was a picture of inadvertent seduction. The glisten of saliva on her lips, the red burning her cheeks, and the wetness in the corner of her eyes. Those features could turn any man into a deviant. I was already a victim.

I stole a kiss and filled her with all my strength. My hips were a runaway train. There was no stopping until the engine blew.

On and on and on and on I went. Her body was too good. She was too good. I couldn’t have enough of her. I’d lost all control.

Esther’s moans filled my throat. She didn’t try to stop me, nor scold me. She accepted me with feverish need. Her body squeezed tight, amplifying everything I did to her.

It was irresistible. The inevitable was a matter of when, not if. I could feel it rising up. It was the end, and what a climax it would be. The only fitting conclusion to a bout of rough sweaty animalistic sex.

With one final jerk, I unloaded my cum deep inside of Esther.

She fluttered as I filled her up, packing my mouth with a song of familiar pleasure. What a greedy girl, finishing with me.

Her sudden burst made my orgasm last even longer, draining out more than I’d expected. With it went my energy. I fell back while clinging hold of her like a possessive boyfriend. Not that I viewed myself that way. Although, I didn’t want to let her go.

Neither of us made a move. We sprawled on the floor, wetness replaced with sweat. The air stank of sex, but we guzzled it down without a word of protest.

“We’re gonna need another bath,” Esther said.

“True,” I said. “My legs don’t seem to feel like moving.”

“Mine either,” she giggled.

It was amazing how a floor could feel better than a luxury mattress when you had somebody snuggled up against you.

Esther gave me a light tap. “And let this be a lesson. Behave yourself and I won’t need to withhold this again.”

“Mercy, please.”

“No way. I need you out of trouble.” She shimmied from back to belly, resting her soft breasts on my hard chest. “But I guess that’s kind of your charm. If you didn’t jump whenever you saw someone in need, you wouldn’t be you.”

“Exactly. It’s cruel to hold it against me.”

“Nice try,” she said, poking my nose. “Don’t think this means I’ll stop nagging. Someone needs to keep you alive.”

“I’m glad I have you,” I said, squeezing her tight ass and kissing her lips. My legs weren’t functioning, but my hands were still good to go.

Esther purred into the embrace.

Sleep, plus another bath, could wait a little longer. I’d missed spending quality time with my gorgeous girl. She knew just the trick to lift my spirits. And I knew how to make her moan my name.


Chapter 14


Waking up without a tower in your pants is wonderful. My sex drive had never been a problem on Earth. A result of my half-breed awakening, or caused by the beauties surrounding me? I had no clue. Maybe a combo? Either way, I was glad to be off the hook. To an extent.

The Oath was a thing of the past but our safety wasn’t assured. Titania and I remained under house arrest. Grabadon’s guards were still searching and there were plenty of other scoundrels interested in earning some dosh. We’d won a battle, not the war.

Titania’s mood remained on the low side. Having to partake in another bout of not-even-minimum wage labor didn’t do much to help.

On the contrary, work couldn’t do a thing to hamper my jolly mood. No amount of colleague incompetence and general mundane tedium could drag me down. My smile was there for the whole world to see… excluding those who wanted to arrest us.

“You look creepy,” Titania said.

“I feel great,” I responded.

“Go feel great somewhere else.”

“Don’t be grumpy,” I said, polishing a glass. “We kicked The Oath’s arse. Esther said we should be leaving soon. Today’s a good day.”

“If you say so. It’d be better if I didn’t need to do this shit,” she groaned, flopping across the bar.

“Quit bellyaching,” Gall said, cuffing Titania behind the ear. For a big girl, she sure seemed to pop out of nowhere.

“Dammit, old woman! Do it yourself.”

“I’m putting my ass on the line to hide you. This is the least you can do.”

“I didn’t ask you to.”

Gall pinched Titania’s cheek. “Stop being a brat and get to it. You don’t hear Jake complaining.”

“This is nothing,” I said, starting on the next glass.

“See? Now that’s a real man. Hot, strong, good work ethic. Probably great in the sack.”

“If he’s so perfect, why don’t you marry him?” Titania sneered.

“Not a bad idea, Tina,” Gall chuckled, eyeing me up. “Not a bad idea at all.”

A shiver ran down my spine. Okay, there was one thing that could dampen my spirits.

An insistent knocking rescued me from Gall’s man-hungry clutches.

“What is it now?” Gall groaned, heaving the door open. “What’s with all the yelling?”

“Please, help her!” the visitor begged.

I recognized that voice and rushed over. Diarmuid clung to Gall’s front. His face was red, breathing was shot, and hands were shaking.

“Calm down,” Gall ordered. “What’s going on?”

“They’re taking her,” he said.

“Who?”

“Blair! They’re taking her away!”

“What?!” I yelled. Blair’s situation had slipped my mind. I’d been distracted by Titania’s issues and our struggles with The Oath.

Titania barged past me. “What are you talking about?!”

“The guards. They have her. They’re taking her in.” Diarmuid clutched his head. Tears streamed down his worn features. “I don’t know what to do. I didn’t know who else to turn to.”

“No,” I whispered, feet frozen. Hadn’t Frederic stopped harassing her?

Titania snarled and bolted into the street.

“Tina!” Gall yelled. She growled and slapped my back. “Snap outta it. You need to go.”

“Huh?” I said, mind hazy.

“She’s about to do something stupid. Go help.”

I got the memo and sprinted after Titania. Even I, with my poor knowledge of Grabadon, could navigate to the garage. Not that there was anything to find. The lot was empty. There was no Titania, no guards, and no Blair. Down the road, in the distance, there was a wagon. It was the second I’d seen other than our own and it was heading for the Farming District. It couldn’t be a coincidence. I shoved through the main road lollygaggers and sprinted after the caravan. “Get out of the way!” There wasn’t time for courtesy. If the wagon passed through the inner gate, Blair was a lost cause.

The closer I got, the thinner the crowd became. They’d vacated to let the vehicle through and were slow to regroup. It gave me an unobscured view down the road. The trundling wagon approached its target. Guards protected its flank. They were colliding with a short green fireball.

“Let me through!” Titania roared, attacking with one-track determination. It wasn’t working. The guards had her. Five united to withstrain her squirming mass. She’d rushed to help without bringing her weapons, nerfing her combat abilities.

“Hands off!” I yelled, treating the guards like skittles.

As they fell, they spilled Titania. I grabbed her hand and pulled her along.

“What are you doing here?” she said.

“The same thing you are,” I replied, keeping my eyes fixed on the wagon. We were a good minute away on foot and it was arriving at the gate. Time was against us. I gritted down and ran with everything I had.

A second group of guards rushed out to cut us off, weapons in hand. “Don’t let them through!”

In my normal state, I couldn’t handle armed soldiers. Neither could Titania. There was only way through. And I’d been doing such a good job hiding it. No longer. Blair needed me.

Sorry, Esther.

I roared and summoned my half-breed power. Blue flames erupted out, flaring my eyes and engulfing my fists.

My opponents froze and stared. “It’s true. The rumors were true.”

They remained motionless as I descended upon them, bursting through their line with an explosive slam. That was a second defense bypassed. The path to the wagon was clear.

The gate churned into life, swinging open. It was in no rush, but it didn’t need to be.  Running wasn’t gonna get us there. I had to think of a plan.

I grabbed the chasing Titania and channeled my power. “Hold on.” When I released, we shot into the air. Rather than heading up, we propelled forward, flying toward the wagon. It was what I’d hoped for. The road, and the distance, passed in a blur. Against the odds, we were gonna make it.

More guards flooded from the opening gate. They formed up to protect the wagon, right around the spot we were projected to land.

“Do something,” Titania squealed.

I opened wide and sprayed my flame breath at the soldiers.

They jumped apart, avoiding the fire. It opened the route.

We skidded on solid ground but managed to keep our balance. The wagon was within touching distance. I reached out to realize our goal.

My hand fell short.

I screamed. Piercing agony shot through my leg and dragged me down to one knee. A spear was lodged deep in my calf.

Titania, still holding my hand, stumbled when my weight dropped. “Jake!”

“Go on without me,” I said. Who knew I’d ever utter such a cliché line?

She nodded and went alone. Titania was our last chance at saving Blair. She raced for the wagon but never made it that far. More guards slipped from the gate and cut her off.

I growled. How many were there? It was ridiculous.

The gate started closing at the same leisurely pace it’d opened. There was only one reason for it to shut.

“No,” I gasped. It was now or never. I tried to stand.

A sword sliced into my shoulder, ending my ascent.

“Let me through!” Titania screamed. She darted from side to side, looking for a way past the guards. There wasn’t any. Her foes wielded shields and an array of weapons designed to kill. She was unarmed; helpless against them. It was the underground caverns all over again.

I gut punched my attacker and dragged the sword from my flesh. Another tried to strike me, but my instincts warned and my body reacted. I elbowed her before rolling away. The spear in my leg painfully reminded me that it existed. I crushed it to pieces. Splinters dug into my flesh. They weren’t enough to stop me. I battled to my feet and charged at the line keeping Titania at bay. “Move!”

They met me with their shields. Each braced as one, bouncing me off. Together, they were an immovable object.

“Dammit! No!” I yelled, slamming with everything I had. The pieces crumbled but not fast enough. There were seconds left. I had to break through without delay or…

The gate slammed shut. That was it. Blair was on the other side, where we couldn’t reach her.

My heart sunk. That was the nail in the coffin. I’d failed. Blair was in Frederic’s mitts. That bastard finally had his prize. There was nothing I could do.

Something heavy clubbed me in the temple.

I collapsed, ears ringing. The left side of my face throbbed. I tried to rub it, but my arm didn’t answer. Everything was off. The world spun around me.

What are you doing?! Get up.

My inner demon barked, but I couldn’t respond. The blow had knocked me silly. It wasn’t the only thing. Blair was gone. She wasn’t someone special to me, an associate at most, but it tore me up inside. I had a gut feeling I knew why she’d been taken.

Ignore your gut. Listen to me. If you don’t move, we’re fucked.

The guards were on me. They pinned me down, restraining my movements more than a possible concussion ever could.

“Someone get that collar on him,” one of the guards said, or at least that’s what I heard. Things still had a way to go before they came back into focus.

Seriously, hurry it up. Do something. Where’re the manual controls?

There was no finding those, imaginary menace of mine. This was all on me. Yet another fuck up. I’d failed to rescue Blair and dropped myself in the shit. A decade later and I was still letting everyone down.

“Let me go!” somebody yelled.

“Restrain her!”

“Jake! Get up!”

Her voice cut through my clouded mind. Funny, it sounded like Titania. My eyes, no longer showing quadruple, showed me a manhandled woman who was the spitting image of her.

My cobwebs cleared. Two and two came together. What had I been doing? Blair was gone yet there was still somebody who needed my help. It was too early to surrender.

A guard approached, carrying a collar. I sprayed her with my dragon breath.

My captors recoiled. I burst into life, throwing them off. I wasn’t so easy to restrain when my spirit was burning.

This is more like it! Don’t scare me like that.

Noted. Still, I was less bothered about my inner demon and more about the petite orc in trouble. I charged the guards and kicked the bastard restraining her.

“About time,” Titania said.

“Sorry for the wait,” I replied.

“You better be. Look at this shit.” All the guards we’d bypassed had caught up and joined in the fun. We were surrounded by a layered ring. Not that being outnumbered was anything new.

“Who cares about the odds?” I said, infusing myself with demonic strength. “Ten, twenty, a hundred, a thousand. I ain’t dying here.”

“Good. Neither am I.”

My words were filled with idiotic determination, but I knew full well that a fight did us no good. We had nothing to gain and everything to lose. The best thing we could do was break out as quick as possible.

I knocked through the first guard with a thumping punch, but his allies dropped in to cover his spot. They didn’t let me make it to the second line.

The circle closed from behind, aiming for Titania. She could fight, but the fact she was unarmed didn’t change. Her opponents were armed knights. They were a different threat to the untrained scrubs in The Oath. Not that Titania seemed to notice. She valiantly battled anybody stupid enough to try their luck.

I concentrated on powering through the dense formation. Another punch shifted them around but created nothing. And that was the way things continued. Every weak spot I created, they patched. They were like a hydra. For every guard I knocked down, three more took their place.

Despite their huge numerical advantage, they hesitated to counter. I was an unknown quantity. Only an idiot wouldn’t treat me with caution. Their attack was focused on Titania.

That would only protect me for so long.

My frustrations grew as their numbers never seemed to change. That was the power of Grabadon’s guards. When fused into a well-oiled machine they were a difficult nut to crack. Piercing through was a bust. Our only other option was over. It was a risk. My demon jump had a slight charge. They’d strike before I could pull it off.

“Let us through,” I roared, shooting my flames.

They closed up their shields and took the hit. The rear guards emerged, aiming around the inferno.

I snapped shut and roundhouse kicked. All I hit was air.

It’d happened. The assessment period was over. They’d graded my threat level and decided to ramp up the aggression. Titania got the same treatment. She’d covered my arse better than she had any right to but she couldn’t handle a barrage.

My straightforward attack became a desperate defense. I batted razor-sharp metal away with my burning fists. After all that training, I was being overwhelmed by people. So much for me being some great fighter. I couldn’t protect Blair or Titania. Demons were out of my league.

Gunfire rained from above. The guards shifted their shields to block the assault.

Grabadon’s soldiers didn’t use firearms. As far as I knew, there was only one shooter left in the city. She’d arrived in the nick of time.

“Titania,” I said, grabbing her. Esther’s distraction was enough. I demon jumped, throwing Titania and I into the air. We soared high enough to spot our familiar catgirl savior.

“Go!” she ordered, covering for us.

That was the plan.

We landed on solid ground, rather than a luxury rooftop, outside the guard’s restrictive circle.

“Don’t let them escape!” one of them yelled, starting the chase.

“This way!” Titania said, dragging me into the closest alley.

The guards weren’t far behind. Esther’s support continued, but it wasn’t enough to stop our pursuers. They held their shields over their heads and ran after us.

A wall of ice sprouted from the ground, doing what bullets could not. It covered the street’s entrance a moment before the guards entered.

My jaw dropped. No fucking way.

“You’re welcome, darlings,” Dessa giggled, leaning against a wall with the casual aura of someone who hadn’t just impeded every guard in the Common District. “Did you really think we’d let you fight alone?”

I grinned, dragging Dessa along for the ride. That ice wouldn’t hold them forever. It was in our best interest to vanish before that happened.

We rushed into Grabadon’s labyrinthine slums so we could fight again another day.


Chapter 15


Adrenaline pumped through my veins. Escaping from a close call felt insanely good. As did getting one over on those who wanted our heads.

When I returned to the club, I realized my mistake. We hadn’t won a damn thing.

Diarmuid’s hopeful expression shattered upon discovering the result of our foray. We’d failed him and Blair.

To me, Blair was a sweet girl I’d known for a very short while. To Diarmuid, she was his precious daughter. To Titania, she was a cherished best friend. My regret couldn’t compare to their devastation.

“Why?” Titania growled. “How the fuck did this happen?” She grabbed Diarmuid’s collar and yanked him off his stool. “What did you do, geezer?!”

“Calm down,” I said, pulling Titania back.

“Dammit, lemme go!” she barked, throwing her weight from side to side. “Answer me! Why?!”

“Have some damn tact.”

“How can I?! Blair is…” Overwhelmed anger turned to sorrow. Tears rolled down her green cheeks.

I hesitated, weakening my grip.

“She’s right to be mad, laddie,” Diarmuid said. He’d slumped to the floor and hadn’t made an effort to get up. “I should’ve stopped them. What sorta father lets them take his little girl?”

“Nothing you could have done,” Gall said, dragging Diarmuid to his feet. “Don’t blame yourself.”

“How can I not?”

“You know how this bleeding city works. They’re nobles. We’re nobodies. We live according to their whims.”

“That’s no excuse,” Diarmuid said, thumping the bar. “She’s my baby. Protecting her’s my job. And I failed.”

“No, it’s my job,” Titania sniffled. “I couldn’t do a thing. All my big talk and I didn’t do shit.”

“Neither of you are at fault,” I said. “It was me. I got her into this mess. They came because I punched Frederic, didn’t they?”

Diarmuid looked away. “Aye, lad. He stopped coming after you clocked him. Scared him shitless, I reckon. Thought we were in the clear, I did. Then his dogs came. Said we were culpable for what happened. Dropped me a fine I never could have paid. They’d have taken everything and more. That’s when Blair stepped in. Offered herself as payment. They accepted without hesitation. The bastard’s plan all along.” Diarmuid dropped his head into his hands. “I begged her not to do it, but she wouldn’t listen. Went with a smile on her face.”

My heart tightened. I knew it. I hadn’t helped a damn thing. I’d put a bow around Blair and delivered her to Frederic on a silver platter. It was as Sophie warned. The nobles always got what they wanted. All I’d done was speed up the process.

“Don’t blame yourself, lad,” Diarmuid mumbled. “This was decided long before you got here. You didn’t change a damn thing.”

His lies didn’t cheer me up.

Once Esther returned from her covering duties, she tried her best to lift the mood. It was an utter failure. Kind words weren’t enough to dispel our misery. Nor would they bring Blair back.

A demanding knock interrupted our grieving.

“Hide,” Gall ordered. She didn’t even check to see who it was.

Five of us sardined into the underfloor hiding spot. Titania and I were the only ones with bounties but we took no chances. I wasn’t the only one with a bad feeling.

Gall answered the door. “Maggie.” This time, even she couldn’t hide her contempt.

I tensed, muffling a growl. Of all the times for Magnesia to show herself. After what her guards had done.

Titania’s breathing turned erratic. If I was mad, she was incensed. A show of apocalyptic rage would have been understandable.

“Calm down,” Esther whispered.

The orc’s anger cooled to a manageable level of wrath but we were still in a precarious position.

“Hello, Gallia,” Magnesia responded. “You don’t sound pleased to see me.”

“Must be your imagination. I’m always happy to see my adorable little sister. Finally here for that drink?”

“This isn’t a social visit. I come with a message for my traitorous daughter and her male accomplice.”

“What am I, the postie?”

Magnesia scoffed. “Say what you will. I have a feeling it’ll reach them.”

“I keep telling you, but if you wanna waste your time, go ahead. You know how much I love gossip.”

“Then I’m sure you’ll love this. His Majesty is offering my child a trade. The arachni girl for the young man.”

A collective gasp echoed around our compact chamber.

“Is this a joke?” Gall said, speaking for us all.

“Do I look like a clown?” Magnesia said. “His Majesty has made his stance clear. He will allow the arachni girl to return to her home in exchange for the male.”

I tensed up. If Magnesia was telling the truth it was my chance to undo my mistake and save Blair.

“That how you catch crooks these days?” Gall quizzed.

“This is a unique and very generous offer. He hardly need fear. His Majesty has taken a great interest in him and is prepared to guarantee his life. And I know how precious that arachni child is to mine.”

“I’m surprised you know that.”

There was a slight pause before Magnesia continued. “I’ll wait outside for twenty minutes. If the male emerges before then we’ll make the trade and all other crimes will be pardoned.”

“You’re wasting your time.”

“Perhaps. We’ll see. Twenty minutes. That’s all I’ll give.” The door creaked but didn’t quite shut. Magnesia lingered. “I advise you take this chance if you want to save your precious friend. Lord Frederic is hosting a banquet tonight to celebrate his newest acquisition. You know what comes after that and I believe you’d rather avoid it. Unless, of course, you feel like betraying someone else close to you.”

The door slammed shut, plunging the club into silence. Even though the coast was clear, none of us said a thing until Gall freed us from the darkness.

“How soundproof was that floor again?” Gall said, wearing a wry smile.

“Was she serious?” I said, jumping out of the pit. “Me for Blair?”

“Don’t even think about it,” Esther warned, following me.

“But it’s perfect.”

“Sacrificing yourself?”

“I’m not gonna die,” I said.

“Neither’s Blair. We still wanna bring her home. What good’s saving her if we lose you?”

“It’s my fault she’s there,” I reminded Esther. “It’s my responsibility to get her back.”

“By trading yourself?!”

“If that’s what I need to do.”

“You… how can you say that?” Esther grasped my arms, pinning me in place. Her emotional, brown eyes smothered me. “What about us? Do we mean nothing? Were all those promises meaningless?”

I bit my lip and shied away from her gaze. “Of course not. But I gotta make this right. I can’t let Blair suffer because of my mistakes.”

“No. I won’t let you!”

“I’m also against it,” Dessa said. “You’re my darling boy. I have no desire to hand you to some wretched rabble-rousers.”

“Same,” Gall said, raising a hand. “I don’t trust them for one sec. This whole thing is madness.”

“You all crazy?” Titania gasped. “He’s begging to do it. I say we let him.”

“You can’t be serious,” Esther said.

“Why not? You heard her. They’ll give us Blair. We can save her.”

“And lose Jake.”

Titania grumbled. “He’s a big boy. He can make his own decisions.”

“As can Blair.”

“She didn’t have a choice!”

“And Jake does? This is exactly the same!”

“Esther, it’s okay. Really,” I said, placing a hand on her shoulder. “I don’t mind. It’s what needs to be done.”

She batted my hand away. “I mind. We mind. We don’t want to lose you. Why won’t you understand?” Her tears bubbled out, streaming down her face.

I couldn’t look. My conviction was crumbling. Of course, I understood. At the same time, I had to do it. I couldn’t let anyone else suffer because of my ineptitude.

“Don’t act like you’re the majority,” Titania said. “It’s three against three.”

“Nay, lass. It ain’t,” Diarmuid said, voice drained of its strength. He hadn’t even lifted himself out of the pit.

“The fuck are you talking about? Yes, it is.”

Diarmuid shook his head. “Nay. I can’t agree to this.”

“Are you crazy?! Blair. They’ll give us Blair.”

“I know!” he yelled. “I know, but… I can’t make him do it.” Diarmuid’s masculine voice cracked. “If he went out there and brought her home, I wouldn’t complain. I’d be the happiest darn dwarf in the world. But I can’t beg him to go. The lad’s got nothing to make right. This ain’t his fault. It’s mine.”

“We went over this,” I said.

“Aye, and you plumb ignored me. You may have given that bastard a nudge but you didn’t change how things were gonna end. This was always gonna happen. I knew it from the start yet I didn’t do a thing. Buried my head in the furnace and hoped things would work out.” Diarmuid sighed and slumped his head back. “To tell you the truth, I was ecstatic when you decked him. Thought you’d ended all my troubles.”

“You should have known better,” Gall said.

Diarmuid nodded. “It’s because I was running when I should’ve been doing my job. I’m her father. Protecting her’s on me. And what did I do? Not a thing. We could have fled or hid. Instead, nothing. All I did was pass the buck. Even when they snatched her, I ran straight here. It’s pathetic. I’m pathetic. I failed Blair. Me alone. Now Jake’s gonna take the fall? I can’t stoop so low, not even for my little girl. She’d never forgive me. Would fight to have it reversed, I reckon.” He winced, gripping his heart. “I want her back more than anything but this isn’t right. Blair wouldn’t accept this. Nor can I.”

“You… I can’t fucking believe you,” Titania growled. “You’re gonna abandon Blair?!”

“Of course not!” Diarmuid struggled to his feet and stared back. Moments earlier, he’d seemed defeated. The embers of determination lit up his old eyes. “I’ll never give up on my baby. Even if it takes the rest of my days, I’ll find a way to bring her home. The right way. One that doesn’t subject others to this pain.”

“Forget right. Don’t you know what’s happening tonight?!”

“Aye,” he muttered. “If only there was another way. I know she’d never accept this but I don’t want her to experience that. My sweet baby girl doesn’t deserve that fate.”

I was stunned. If anybody wasn’t they had a heart of stone. It made me twice as desperate to reunite the pair yet paralyzed to act.

Titania tried to say something, but she tripped over every word.

Esther wrapped an arm around Titania. “We all want Blair back. Me included. But not at this price. None of us want to lose Jake. Even you.”

“Of course I don’t,” Titania grumbled. “But, Blair. She doesn’t deserve this. I wanna bring her home. I wanna say sorry for being a crummy friend. I wanna see her again.”

That looped arm became a full embrace. “I know, sweetie.”

Titania crumbled, taking my final ally. There was nothing more I could say. I’d been outvoted. I wasn’t even sure if I’d picked the right side to start with. If anything, there was no right answer. Whatever we decided, it was our loss. The house always wins.

With a decision reached, the conversation dried up. A consensus didn’t equal happiness. Misery lingered as we ran down the clock.

“It’s been twenty minutes,” Esther announced.

“Is this really okay?” I asked.

She nodded. Nobody disagreed. Pain showed on their faces but they held their tongues. Their strength was commendable.

If only I’d had it a decade earlier.

Bang. The club’s main entrance exploded open. Guards rushed inside.

A metal screen dropped from the ceiling, closing off the entranceway and blocking the intruders.

“Cellar, now!” Gall barked.

Our core foursome rushed into the basement.

“What’s going on?” I said. Everything had happened too fast.

“A raid,” Esther responded. “They aren’t taking no for an answer.”

Dessa opened the secret room. It wasn’t so we could hide. At last, a reason to use the escape hatch that wouldn’t earn us a bollocking.

I guided Titania and Dessa into the sewers. Esther was next, but she didn’t arrive. She lurked outside the room.

“Go,” Esther said. “I’ll hold them off. We’ll regroup at Sophie’s.” She closed me inside.

I growled. And who’d made a big deal about me sacrificing myself?

“There they are!” echoed from the open shaft.

There wasn’t time to sulk. I rushed into the sewer. Days earlier, it’d been crawling with demons. They’d been replaced by guards.

Titania shielded Dessa from the oncoming soldiers. She wasn’t equipped for an ambush.

“Hey, assholes,” I yelled. “Your fight’s with me.” I emphasized my point with an instigating punch.

That got their attention.

The warriors put up their shields and blocked the passage. There wasn’t room to navigate around them. The tunnel was too thin, rendering my demon jump useless. I had to go through.

If they believed that handed them the advantage, they were fools.

I tapped into my demonic strength and surged forward, smashing into the wall of metal.

The front guards slammed back into their allies, sending them all off balance.

That was where they’d fucked up. In theory, the sewers were a great ambush spot. Caught me off guard, for sure. However, closed spaces neutralized their numerical edge. They lost the ability to flank or setup the impenetrable defensive line they used on the main road. Their formation was closer to a stack of human dominoes.

I overwhelmed the queue with an onslaught of charged-up punches, toppling the armed playthings. It was revenge for what’d happened earlier.

“Not so tough anymore, are you?” I said to the KO’d goons.

“Is now really the time for egotism, darling?” Dessa said, showcasing her usual enthusiasm for sewer scouring. “Guards aren’t supposed to wander these parts. This level of commitment is unprecedented. We should get as far from here as we can.”

“True,” I growled. Esther and the others were still up there but it was us they were looking for. Or, to be more precise, me. “We’re heading to Sophie’s. Titania, can you get us there?”

No response. Titania was busy looking off into the distance.

“Earth to Titania,” I said, shaking her shoulder.

She jumped, swinging her red gaze to me. “Jake… I need your help. Let’s get Blair back.”

“What?”

“They’re playing dirty, so we should too. Diarmuid was right. The fuck we giving up for? She’s still in the city. We can still reach her.”

“Can we? The nobles have her.”

“And? We gonna let a few gates stop us? No way. I won’t accept that. I’m gonna get Blair back. I’m gonna save her before it’s too late.” She spun around and stared down the dark tunnel. “Everyone calls me a traitor, but she never did. Blair was always on my side. I can’t abandon her when she needs me the most. I have to do this. Even if it’s dangerous, even if it’s impossible, I’ve gotta try. But I don’t know if I can do it alone. I’m not strong enough.” Titania turned back. Tears flooded her red eyes. “Please, Jake. I need you. I can’t do this without you. Or Boss. Or Dessa. Please, help me save Blair. I’m begging you.”

I sighed, stepping in to ruffle her blonde hair. “Tears, seriously? That’s so unfair. You know I’m weak against crying girls.”

“You’ll help?” Titania sniffled.

“Of course. Was it ever in doubt?” I mopped a thumb along her cheek. “Dry away those tears. We’ll get Blair back. I promise.”

Titania pounced, hugging me. “Thank you, Jake! Thank you.”

“Whoa. Calm it,” I said while wearing the goofiest smile imaginable.

“My, oh my,” Dessa giggled. “I didn’t know you were capable of such underhanded seduction, my little green friend.”

Titania’s cheeks boiled red. She pushed away from me. “Shut up.”

“How cruel. Did I mishear my name in your call to assistance?”

She puffed out her glowing cheeks. “Please, Dessa.”

“Was that supposed to convince me? You know I dislike confrontation. I require a little extra persuasion than our easily-swayed companion.”

“Hey!” I protested.

“Like?” Tina queried.

“A kiss,” Dessa responded

“What?!”

“A big one. Ten seconds, minimum. Full tongue. Lots of saliva. And I get to squeeze your delectable posterior the entire time.”

Titania huffed, after a few seconds of squirming contemplation. “Fine! If that’s what it takes.”

Dessa snorted. “You silly girl. I was only joking. Of course I’ll help.”

“You bitch,” Titania growled, transferring to a cross-armed grumble. “Thanks.”

“Anything for my precious green pal.”

“Only Esther remains,” I said. “That’s not gonna be easy.”

“I don’t care. I’ll make her say yes. We can’t do this without Boss,” Titania responded.

Splashing echoed down the tunnels.

“We’ll handle that later. Get us to Sophie’s, quick.”

Titania led the way. The melancholy was gone from her expression. Burning red hope filled her determined eyes.

She wasn’t the only one who’d experienced a change in spirits. I didn’t know how difficult it was going to be and I didn’t care. I chose to believe. We would save Blair. For once, the nobles wouldn’t win.


Chapter 16


“Absolutely not,” Esther said.

What a shocking response.

We’d all gathered at Sophie’s hideout. My group arrived first with the others not far behind. They’d somehow escaped the raid with minimal injuries. Gall’s right arm had been broken but everyone else was unscathed. She’d taken one for the team. More proof that the old girl couldn’t be underestimated.

Before we had a chance to celebrate our narrow getaway, Titania dropped her bombshell.

“But, Boss,” Titania whined. “We need you.”

“You need your heads examined,” Esther countered. “It’s too dangerous.”

I shrugged. “Can’t be worse than the usual.”

“They’re completely different. You should know this. You too,” Esther said, switching targets.

Dessa giggled. “What can I say? I’ll go along with any crazy scheme.”

“Not on my watch. This is suicide; idiocy of the highest order.”

“Please, Boss,” Titania begged, tugging Esther’s black vest. “The party’s gonna end soon. We can’t do this without you.”

“You’re not doing it at all. I’m not letting you dig your own graves. Someone, please back me up.”

There were only seven of us inside the ill-lit basement. We’d had Sophie’s smugglers escort Gall’s shaken girls elsewhere, leaving behind a choice few. Our hunter foursome, the two oldies, and the master of the secret domain.

“You mad, lassie?” Diarmuid said. “I’m with Tina.”

“Have you listened to a thing I’ve said?” Esther groaned.

“Aye. Tina too. I like what she’s selling.”

“It’s madness. Pure lunacy. The trade made more sense than this.”

“Maybe in your eyes. Socking it to those pricks and getting my baby back? That makes sense to me.” Diarmuid pumped his fist. “I’m with you, Tina.”

“See, Boss? You should join too,” Titania said.

Esther grumbled and looked to her next ally. “Gall, please. Talk some sense into your niece.”

The old aunt rubbed her chin. “It’s dangerous. No doubt about it.”

“Thank you!”

“But I ain’t gonna stop her.”

“What?!” the wide-eyed Esther gasped, in contrast to our cheers. “You’re siding with their stupidity?”

“Sorry. Can’t help it. Seeing my little Tina so sad is heartbreaking.”

“She’s gonna get herself killed!”

“Maybe. Maybe not. If I was the overprotective type, I’d never let her run around hunting demons. My Tina’s a tough little cookie. I believe in her.”

“You really mean that?” Titania said.

“Of course I do,” Gall snorted. “You’re my precious little niece.”

“Which is why you should stop this,” Esther said. “Am I the only one here with a lick of common sense?”

“Seems like it,” I regretfully informed her. “We wanna save Blair. It’s as simple as that.”

“So do I but this is too risky. Fighting demons is one thing. Opposing an entire city? It’s too much.”

“Not when it comes to my baby it ain’t,” Diarmuid said.

Esther went to say something, but the words never came. She sighed and slumped onto one of the crates which doubled as chairs. “You’re all crazy. You won’t listen to reason.”

“Are you really surprised?” I said. “You’d come for us. I know you would.”

“I certainly would,” Gall said. “If Tina was in Blair’s shoes, I’d tear those nobles a new one.”

“You’d have to beat Esther to it,” Dessa giggled. “She’d be up there as we speak, flipping all over; blasting up the place.”

“She almost did it to The Oath,” I reminded everyone.

“Okay! I get the picture,” Esther snapped, puffing her cheeks like a sulking brat. It was kinda cute.

Titania scooped up Esther’s hands. “Boss, please. Blair’s my best friend. I can’t just abandon her.”

“Sweetie,” Esther mumbled. “Even if I agree, it doesn’t matter. It can’t be done.”

“Says who?” I said. “We’re already aiming for the impossible. Why not start now? Saving one girl’s gotta be easier than wiping out demonkind.”

“Being able to kill demons won’t get us through two walls. The Noble District’s the best defended location in all of Grabadon. Perhaps Terix. Am I wrong, Titania?”

Titania shook her sinking head. “It’s pretty hard to get in. And there’s a ton of guards.”

“Exactly. This isn’t New Hoffen. They aren’t gonna invite us in. We’d need to do what nobody else has achieved and all we’ve got is a few hours. It can’t be done.”

I grimaced. Cold hard logic. The mortal enemy of the muscle-head.

The plan’s other biggest backers suffered the same dejection. It’d sounded so promising but we’d never gotten past blind hope.

“So, you’d back the plan if you could get inside?” Gall said, remaining cool.

“I’m not saying that,” Esther replied. “But I’m certainly not agreeing to the impossible.”

“Such a shame, because I know a way in.”

There was a slight pause as we soaked in that information. “What?!” four of us answered in unison.

Gall smirked. “Surprised? Don’t be. Nowhere’s impenetrable. Even that toffee-nosed sanctuary. Ain’t that right, Soph?”

Sophie had done nothing but watch, with her arms folded tight, since the subject was raised. She answered with a nod.

“Seriously? No fooling,” Titania said.

“If you’re joking, spinster, I’ll never forgive you,” Diarmuid warned.

“Cool it, coffin dodger,” Gall said. “I’m the best-connected woman in the whole district. I know what I’m talking about.”

“You’re amazing, Gall,” I said.

“I know. Hurry and fall for me already.”

“Wait. Time out,” Esther said. “Why does nobody else know about this? Surely, somebody should have used it.”

“It’s not that it’s unknown, but nobody would consider it a way in. Well, outside of a bunch of talented idiots.” Gall grinned. “You’re one of the few who could pull this off, Esther. With your help, Tina can get her friend back.”

Esther’s well-crafted defense had been shot to pieces. She hesitated, mouth hanging open.

“How’s about that, Tina?” Gall said. “Ain’t your old aunt the best?”

Titania should have been jumping for joy. Instead, she looked bemused. “Why are you doing all this for me?”

“You take a bump to the noodle?” Gall asked, knocking her own temple.

“I’m serious. Why are you going so far to help me?”

Gall exploded with laughter. She pulled her niece into a headlock. “We’re family. Of course I’m gonna help. Honestly, I’m still on the fence about joining the raid. Talk about a lousy time to break an arm.”

“Old woman…”

“This is really it,” Diarmuid said, shaking. “My baby. We can get her back before that damn slob dirties her.”

I patted Esther’s shoulder. “Come on. We need you. Will you help us?”

She hummed, lips pursed.

“Boss, please,” Titania said. “You’re the bestest fighter there is. With you, there’s no way we can fail.”

Esther sighed. “If I refuse will you go ahead with it anyway?”

Titania nodded. “Duh.”

“How could we not?” I added.

Esther groaned, pinching her nose. “You’re so unfair. Do I even have a choice? Somebody has to keep you safe.”

“Thank you!” Titania squeaked, pouncing Esther.

Esther caught the energetic orc and cracked a small smile. Against the plan or not, how could she resist a gleeful Titania?

With that, the final hurdle had been overcome. We’d gotten everyone on board.

“Are you all absolutely insane?” Sophie said, cutting through our frivolities. “I was sure you’d handle this, Esther. And you, Gall. I’m disappointed in you.”

“Anything to help my Tina,” Gall responded.

“You got a clue what you’re chatting? This ain’t some inconsequential raid. It’s an attack on the nobles; a rebellion. You’re waging war on Grabadon’s rulers.”

“It can’t be helped,” I said. “Blair needs our help.”

“So? How does that affect me? I hardly know the girl. Don’t think we’ve ever spoken. Pretty sure we’ve never met.”

“What are you saying?” Diarmuid snapped. “She’s my daughter.”

“And? Since when are we friends?”

“What’s wrong with you?” Titania growled.

“Nothing. I’m completely sane. You’re the weird ones. All this because of one girl. Her life isn’t even in danger. She has to satisfy the urges of some creepy guy. So what? She has all the security and food she’ll ever need. If you ask me, she lucked out.”

Titania and Diarmuid both lunged toward Sophie.

I restrained the dwarf while Esther held back our teammate.

“You bitch!” Titania snapped.

“What’d I say wrong? I’ve wallowed in filth for years to survive. I’d trade it all for a swank manor and some nice clothes. Nobody’s coming saving me. Rather, you’re trying to sign me up for some suicide mission. In your wildest dreams.”

“We helped you,” I reminded Sophie.

“And? You did your job. Congrats. I paid you. I’ve even repaid some non-existent favor. If anything, you guys owe me.” Sophie hopped to her feet. “Get outta my damn base and stop this madness, before it’s too late.”

“And go where?” Gall asked.

“Anywhere that’s not here. I don’t care.”

“Aren’t we friends?”

“Sorry, Gall. I’m a born survivor. I’ve spent my life under the radar and ain’t jeopardizing that for anyone.”

“How can you be so cold?” I said. Releasing Diarmuid grew more tempting.

Sophie snorted. “That what you call it? I’d say I’m the only one here who ain’t a selfish idiot. None of you care about dragging me into this mess. And you don’t give a shit about the chaos you’re about to trigger. You even given a lick of thought into how the nobles might respond?”

I had not. The pained expressions around me suggested some wiser people had.

“Anybody think they’re the type to let a revolt slide?” Sophie continued. “It’s easy for you four. You ain’t sticking around. Soon as you get the chance, you’re cutting town. I can’t do that. If I push the wrong buttons, they’ll never let me rest. Same for you, Gall. Think you’re getting that club back?”

Gall’s irritable expression said it all.

“What about you, dwarf? Say bye to your garage and goodnight to your life.”

“Think I don’t know that?” Diarmuid growled, flexing in my grip. “I’m no fool. It’s a small price to pay for my baby’s freedom. I’ve lived a long life and lost many dear to me. My parents died before my eyes. The love of my life perished in my arms. My old heart withered for a century before Blair fell into my life. For the last few years, she’s been my world. It’s time I repay her. I’m not letting you stop me!”

“Dooming the entire district is fine with you? You know they’ll come. They’ll punish us all because of you and your freaky little child.”

“Shut the fuck up!” Titania snapped.

Sophie clicked her tongue. “I haven’t said a thing wrong. You’re the bad guys here. We’re struggling to survive as is. What gives you the right to rock the damn boat?”

We were firmly against Sophie’s viewpoint yet there was a collective hesitation to answer.

“Maybe the boat’s due a rocking?” I suggested. “Why settle for struggling when you can fight for something more?”

“You… out of everything I said that’s what you take away? I’m starting to feel sorry for Esther,” Sophie sighed. “I’ve told you before. Need a reminder? This time, drill it into your thick skull.” She tapped her head. “The nobles always win. We can’t beat them. Nobody can.”

“We’ll never know until we try.”

“Stop being a moron. They’ve got an entire army. You’re just a man.”

“No, I’m not,” I said.

“Oh, sorry. You’re a male demon hunter. So impressive. Am I supposed to bow to the might of your dong?”

I clenched my fists. Sophie had it all wrong but she couldn’t know that. Gall and Diarmuid were in the same position. I’d thanked them for their faith with lies. That couldn’t go on.

“I’ve got something to show you all,” I announced.

“Jake,” Esther said.

“It’s time. We’re asking a lot of everyone. I have to come clean.”

She sighed and reluctantly agreed.

I released Diarmuid and summoned my demon spirit. Blue fire engulfed my fists and burst from my glowing eyes.

Those not privy to my nature stumbled back, staring.

“What the fuck is that?!” Sophie said, tumbling onto her ass.

“I’m not a human. Not quite. I’m a half-breed.”

Sophie went to speak but stopped herself multiple times. “A half-breed? No, that’s a lie. They’re a myth.”

“Nay,” Diarmuid said, shaking his head. “When I was a wee boy, we all knew of those born of demon. I thought they were all gone.”

“They were. Until now.” I showed them my burning hands. There was no trick. Blue flames sprouted from my flesh and burned without a trace of smoke. “I’m the real deal. I slay demons with my fists. I breathe fire. I can jump higher than this building.”

Sophie shook her head. “Earlier, a fire-breathing demon attacked the guards. That’s what they say.”

“Almost.” I pointed at myself. “Fire-breathing half-breed.”

“This is madness,” Sophie said, scrambling to the wall. “I’ve gotta be dreaming. This can’t be real.”

“It’s totally real,” Titania said. “He’s a crazy demon ass-kicker who’s gonna help me get Blair.”

“What’d you say, Sophie?” I asked. “Believe now?”

“Don’t… I’m not involved in this! Shove your rescue and your demons. This has nothing to do with me. I want you all out of my club!” Sophie stumbled to her feet and bolted out of the dull basement.

I powered down with a big sigh. I’d been warned that not everyone would accept me. Didn’t stop it from stinging. I turned to Diarmuid and Gall. “Anyone else gonna run?”

“Nay, lad,” Diarmuid responded. “The real monsters have my baby. You’re a good man.”

“What he said,” Gall sniggered. “Don’t mistake me for some lily-livered damsel.”

I smiled. “Guys…”

“It ain’t a big deal. I like my men hot. Simple as.”

“Don’t we all,” Dessa purred, hugging my arm.

And that grin grew twice as wide. That was more like it.

“You know, I thought it was weird that the guards got so aggressive,” Gall said. “Guess this explains everything.”

My smile was fun while it had lasted. I glanced at Esther.

“I told you to keep it a secret,” Esther sighed. “As if being an outlaw wasn’t troublesome enough.”

“My bad,” I said, rubbing my neck. “Guess there’s no harm in adding noble-attacking jailbreaker to my resume.”

“Now that’s hot,” Gall laughed. “It’s not gonna be easy. You might be some mythical demon man but you’re still going against an entire kingdom.”

“I know, but I’m not doing this alone.”

“Yeah,” Titania said. “This ain’t The Jake Show. I’m the one saving Blair.” She hummed, eyes rolling in thought. “We. We’re the ones saving Blair.”

“Damn right.”

The night had just begun. We had until it was over to pluck an innocent Blair from Frederic’s hands. It was time to crash a party we hadn’t been invited to.


Chapter 17


My feet squelched in the shallow river of muck lining the brickwork riverbed.

I couldn’t escape the damn sewers. No matter what I did I somehow ended up roaming around the slimy tunnels.

There was a good reason for returning to the maze of filth. It was our ticket into the Farming District. We four hunters navigated through the empty sewers, devoid of both rats and guards once more, until we discovered a rope of light trickling from the ceiling.

“This is the place,” Esther confirmed.

It was a vertical brick shaft with slick moss-covered walls. The open roof was obscured with the exception of a small opening just big enough for a person to slither through. Not that it was used for such. It was a fifteen-foot trip with no footholds in sight. Rogue workers used the well to drop supplies to groups like Sophie’s. They were the reason anybody in the Common District could eat for a reasonable price.

Climbing the wet perpendicular pit was impossible. Not an issue for me. I demon jumped to the top and pulled myself out using one of the hefty roots that masked the passage’s existence.

I gawked as I got my first sight of the moonlight-painted district. It was alive without any sign of the taint which stained the outside world. Lush grass scrunched under my feet. Large healthy trees stood tall and proud, including the oak which hid our infiltration point. Row after row of pristine crop braced against the coming winter. It was a scene fit for the utopia I’d envisioned rather than the dystopia I’d found.

“It’s beautiful,” I said. It was unlike anything else I’d seen on Terix. New Hoffen had a farm but it was little more than a few frail weeds. This was a fantastic wonderland brimming with color.

People starving was a travesty yet understandable in a place where people struggled to survive. This was different. There was more than enough to go around. Nobody needed to go hungry yet they did.

I gritted my teeth. Those greedy noble bastards.

“Jake,” Esther’s hushed voice echoed from below. “Hurry it up.”

It was my bad. I did my job and fed a rope down to the others.

Esther and Titania scaled post-haste. Dessa had to be pulled up.

Convincing Gall and Diarmuid to stay behind had definitely been the right move, if not a difficult one.

So far so good but there was more to do. Guard patrols wandered the land in stark contrast to the generally disregarded Common District. We had to use the large crop walls to navigate around without being spotted. Esther was particularly talented at it. Her enhanced senses turned the darkness into a joke. We knew the guards were heading our way before they did.

Following Esther’s lead, we arrived safely at our target. A steady waterfall of filth trickled down from above.

Yep. Another damn sewer.

It was as Gall had told us. The nobles were so secure in their personal paradise that they didn’t see a problem with having drains pumping muck out of their sanctuary. Perhaps for good reason. You still had to scale upward of fifteen feet and get through the bars to break in. Only a special few could manage such a difficult infiltration. Say a group of demon hunters.

Under the cover of darkness, I jumped up and treated the metal grating like wet paper. After helping the others up, I took my first step where common folk weren’t permitted to tread. So much for impossible.

For a tunnel that funneled shit, it was remarkably clean. Nothing was crumbling and there weren’t any rats. It didn’t even smell that bad, for a sewer. You could tell it’d seen more care than the Common District had in years. Maybe since its inception.

We explored the underground maze until we found the exit we were looking for. It was the closest to Frederic’s home.

I gasped as I got my first taste of the sacred land. After the stark contrast between the previous two districts, I’d expected something big. It still blew away my expectations. Say goodbye to worn roads, reduced to dirt. The floor was maintained cobblestone as far as the eye could see. There were no cramped huts or crumbling structures. Every house was a mansion, gated off from the others. There was enough room in the surrounding gardens to home an entire block. Instead, it was being used for a nice lawn. What a waste. The theme of the area. Down below most were packed in like sardines. Up here they treated space as an infinite commodity.

“This is… it’s like another world,” I said.

“As gross as ever,” Titania snarled.

Objectively, the place was gorgeous. Hollywood worthy. The architecture was on a different level to anything I’d seen before, Terix or otherwise.

In context, it was disgusting.

Space not being used to home the rich was used to entertain. An expansive park gobbled up a portion of the district, filled with greenery those suffering would never see in their lives. A large theatre drew the eye, because those poor nobles needed something to spice up their pampered lives. Same went for the obscene monuments littered around. Something pretty to look at while they turned a blind eye to those less fortunate.

Revolting. Every ostentatious structure made me nauseous. There were slums a stone’s throw away and they chose to live like this.

The most vulgar building of them all dominated the entire district, towering over everything else. Slap bang in the district’s center was the royal castle. Walt himself could have designed the place because it wasn’t shy about what it was.

With a leader living like that it was no wonder the rest of the nobles were so self-centered.

I squeezed my trembling hands shut. The viewing I’d wanted upon first arriving in Grabadon hadn’t lived up to that ignorant fantasy. “We need to find Blair.”

“This way,” Esther said.

As promised, there were more guards than we little people were used to. They were more frequent than they’d been on the farm, where they actually had something worth defending. Luckily, they didn’t give us too much bother. They weren’t taking their rounds too seriously. That’s what happens when you spend years ‘defending’ an impenetrable fortress.

After a few roads of navigation, we found Frederic’s manor. Couldn’t exactly miss it. His mansion was as shy and unassuming as he was. It was all lit up, showing off its gaudy design. The largest guard force I’d ever seen surrounded the outer wall. Buckingham Palace had a weaker presence.

“This is ridiculous,” I said, watching from the nearby shrubbery.

“I knew there’d be a lot of guards but not this many,” Esther said.

“Greedy bastard,” Titania snarled. “If he thinks this’ll stop us, he’s wrong.”

Esther grabbed Titania’s arm. “If we cause a commotion here, Blair will be gone by the time we’re inside.”

“But… dammit.”

“Maybe there’s a weak spot?” I said. Video games always have convenient locations with no guards and plenty of construction equipment to climb up. Every digital building is defeated by scaffolding. That’s how gaming worlds work.

Reality is much crueler.

“Nothing,” I groaned. We’d scouted the full perimeter. Frederic hadn’t skimped on the security. There were at least a hundred guards protecting his manor. Every blind spot was accounted for.

“Dammit,” Titania said, pounding the floor. “This isn’t happening. We’re not failing here.”

The longer we wasted admiring Frederic’s thoroughness the closer he came to consummating his new relationship. We couldn’t let that happen. Blair didn’t deserve to go through that. Nobody did.

“Sounds like you need a distraction,” Dessa said.

“Where are we supposed to get one of those?” I said.

She tutted. “Darling, you’re such a simple-minded fool. The answer is right in front of you.” Dessa pulled a pink vial from her bosom and splashed herself in a sweet-smelling liquid. Once her sewer scent was masked under a bouquet of flowers, she sauntered toward the manor.

“Dessa,” I said, trying to drag her back into the hiding spot.

“Hush, darling,” she said with a wink. “Stay quiet and watch the master at work.”

It wasn’t easy, not when she was heading straight for the guards. I tapped my foot on the ground, ready to pounce.

Esther patted my shoulder. “Let her go. I don’t know what she’s plotting but she’s no idiot.”

“True.” Crazy? Maybe. Selfish? Often. Stupid? No. Dessa wasn’t the kind to leap into danger.

“Who goes there?!” a startled guard yelled.

I tensed but Dessa didn’t lose her stride. She skipped into the defensive line and threw herself into the shouter’s arms. “I’m so scared!”

All the nearby guards took notice. As usual, Dessa was hard to ignore.

“W-what seems to be the problem, miss?” the lucky soldier said.

“Like, I got separated from my master. We were, like, gonna come to this party, but then he, like, vanished. Then I was, like, all alone in the dark. It was so scary!”

The guards, who had looked so committed during our observation, gravitated to the sobbing Dessa.

“It’s going to be okay. We’ve got you.”

“You’re safe with us.”

“R-really?” Dessa sniffled. “That makes me so happy. I’m, like, so super lucky to find such strong, brave soldiers.”

“That’s us alright. We won’t let anything happen to you.”

“Really?!” Dessa left her original target and latched onto the next. “Thank you so much!”

“No p-problem, miss. Happy to help.”

“Me too,” another said.

“I’ll do anything I can,” another interjected.

All the guards in range drifted toward Dessa. Gender didn’t matter. They were all caught in her web. Dessa’s feminine charms were too strong to resist.

Can’t blame them. If someone as hot as Dessa gave you that sob story you’d follow her anywhere.

True enough. Do this same scenario back at Pauly’s and I’d be under her spell. Most men would. On Terix, that went for the women as well.

Dessa’s insane sex appeal entranced all the guards. The half-dressed elven beauty swayed her gigantic breasts and rubbed them against her prey. Every move was carefully calculated yet impossible to resist. Twenty guards were wrapped around her little finger.

What a frightening woman.

“Like, will anyone help me find my master?” Dessa purred. “I don’t wanna go alone. You all make me feel so safe.”

“I’ll go.”

“Me too.”

“We’ll protect you, miss. We’ll protect you from anything.”

“So reassuring,” the Pied Piper of the lustful said, leading her suckers away from the wall. Rather than creating a small window, Dessa opened a gaping hole in Frederic’s defenses.

“The fuck did I just see?” Titania said.

“A femme fatale in the flesh,” I snickered.

“Let’s hurry before someone realizes,” Esther added, making her move.

Getting over the wall was a non-issue thanks to Dessa. There weren’t any guards in the garden. They’d put all their efforts in stopping anyone getting that far. Wouldn’t want the staff getting in the way of the party.

We made another jump to the roof, where we could get a better view of proceedings. Glass panels revealed all. The garish manor was packed. The district had come out in force to show off their fancy clothes and have their fill of hors d'oeuvres. Tables lined each side of the room, overflowing with a bounty of food. Yet another indication of where all the farm produce was ending up.

I ground my teeth as I watched them mingle. It wasn’t the kind of party I was used to. Getting hammered, dancing like a moron, and bailing when the host’s parents return early. Now that was a party. This was a gathering of filth.

“Don’t they know how many are struggling done below?” I asked.

“They don’t give a shit. Simple as,” Titania responded.

“Save the morality talk for later. Look for Blair.” Saying that, it was Esther who located her first. “There.”

Even with Esther pointing her out I struggled to spot Blair. I’d been looking for a cute tomboy. Stupid on my part. Frederic had no interest in showing off an overall-wearing engineer girl. He’d transformed her into his own dress-up doll.

Blair was outfitted like every woman at the party and obviously not of her own choosing. She wore an elegant pink gown that pushed up her shockingly large chest and left her lilac shoulders bare. Her hair was pulled aside into an indigo ponytail that cascaded down her front. She’d been robbed of her fringe when she needed it the most.

Frederic was by her side, keeping tabs on her. If he hadn’t been there, I might have missed her altogether. His choice in attire was as loud as always. He sure loved the color red. It’s supposed to make you look more powerful. Made him look like a big sparkly tomato.

They weren’t a couple who would ever look right together.

Even from a distance, you could tell how uncomfortable Blair was. Her movements were as rigid as could be. They didn’t stop Frederic from pushing her around, showing her off like a new toy. The guests treated her the same way. They inspected her. None of them considered her a living being. She was a commoner who had been allowed access to this world as Frederic’s concubine. Her opinions didn’t matter; her rights didn’t exist. She was an object tasked with following orders and making her master happy. If she failed to do so she would be punished. Even if she listened and obeyed nothing pleasant was coming her way.

“Look how they’re treating her,” Titania snarled. Was that the way they’d looked at her?

“Keep your head,” Esther warned. “We get one shot at this. Don’t waste time. Grab her and get out. Understand?”

“Loud and clear,” I said. She didn’t need to tell me twice. Blair had already spent too long in the world of nobles.

“On my signal,” Esther said, drawing her pistols.

This was it. Party time was over.

Esther sniped every lighting crystal in view, plunging the gathering into darkness. Moonlight alone wasn’t enough to illuminate the vast hall. The visitors fell into panic. Little did they know it was just beginning.

Titania and I crashed through the glass ceiling, making an entrance to remember. My demon eye penetrated the black, locating our target through the hysteria. As soon as we landed, I made a beeline for her.

Frederic didn’t know what was happening. He was too busy trying to maintain order, and his reputation, to run. By the time he noticed us emerging from the crowd, it was too late to escape.

Giving him a smack would have been unbelievably satisfying but he wasn’t worth my time. We had more important business with the woman by his side. I reached out my hand. “Blair!”

Her confused expression lit up. “Jake?!” She extended one of her many hands.

Spikes sunk into my forearm, around the full circumference. They dragged me away from Blair before I knew what was happening.

I stumbled, biting down a grunt. The pain was a hassle but it was the surprise that got me more than anything. I tried pulling away. The weapon wasn’t letting go.

“Honestly, did you think we’d make it that easy?” The spoiler stood on a table, presenting herself for the world to see.

I growled. That tight leather attire. A whip covered in spikes. The sort of mask associated with plague doctors. “You.”

“Good to meet you again,” she said, waving. “I’ve been waiting for you to show up. I’ve been under this table for hours. Such a pain. Worth it.”

That bitch who tried to destroy New Hoffen hadn’t crossed my mind. She’d told us herself she was a servant of Grabadon, but I hadn’t expected to meet again like this. I’d hoped to never see her again. Instead, her whip was puncturing my forearm.

“Jake!” Blair screamed. Frederic was using the chance to escape and he wasn’t leaving his hard-earned toy behind.

I darted after Blair. An immobilizing jolt stopped me. My muscles spasmed as if they were trying to escape my flesh. I couldn’t control them. It was agonizing.

“How’d you like that?!” the masked woman cackled. “I got this upgrade just for you.”

Answering was impossible. My jaw was locked and my mind was stunned. Staying conscious took willpower.

Titania stabbed at the woman, forcing her to release me. She could no longer be disregarded with her shield and spear back in hand.

I dropped to my knees and wheezed for breath. My heart hammered faster than ever. Electrocution was no joke. I felt a tad of mercy for all the demons who’d been hunted by Titania.

“Forget about me! Get Blair!” I ordered.

“Right,” Titania said. She bulldozed through the masses, putting herself on Frederic’s tail. “Hand her over!”

“Let me go!” Blair yelled, doing her utmost to wiggle free.

The cowardly noble had to be shitting himself but he kept a stranglehold of Blair and ran away.

When it came to speed and intensity, Titania was the obvious winner. She wasn’t gonna let that rich prick slip between her fingers.

She didn’t. It was she who was driven back.

The manor doors shot open and in charged the guards. They met Titania with a collective thrust of shields, knocking her toward me.

“Titania!” Blair screamed, trapped on the other side.

“Dammit! Let me through!” Titania roared. She jumped to her feet and tried to force her way through.

It didn’t work. They cut off every maneuver and blocked every spear strike. Her opponents didn’t wear the same colored attire as Titania and the guards who defended the perimeter. Instead of white, they were kitted in black. The masked woman wore that same color, as did her allies that day.

“You took your time,” the masked woman said.

“Apologies, Shadow,” a familiar voice replied. “However, no harm done.”

The line spread to let the orc through. She was around my height and had an impressive physical build. Her leotard was red, breaking up the sea of black, with golden gauntlets and boots.

It had to mean something. I was pretty sure I knew what. Captain of the Guard.

We’d never met but her face was familiar. She looked similar to the woman by my side, plus a couple of decades. It confirmed what I already knew. She was Magnesia, Titania’s mother.

It was their first meeting in a long time and neither looked happy. Magnesia’s expression was ice cold. Titania was stunned. “What are you doing here?”

“By orders of King Ramses the Fourth, I hereby place you both under arrest,” Magnesia responded in a monotone fashion.

Guards had snuck in behind us, cutting off all obvious exits. They’d prepared for this.

“No,” Titania said, shaking her head. She released a snarl. “You bitch! I should have known.”

“I advise you to come willingly. Attempts to resist will be met with force.”

“Fuck you!” Titania said, flipping her mom the bird. “I’m done listening to you.”

“So be it.”

A coordinated swoosh of weapons being drawn surrounded us. Shit was about to go down.

“Come here,” I said, grabbing Titania. Our best option was a hasty retreat. I powered up and launched into the air.

Something sharp wrapped around my ankle. “No, you don’t.” Shadow dragged me back, slamming me into the floor.

I swallowed a miserable grunt. The tiles splintered under my weight. It wasn’t too high on the pain front but it scored off the chart for inconvenience.

Shadow withdrew her whip before Titania smashed it in two. “Sorry, guys. Afraid you can’t leave yet. I’m not done with you. I’ve been waiting for a chance to kill you both,” she cackled.

“No,” Magnesia said. “His Majesty wants them alive.”

“That’s no fun. Do you know much they embarrassed me?” She released an emphasized sigh and shrugged. “Can I at least hurt them?”

“As long as you keep them alive.”

“Are you serious?” I growled, struggling back to my feet. “You’re talking about your own daughter.”

“I see two criminals. Nothing more.” Her eyes made it clear she wasn’t joking.

How could I respond to that? Her utter lack of heart was breathtaking.

“Don’t bother,” Titania said, posed for a scrap. “That bitch only cares for the king.”

“Something a traitor could never understand,” Magnesia coolly responded.

“Fuck you!”

Shadow snapped her whip. “Enough chitter-chatter. Hurry and resist so I can hurt you some more.”

They had us outnumbered but were waiting for us. It was obvious why. They were so confident of victory that they didn’t need to take any risks. Other than the temperamental Shadow, the guards were happy to wait.

Esther hadn’t gotten involved since the initial infiltration. Her whereabouts were unknown. The same went for Dessa, not that I wanted her with us. The further away she was the better. Esther too. All that remained was adding Titania to that list. Blair would have to wait. Our safety came first.

“They’re asking for it,” I whispered to Titania. “Let’s give it to them.”

“Agreed,” she mumbled.

We bolted, thinking alike. Our best chance of escaping involved taking down Shadow.

She squealed and backed away. Two guards rushed over to cut us off.

I slammed through my aggressor with raw, overwhelming power. Titania also managed to show what she could do when the odds were even. They hardly slowed us down. Shadow was in trouble. Not so cocky when she didn’t have the initiative.

Titania lunged at the backpedaling woman, spear at the ready.

Balls of light shot across the room toward her.

I caught Titania and leaped away. We crashed over the table, toppling it behind us. The light slammed over our heads, exploding against the wall.

“What the hell was that?” I said.

“Fucking magic,” Titania growled. “Mages.”

Made sense. Dessa was a special one but she couldn’t be the only person capable of harnessing crystals that way. And these guys didn’t have an oath to follow. Because things weren’t complicated enough.

“Don’t underestimate them!” Shadow barked. She’d slipped away in the commotion. “The guy’s dangerous. Watch out for his fire.”

It was likely Shadow, who’d tasted my power firsthand, who’d warned everyone about me. If I’d kept my head down then this entire situation might have been different. Not that I could do anything about it.

The guards closed in on our position. They were more proactive after we’d shaken things up.

I sprayed my dragon breath, showing one of the incoming groups the fire they’d been warned about. As they dodged, I grabbed Titania and ran for it. If we could get through a window, we had a chance.

Soldiers rushed to cut off the closest path. They were smart enough to know what I was thinking.

The crackle of burning air sped up behind us. I glanced behind and saw two balls of lightning soaring our way.

Titania braced, blocking the attack. Static bolts deflected off. As I suspected, the mages were also using electricity.

“You take the front,” Titania yelled. “I’ve got you&emdash;” A spear shot through the air and crashed beyond her shield. It slammed into her spear, disarming her, as well as destroying her accompanying gauntlet.

Everything about the toss was insane. The speed, the power, the accuracy. Titania hadn’t been able to react.

I’d almost missed it.

Magnesia stared, stuck in mid-stance. With one move she’d derailed all the momentum we’d been building.

I was too distracted to notice the guards had stepped in before they physically hit me. They smashed my chest, driving me into Titania. We stumbled back into the lion’s den where soldiers surrounded us on all sides. It wasn’t even back to step one. It was worse than that.

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” Magnesia said, looking down at us. “This could have been avoided.”

“Fuck you!” Titania roared.

I gritted my teeth and scanned the room. They had all the escape routes covered. However, there was one place where the defensive line was weaker. Where Magnesia was standing. She’d unarmed herself to damage us but it’d done the same to her. If we could break through her we had a clean shot at the mages. Beyond them was the rest of the manor. Get in there and we could grab Blair and escape. It was a risk but it was better than staying.

“Follow my lead,” I whispered, making my move.

It didn’t go anywhere; I didn’t go anywhere. Before I managed my second step, metal thorns sunk into my neck.

“Caught you,” Shadow snickered. She’d slipped into her namesake after our attack and had struck from the same place.

Before I could break out, she activated her weapon’s crystal.

I went rigid from the shock, losing immediate control of my actions. Overwhelming pain shot through my nerves that I was powerless to stop it. I couldn’t even scream. It was the perfect mix of punishment and immobilization.

This had to be a reason tasers were so feared.

“Jake!” Titania yelled. The moment she turned toward me, an electric bolt slammed into her back. She screamed and dropped, body convulsing.

I tried to shout her name, but I couldn’t. The shock was too strong. It was as if my insides were being fried.

Titania’s torment was fleeting compared to my prolonged torture. She bit down and forced her struggling muscles to obey only to find herself captured by her own mother.

Magnesia wrapped an arm around Titania’s throat, choking the air out of her lungs.

The fight drained out of Titania. She struggled the best she could but the result was obvious from the start. Eventually, she slackened.

Watching Titania black out, and being unable to help, was more tormenting than the intense agony reaching the tips of my extremities. I was on the way to joining her. The corners of my vision were turning black and everything was losing focus. The evil orc staring at me was transforming into a blur.

“You did well to hold on this long but it’s over,” Magnesia said. “This could have been avoided. You should have listened to me.”

Two words rested on the tip of my tongue, but I didn’t have the strength to get them out. This was their win.

“Night night,” Shadow snorted as I fell unconscious.


Chapter 18


A sharp impact jolted me awake.

I jerked and coughed up my lungs. Each hack made my burning ribs throb.

Before I figured left from right, someone grabbed my hair and pulled me to my knees.

“Wakey-wakey,” Shadow whispered into my ear.

I snarled and jerked against her. It wasn’t easy. My arms were tied behind my back, restrained with what I presumed were handcuffs. The metal dug into my wrists every time I resisted.

Shadow punished me with a knee to the spine. “Don’t bother. It’s useless.”

It was a convincing argument. I rescheduled my struggling for later.

“Much better,” Shadow cackled. “Now show the proper respect for His Majesty.”

I threw my head up and finally absorbed my surroundings. I wasn’t in Frederic’s manor. That place was flush with excessive wealth but it paled in comparison to this monstrosity. Huge white pillars, wrapped in gold vines, supported an impossibly high ceiling. The floor was made from polished marble so splendid the whole thing could be classed as a mirror. Huge gold statues, with crystals for eyes, looked on from the far end of the room. They flanked a tremendously-sized painting that was framed in the same gaudy material the room’s owner seemed to adore. It was he captured in the picture, in all his wannabe glory. Below that was a throne worth more than the entire Common District. It was a seat ready for a giant yet occupied by the same little green man captured in paint. His identity wasn’t in doubt. He wore a crown that made the room’s trimmings seem common and had Grabadon’s finest warriors on hand to deal with any trouble.

“The Goblin King,” I growled.

It was my first time witnessing the man I’d heard so much talk about. If he was supposed to be impressive, he wasn’t. Clothing aside he looked no different from the rest of his race. If anything, he was less attractive; the first I’d met who looked like the ugly mobs in your typical RPG. The throne emphasized his short stature. Didn’t make much sense to me. If you’re struggling to reach four foot, why sit in a throne that could house a giant? He looked like a pampered baby.

For all I knew, he was a great warrior or charismatic beast. I doubted both. The extraordinary didn’t need to compensate by covering themselves in a country’s wealth.

I received another sharp knee to the back. “I said respect. You’re in the presence of His Majesty, King Ramses the Fourth.”

“Who’d respect that bastard?” Titania snapped.

I’d been so busy eyeing up the room I hadn’t spotted my company. Titania was by my side, stuck in the same helpless position.

Titania’s captor gave her back a thump. “How dare you address His Majesty like that.”

“I’ll address that goblin fucker however I want!”

“Silence!” Ramses said, raising his hand. It was less the boom of a feared leader and more the squawk of a stereotypical high school geek. He looked down at Titania and I in more ways than one. “I am King Ramses the Fourth, ruler of Grabadon. Be grateful that I have brought you before me.”

“I don’t remember asking you to,” I said, earning myself another kicking.

“All the more reason to be grateful. I do not make a habit of allowing criminals to grace my throne room.”

“I’m touched.”

“As you should be. I have made a special exception for you.” Ramses leaned closer and took a good look at me. “My guards tell me you are special. They say you can do things no other can.”

“Don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Did nobody teach you manners? Do not lie to me. My guards have seen what you can do. I would like to hear it from you.”

I gritted my teeth. Esther sure knew her stuff. No way a prick like Ramses was looking to sate some idle curiosity.

Speaking of Esther, she was nowhere to be seen. The same went for Dessa. That was the only silver lining I had.

“Who’s lying?” I said, shrugging. “Your guards must be delusional. Special, me? Sure, I’m handy in a scrap, but that’s about it.”

“Do you really intend to keep playing dumb?” Ramses asked.

“You better give His Majesty what he wants or else,” Shadow whispered into my ear, fingers squeezing the back of my collar-wrapped neck.

“Okay, I’ll come clean,” I said with a big sigh. “Apparently, I’m really good in bed.”

Titania snorted. Ramses glared. Shadow slapped me across the face.

“Insolent brat,” she growled.

I winced but managed to keep hold of my smirk. “What? It’s true. Wanna test it out?”

The beating continued. I was powerless to resist it but I’d known that before I’d kicked the hornet’s nest. Compared to her electric whip it wasn’t so bad.

“Shadow, cease,” Ramses ordered after a minute of me getting my face busted open.

“Thanks for the help,” I said, spitting some blood.

“Do not mistake this for mercy. I am simply protecting my investment.”

“Didn’t think you swung that way.”

“Silence. Your petulance does not change a thing. The end result is already decided. All you are doing is making it harder on yourself.”

“Taking the hard way is what I do best,” I informed him.

Ramses snorted. “Fool. You choose to struggle despite knowing there is nothing you can do? Have you always been this stupid or have you been tainted by this traitor?”

“Go fuck yourself,” Titania said.

“Charming. How did my most faithful servant manage to raise such an unruly dog?”

Magnesia stepped forward and dropped to one knee. You couldn’t have the finest royal guard without the captain. At no point had she flinched as her daughter was abused. As expected from Ramses's loyalest tool.

“I apologize, your highness,” Magnesia said. “I cannot begin to describe how sorry I am for my daughter’s development. If you wish to punish me, I understand.”

“You bitch!” Titania snapped. She threw herself forward but was swiftly pinned to the floor.

Ramses wafted his hand. “Raise your head. I lay no blame at your feet. You have been a faithful servant to me and this kingdom for over two decades. I do not doubt your loyalty. I know you would have raised an obedient daughter if that had been possible. Sadly, some apples are born sour.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty,” Magnesia said.

No amount of forewarning could have stopped Magnesia’s actions from being nauseating. A mother who disowned her own daughter to serve a greedy, self-centered bastard. It wasn’t right.

“Sorry, I’ve always been this way,” I said, finally getting a chance to answer. “I’d rather fight in the slums, with those trying to do the right thing, than bow at the feet of an asshole who only cares about himself.”

“Is that right?” Ramses said. “Is that what you think of me, the man responsible for Grabadon’s prosperity?”

“If that’s what you call poverty and starvation.”

“I provide ample amounts of food. If they are unable to afford it that is their issue.”

“Not when you’re the one pricing out half the city,” I said.

“If they wish to eat better, they should work harder.”

“Doing what? There aren’t any jobs.”

“That excuse is a crutch for the lazy. Nothing is stopping them from starting their own business,” Ramses said.

“Are you serious? This… nobody with a clue would ever say that.”

“I rule a city that the demons have failed to breach for over two centuries. Thanks to me we are in a golden age. Yet you think of me as clueless?”

“No shit. You sit in your castle, looking down on everyone, never lifting a finger. You’re a failure of a king.”

Ramses laughed. It was a deep belly laugh. “Outstanding,” he chuckled, wiping a tear from his eye. “To think you were such a fine jester. To call me, of all people, a failure. The most powerful person on this planet.”

“Powerful my ass,” I growled. “You’re hiding, letting the demons do whatever they want. You’re practically their bitch.”

“Is that so? Tell me, what would you suggest? Should I send my forces on a crusade against the demons?”

“Damn straight.”

“How noble. You wish to send all my soldiers to their death.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“Oh, but you did.” Ramses grinned. “Only a fool would throw away the safety of this city for a mission destined to end in fatality. As long as we stay within these walls we will never perish. Grabadon will prosper for eternity, safe from demonkind.”

“What about the outside world?”

“Who cares about that place? Everything we could ever need we have here.”

I gritted my teeth. No wonder demons had managed to dominate Terix. As long as he was prospering the rest of the planet could burn. Didn’t matter if it was the outside world or the people far beneath him.

“You ain’t gonna talk any sense into this bastard,” Titania growled. “He only cares about himself.”

“That is not true. I am a generous man. Everyone who serves me benefits, as you should know,” Ramses said.

“And those who don’t? Like Sterne?”

“It was a necessary sacrifice.”

“You… you… bastard!” Titania snarled. She tried to bolt but the guard kept her pinned to the floor. When Titania refused to relent, the captor struck her.

“Leave her alone!” I said, earning myself a swift kick.

“You seem to care for this one, although I cannot possibly fathom why,” Ramses laughed. “Do you also care for the commoner Frederic spent the night flaunting?”

I froze. “What are you getting at?”

“Your raucous attitude has grated on my nerves. I was planning on convincing you to become my underling but your disrespect has swayed me toward a more direct method of persuasion.” He gave Titania a dangerous look.

“They’ve got nothing to do with this!” I yelled.

“On the contrary. Your lively reaction proves as much. Could they be your lovers?”

“Wrong on both counts.”

“Is that so? Then you will have no qualms about this.” Ramses clicked his fingers. “Captain, eliminate this treacherous dog.”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” Magnesia said, changing how she gripped her spear.

“No!” I screamed, struggling. In my human form, I wasn’t going anywhere. I didn’t want Ramses to see what I could do but he didn’t leave me a choice.

A debilitating electric jolt stopped me. It came outta nowhere.

Ramses stopped Magnesia’s advance and watched me squirm.

The more I fought it, the more painful it became. My body was being cooked from the inside.

“Stop it!” Titania yelled.

“It is not our doing,” Ramses said.

“Don’t gimme that shit!”

“I am not lying. This is his work. If he behaves, the pain will end.”

As Ramses promised, the electricity stopped when I gave up. I collapsed, gasping, unable to muster up any strength. “What did you do to me?” I wheezed.

Ramses lifted his head and pointed at his neck. “You should have noticed you are wearing a collar. It is quite the extraordinary device. While I am no expert in how it works, I am well aware of the duty it performs. It is used to subjugate demonic kind. I am told it delivers a debilitating electrical shock in response to their disobedience.” He leaned in, smiling like the devil himself. “How interesting that it had such a powerful effect on you.”

“Must be a fluke,” I said.

“Perhaps. However, it has never so much as hummed on entities besides demons before now. It is time to come clean, half-breed. Your resistance has been entertaining, but I am tired of your idiocy.”

“Don’t know what you’re talking about. Half-bread? Sounds tasty.”

Ramses sighed. “And I specifically told you to cease with the stupidity. You are testing my patience. I am offering you a chance no other criminal would receive. Despite your sins, I am inviting you to join the Royal Guard. Only the most elite and loyal servants of Grabadon are given such a position. This scenario is unheard of. It is in your best interest to accept.”

“Screw you,” I growled. “Shove your position up your ass.”

Ramses expression went cold. “Have you forgotten your current predicament? Captain, continue.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.” Magnesia took a step toward Titania.

“Wait!” I yelled.

Ramses lifted his hand, stopping his puppet. “Do not mistake my generosity for foolishness. I always get what I want and what I want is you. If I need to end the life of your lover to convince you, so be it.”

“Don’t you dare!”

“A likely reaction. Truthfully, I did not bring this dog to my court for this. I am aware of her skills and was willing to let her beg for mercy, but I see that will not be happening.”

“No shit,” Titania spat.

“Quite. You, however, will serve me. I want you and I will prove it.” He offered his hand. “Join me and I will pardon your friend of her crimes.”

I tensed. What was that?

“There is more,” Ramses continued. “It may anger my dear friend Frederic but I am prepared to allow his new toy to return home. All I ask in return is your eternal loyalty.”

My heart thumped. This was unreal. We’d failed, yet Ramses was offering me a way to fix all my mistakes.

“Quite the proposal, yes? We will all benefit. Your lovers return to their normal lives and you become the cornerstone of my forces. No more risking your life for pointless reasons. You will protect this city and be rewarded with food, money, and women.” Ramses rose and waltzed toward me, wearing the smile of a victor. He offered the back of his hand, showing off his ring-clad fingers. “Swear complete loyalty to me and I will hand you everything you desire.”

I was speechless. The offer was too good to be true. I hadn’t realized quite how valuable a bargaining chip I was.

“You’re serious? No tricks?” I said.

“There is no reason for me to lie. You are the one I desire. Join me and&emdash;”

“Cut the bullshit!” Titania roared. She stared with the burning red eyes of a wild animal. “Jake will never be your damn puppet!”

“Silence, dog,” Ramses said. “This is not your decision.”

“I’m part of this! I don’t wanna go free if it means Jake becoming your bitch.”

“We haven’t got much choice,” I said. “This is for the best.”

“In what world?! You can’t trust him. The things he’ll make you do… you won’t be able to live with yourself!”

“It’s better than you dying.”

“I don’t give a shit! I’d rather go down fighting than obey this bastard.”

“Quiet,” Ramses snapped.

 “Trust me, Jake. You’ll regret this. Listening to him will ruin your life. He’ll&emdash;” Titania’s caretaker covered her mouth, barely muffling her screams.

The flustered Ramses turned to me. “Do not let her sway you. This will benefit us all.” He waggled his waiting hand. “Make the smart choice.”

Titania struggled, staring at the two of us. She had to know this was the logical move yet she didn’t stop. Her eyes begged me to resist with the same sincerity of her verbal pleas.

I leaned in to kiss Ramses's hand.

He snorted. “A wise&emdash;”

I swung my head up and cracked against Ramses's bulbous nose.

There was a loud crunch. Blood streamed from Ramses's nostrils. He stumbled back while clutching his face, slipping to the floor.

It took a moment for anybody to react to the shocking development.

“How dare you!” Shadow yelled, drawing a dagger.

“Stay your hand,” Ramses ordered, voice more grotesque than ever.

“Sorry. Head slipped,” I said.

Ramses snarled as his guards helped him to his feet. “This is not over. I will have you. I will make you mine. And I will make you regret your stupidity.” He signaled to his underlings. “Take them to the dungeon. They will suffer for this.”

Shadow growled. She gave me the back of her hand rather than the end of her blade. “You got lucky, but that won’t save you next time.”

“I’ll be looking forward to it,” I snickered as more soldiers arrived to carry me away.

I was well aware I’d made one of the dumbest decisions of my life. Possibly number one. Yet I couldn’t stop smiling. I felt on top of the fucking world.

No matter what, I wouldn’t bow my head to that goblin creep.


Chapter 19


The castle’s dungeon was as charming as you’d imagine. Ramses hadn’t squandered any cash sprucing up the joint. It was dark, damp, and dreary. Basic stone on all sides with bars to keep the prisoners locked up.

I collapsed against the solid metal, writhing in agony.

“Jake, stop it!” Titania screamed.

My collar gave me little choice. I gave up on summoning my demon power and collapsed to my knees.

Our cuffs had been removed, but my collar remained. It didn’t come off no matter how hard I pulled. Smashing it proved equally as ineffective. Attempts to overload the power supply left me in this withered state.

I rasped as sweat dripped down my brow. Without my half-breed abilities, I couldn’t bust us out. The dungeon was basic but well constructed. There wasn’t a weak spot to be found.

Titania was in the adjacent cell. Apart from us, the room was empty. That included guards. Still no sign of Esther and Dessa. That could only be a good thing.

We’d spent a lot of time together since coming to Grabadon, but it was back to feeling awkward. I was the only scenery around yet Titania avoided me like the plague. Well, except when she was begging me to stop being a moron.

“So,” I said, still midway through recovering. “Tina.”

“What’d you call me?” she replied.

“It’s been bugging me. Why’d the Grabadon lot get to call you that and we’re stuck with Titania? That’s four syllables, man. It’s a mouthful.”

“I’m sorry for having a long name!”

“Come on, I’m only joking,” I said.

“You better be. I didn’t ask for a nickname.”

“What’s the beef? Tina’s cute.”

“Exactly! It’s too girly. Doesn’t suit me at all,” Titania said.

“Says who? Fits you just fine.”

No response. So much for my award-winning icebreaking. I scrambled through the recesses of my mind for another conversation starter.

“Sorry,” Titania grumbled, still showing me her back.

“It’s cool. Small talk isn’t my specialty either.”

“What? I meant for getting you into this mess. You’re only here because of me.”

“Yep,” I agreed.

Titania notably flinched.

“Thank you,” I added.

“Huh?” She finally spun and faced me. “The fuck you talking about?”

“You’re the reason I didn’t sell out. I was so close to being Ramses's loyal mutt.”

“Now you’re stuck here. So much better.”

“Regretting stopping me?” I asked.

“I didn’t say that! But I didn’t want this. I didn’t want you to experience what I did, is all. I never thought about what’d happen next…”

“It’s not my first night behind bars, remember? Better this than brown-nosing some creep.”

Titania wasn’t convinced and it didn’t take a mind reader to notice. It was written all over her face.

“Why’d you listen to me?” she mumbled. “He was offering money and sex and food and everything. It should’ve been an easy choice.”

“Isn’t it obvious?” I laughed.

“If it was obvious, I wouldn’t be asking!”

I sighed and reached through the bars, ruffling her pixie blonde hair. “Because I trust you. You told me not to do it, so I didn’t.” I shrugged my shoulders. “It ain’t complicated.”

Her bemused eyes stared at me, mouth drooped open. “But why? I haven’t even told you everything. I’m still keeping secrets…”

“And? Only one of you was looking out for me. Secrets or not I know you’re on my side.”

Titania’s expression lit up. For a moment. Darkness swiftly returned. “That’s not right. You don’t even know why I stopped you. You’ve got a right to know.”

“You don’t need to tell me.”

She shook her head and dragged my hand away. “I want to tell you. More, I need to tell you. But,” Titania gulped. Her small shoulders shook. “You won’t hate me after you know, right?”

“Little late for that, isn’t it?” I said.

“You don’t know what I did…”

“I just butted the king. I’ve picked my side. Nothing you say’s gonna change that. Promise.”

Despite my words, Titania’s hesitation continued. It took minutes of indecision for her to act. She shuffled closer and gripped the bars which separated us. “You know I used to live here, right? And I was desperate to go home.”

I nodded.

“The guards wouldn’t let me. Said I didn’t have the authority or some shit. I had no idea what I was gonna do. Then it came to me, just like that. If I became a guard, I could go wherever I wanted. They couldn’t stop me. And that flimsy reason was how I ended up as a soldier.

“Well, I guess I did kinda always wanna be one. When I was little, I wanted to follow in her footsteps. She tried to stop me from signing up, but I did it anyway. Finally got my ticket home, not that it was anything pleasant. Job included.

“It was nothing like I imagined. I thought we’d protect people in trouble like I used to for Blair. Instead, we spent all day parading for the toffee-nosed jerks who’d shunned me in the first place. Never actually did anything befitting of a guard. Important stuff, like cleaning the sewers, we ignored. All that training for fuck all.”

“Good to hear nothing’s changed,” I commented.

“Pretty much. I hated it. I wanted to do something proper; prove to everyone that I was no traitor. In the end, I got my chance,” she mumbled, voice trailing off. Her hands trembled.

“You don’t need to say any more,” I told her.

“But…”

I cupped her quivering hands. “Stop or continue, it’s your choice. Either way, I’m here.”

Titania took several deep breaths before powering on. “I got included on some big secret mission. These terrorists were coming to attack Grabadon and we had to stop them. I was so stoked to be involved. Finally, I was gonna make a difference.” She snorted out a dry laugh. “And that’s how we ended up at Sterne.”

“Not my first time hearing that word. Is it a town?”

“Was a town. It was on the edge of the plains, a few hours away. All the residents were runaways from here. Normal people looking for a better life.”

“What about the terrorists?” I asked.

“They never bothered saying. We didn’t ask. Everyone bought the story, including me. I was as eager to stop them as anyone.” Her breathing picked up the pace. “One night, we snuck into Sterne and attacked. Not just the terrorists. Everyone. We attacked everyone.” Titania whimpered and tensed up. Tears welled in the corners of her eyes. “I remember the orders. No prisoners. No mercy. Kill everyone. Everyone!” The droplets streamed down her cheeks as her sorrow-filled eyes latched onto mine. “Do you know how many children there were?! It didn’t matter. No prisoners. No mercy. They were all a threat. We couldn’t let anybody survive.” Her hectic breathing raced out of control, pumping her slender chest. “I shouldn’t have done it. I knew it was wrong. But… but…”

My heart thumped. I knew Titania had been carrying something painful, but it was heavier than I could have ever imagined. My mistake, my disobedience, had cost me my nearest and dearest. Her compliance had stained her hands.

“Dammit,” she grunted, rattling the bars. “Why?! I could have protected them. Why didn’t I do anything?” Her movements stilled. “I’m a monster.”

“No,” I said, squeezing her hands. “Don’t think that way.”

“Didn’t you hear me?!” Titania snapped. “I killed innocent people. These hands claimed lives.” She tried to pull away but I had her good. “Let me go.”

“No.”

“Let me go!”

“No!” I yelled, keeping her hands trapped against the bars.

Titania struggled, kicking out like a wild beast. After a minute of unsuccessful resistance, her movements slowed. She slumped, resting her forehead on the cell. “I knew it. I knew you’d hate me.”

“I don’t.”

“You do. You hate me. I killed innocents and for what? There weren’t any terrorists. Not one. It was all an excuse to get rid of Sterne and take their crystal. Can’t have some shitty town ruining the monopoly,” she sniggered.

My heart tightened on her behalf. Titania didn’t deserve to carry such a sin. Misled by her superiors and forced to kill. If we hadn’t intervened something similar would have befallen New Hoffen.

“Titania,” I said, snatching her wavering attention. “Listen to me and listen good. I don’t hate you.”

“You do.”

“Stop. Nothing you’ve said, nothing you’ve done, makes me hate you.”

“Why?! You got wax in your ears? I killed innocent people.”

“Because you wanted to?”

She quailed. “Of course not…”

“That’s right. You’re not that kind of person. You talk tough but when’s the last time you killed anyone? Guards jumped you, thugs attacked you, punks tried to get in your head. You spared them all.”

“I was just being sloppy.”

“Don’t gimme that. You spared them because that’s who you are. You’re a protector, not a killer. That’s why you wanted to be a guard. And why you became a hunter. It’s why you saved my ass even though you hate my guts.” 

Titania averted her eyes. “Don’t talk like you know me.”

“I know you well enough to know what you ain’t. You wouldn’t beat yourself up if you enjoyed what you did. You wouldn’t have risked your life to stop me doing the same.”

“That doesn’t change what I’ve done!”

“Of course it doesn’t. There are some mistakes we can’t change, no matter how hard I try,” I said through gritted teeth. “That doesn’t mean I hate you or blame you or anything like that. None of this is your fault. It’s all Ramses's doing. He’s the one who made you do it.”

“I still listened.”

“And quit right after, vowing to never obey him again. Am I wrong?”

She shook her head. “At first, I thought it was a mistake. I asked her about it. She led the assault; killed more than anyone.” A growl trickled out. “She didn’t even hide it. Told me it was a soldier’s duty and I should quit if I couldn’t handle it.”

Magnesia’s coldness never ceased to surprise me. “And you did because you’re nothing like her.”

“But…”

“Can it. I’m not lying to cheer you up. You and her are nothing alike. She wishes she could be half the woman you are.”

“Is that so?” Magnesia’s monotone voice responded.

We jumped from our skins and stared at the tall orc. She’d somehow slipped into the entranceway without so much as a sound.

“You two look cozy,” Magnesia said, words lacking any emotion. “Finally got yourself a boyfriend?”

“How long have you been there?” I growled.

“Long enough. It was quite the story.”

“You saying it’s a lie?” Titania snarled.

“No. Every word was the truth. Twenty-two months ago, we exterminated the town of Sterne under the ruse of foiling a terrorist plot.”

My heart rate soared. I hadn’t doubted Titania’s tale for a moment but hearing Magnesia spell it out, in such a matter-of-fact manner, made my blood boil.

“You bitch!” Titania screamed, lunging at Magnesia. She rattled the bars, snarling like a beast.

“You were there as well,” Magnesia reminded her daughter.

Titania flinched, groaning.

“She didn’t know,” I said, glaring at the evil witch. “You knew from the start.”

“True.”

My skin crawled. I knew plenty of dumb thugs but Magnesia was the first person I’d met so void of morality. “How could you?”

“It was His Majesty’s orders.”

“And? Would you do anything he asked?”

“Yes,” she replied. “That’s what loyalty is.”

“How can you be loyal to a man who makes you butcher children?!” I yelled.

“It’s not as if we did it for fun. Sterne posed a threat to Grabadon’s safety. It was a necessary sacrifice.”

“Killing children’s fine as long as it removes the competition?”

“Correct.”

My lips flapped. How was I supposed to respond to that? She didn’t show a shred of emotion; not a hint of remorse. The memory that pierced Titania’s heart was nothing to Magnesia.

“Dammit,” Titania snarled. “What happened to you? You weren’t always like this. You used to be my mom. You used to be kind. Was that all a lie?!”

“It’s normal for a mother to care for her child. I did everything I could for you. You’re the one who threw it back at me. If you’d obeyed my orders, we wouldn’t be here. You’d have lived the rest of your life in safety.”

“Paid for by a child killer?!”

“Nobody said this is a glamorous profession. I do what I’m told to serve the city which has protected me all my life. You obviously wouldn’t understand.”

“No, I wouldn’t. I’m just a damn traitor, after all,” Titania snapped.

“Did you only come here to taunt us?” I asked.

“I came here to help you,” Magnesia responded.

“Bullshit.”

“It’s the truth. His Majesty has big plans for both of you. Tomorrow, you’ll be punished for your obstinance. If you want to make it out alive, bow your heads, beg for mercy, and reconsider your stance.”

“You want us to bow to that evil bastard?!” Titania said.

“If you’d rather perish, be my guest. His Majesty is not the monster you believe him to be. He may rethink his judgment if you show the proper remorse for your actions.”

“Never! I’d rather die.”

“As expected of you.” Magnesia looked at me. “Have you got more sense?  Despite your misconduct, His Majesty still covets your allegiance. It would be a shame for the last half-breed to lose his life here. If you beg for forgiveness, I’m sure His Majesty will grant it.”

I scoffed. “What then? I get to be the new royal kid killer?”

“You join the Royal Guard and never have to worry about food or safety again.”

“Yeah, think I’m gonna pass. I’d rather lose my head than take an innocent person’s. We can’t all be like you,” I said, glaring at Magnesia. “I’ll never side with someone who’d kill her own daughter.”

“Grabadon has given me everything. My duty toward it supersedes all. I didn’t choose to be your enemy. You did.”

I felt sick. Looking at Magnesia, listening to her, it was enough to make my stomach turn. Her very existence repulsed me.

“Finished?” Titania said.

“That I have. I came offering sound advice but you refuse to take it.”

“Damn right we do. Shove your advice up your ass. I never wanna see you again!”

“Lucky you, you’re going to get that wish,” Magnesia said, heading for the door. “Tomorrow, the two of you shall die. This is goodbye.”

“Yeah, fuck you too,” Titania growled.

Magnesia left without another word, leaving the two of us alone.

Titania’s strength left her. She collapsed onto her back and draped an arm across her face.

“You okay?” I said, rattling the bars. Stupid things, getting in the way.

“That’s the first time we’ve talked since then. I always wanted to believe it was some sort of mistake. Like, maybe she hadn’t really known? Maybe it had all been a big joke or something. Maybe she was still the mom I knew.” Titania shook her head. “Not a trace. That isn’t the woman I grew up with.”

“Titania…”

“What happened to the mom who read me bedtime stories? What happened to the mom who cooked me dinner every night? What happened to the mom I made bracelets for? What happened to the mom who used to be my hero?”

I reached through the bars, aiming for Titania. She was close. Our fingertips almost scraped together. A little more and I had her.

“Was she always this evil?” Titania continued. “Was she fooling me from the start? Did she never care for me at all?”

Finally, contact. I caught her hand and squeezed.

Titania jumped and uncovered her face. Tears stained her green skin. Her red eyes shimmered behind a thin veil of sorrow.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I don’t know a thing about her but I’m here for you. I can’t do much. Shit, I can’t even bust outta this cage, but you’re not alone. You don’t need her.”

Titania sniffled and edged closer. “Really?”

“Damn straight. You’ve got Esther and Dessa too. Gall isn’t shy about showing her love. You know how much Blair cares for you.” I pulled Titania close, capturing her hands in mine. “You’re not alone. You’ve got enough family to waste tears over that bitch.”

A small smile cracked the surface. “Even after what I did?”

“We’ve all fucked up. None of are spotless. Doesn’t change a thing. We’re family. We’ve got each other’s backs through thick and thin.”

“What about tomorrow? Was she was telling the truth? Are we gonna die?”

“No way,” I said. “I don’t care what they’ve got planned. I ain’t dying. And you ain’t either. We’re getting outta here. That’s a promise.”

“Yeah, you’re right. I gotta see Boss again. Dessa too. Then there’s the old woman.”

“Don’t forget Blair. We came here to bust her out.”

“I know that!” Titania said. “No way I’m leaving her behind. We’re gonna get outta here, get Blair, and rub it in that goblin bastard’s face.”

I smiled. That was more like the Titania I knew. Tough, fiery, headstrong. Tears didn’t suit her. “You look better like this.”

“The fuck does that mean?!” she snapped. “You want me to hit you?”

“Save it for tomorrow. I don’t know what’s happening but we aren’t breaking out without a scrap.”

“Hell yeah. If they think I’m gonna go quiet they’ve got another thing coming.”

Position wise, we were still in the shit, but we weren’t giving up. We wouldn’t allow ourselves to die. Whatever happened, we’d fight until our dying breaths to survive. They could do their worst. We weren’t ready to quit.


Chapter 20


The following morning, we got the call. We were dragged from the dungeon and frogmarched through a maze of tunnels. After minutes of silent travel, we were tossed into daylight and greeted by a cauldron of sound.

A packed crowd roared from their elevated viewing position. They were located around the arena’s circumference, separated from we mere plebs by ten feet of stone wall. A shield finished the job of boxing us in. They weren’t taking any chances.

“This isn’t what I was imagining,” I mused as the door slammed behind us. No going back that way.

The guards had chucked us a red fabric bundle before slinking off. It contained some keys, a familiar shield, and an electric-infused spear.

We unlocked our restraints without a moment’s hesitation.

I rubbed my chafed neck. It was good to be rid of that collar. “What’s going on here? This the coliseum?” Apart from a few unneeded columns, we were alone on the grand stage. It was a circular arena with a basic dirt floor. There were a few metal gates, such as the one we’d come through, but they were shut tight.

“Yeah,” Titania said.

“What’s the big idea?”

“How should I know?” she snapped.

“Alright, keep your hair on,” I said, glancing around the worst concert venue ever. “I’ve got a bad feeling about this.”

The pompous onlookers were rowdy and ready for a show. It was unlikely they’d turned up in droves to see some karaoke-quality singing. If not they then Ramses certainly hadn’t. He wasn’t a hard man to find, despite his diminutive height. The royal box was as gaudy as you’d expect from a powerful egomaniac. Gold surrounded the despicable goblin, along with a small army of guards. The captain was amongst them.

Other prominent nobles got access to the neighboring prime spots. For the most part, they meant nothing to me. There was one exception. A smug, blond male with his arm around the shoulder of a dolled-up lilac-skinned, young woman.

“Blair!” I yelled.

She jerked forward, but Frederic yanked her back.

I gritted my teeth. The mere sight of Frederic was beyond repulsive. Demon rats were more appealing than him.

“Get your stinking hands off her!” Titania roared.

“Quiet!” Magnesia yelled, quelling the audience’s idle racket. “Introducing his royal highness, King Ramses the Fourth.”

The little green creep rose to his feet. There was no sign of his busted nose. Likely healed or covered with makeup. He wouldn’t show that weakness to his underlings.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Ramses said, “thank you for joining me on such short notice. I have quite the event in store for you all. One unlike anything you have ever seen before. Allow me to introduce the stars of today’s feature presentation.” He swept his hand toward us. “First, a woman some of you may know personally. She is a former resident of our prestigious abode; a girl without a shred of noble blood who we accepted as our own. She repaid us through treachery. Only last night she tried to take the life of our good friend Lord Montgomery, in his own home. Today, we punish her for that crime and the many others she has committed against Grabadon. Presenting, Titania the Treacherous!”

The crowd jeered. A young woman was being sentenced to death and they were treating it like theatre.

I put a hand on Titania’s shoulder. “Don’t let them get to you.”

“I won’t,” she said. “I don’t give a shit what scum think.” She didn’t tremble and there was no sorrow in her voice. An inferno lit up her eyes. Titania was back on her game.

That was the orc I liked to see.

“Next,” Ramses continued, “is a man like no other. His name will mean nothing to you, but his title will fill you with disbelief. We have all grown up listening to tales of men who could summon fire without a crystal’s aid. Some say fact, others say myth. Today, I put the debate to rest. Before your eyes stands proof that the legends of old were true. Allow me to present the last of his kind. Half-man, half-demon. A living breathing half-breed.”

Silence. The audience didn’t make a peep until they descended into hushed gossiping. Not that you call it unexpected. If I was told some random guy was a werewolf, I’d be skeptical until I got some proof.

While others mumbled, one voice pierced through the arena. “Yay! Do your best!” A familiar dark-skinned elf said, applauding from the crowd. She stood out like a sore thumb; a lone half-dressed hottie in a sea of silver-spooned nobles.

“Are you serious?” I said, waiting for the hallucination to subside.

“The fuck?” Titania seconded. “What’s she doing up there?”

“Do I look like I know?” Dessa wasn’t in cuffs and wasn’t acting out of place, despite clearly being so. She got some odd looks but nobody came to take her away.

Still no sign of Esther. No news was better than having an additional partner. I prayed for her safety, not that she was the one most at risk.

“I see you are not convinced,” Ramses said to people. “It is understandable. He looks nothing like the men that legends speak of… yet. I am afraid our half-breed criminal is shy. He needs some encouragement. And encourage we shall.”

A gate opened on the far side of the arena. Out came a small rabble of demons. Four rattledogs. Terix’s equivalent of bottom-tier mobs.

“Just like I thought,” I said. “They wanna see us fight? Let’s fight.”

“No,” Titania said, grabbing my arm. “Leave this to me.”

“Are you sure?”

“Damn right. Listen to that bastard. He only cares about you. I’m just making up the numbers. That really pisses me off.” She marched forward, spear in her grasp. There was no sign of the sobbing girl from the dungeon. “He thinks we need your demon mojo for four mutts? Scumbag’s underestimating me.”

I folded my arms and grinned. “Sure is. Remind him who he’s dealing with.”

The rattledogs perked up when Titania approached. They made the first move, charging at her as a collective.

Titania dashed forward and met them with her shield. It bashed the pack’s head, driving it back. This opened her flank. The other dogs took aim. She was quicker. Titania thudded one’s underside with her shield’s face, throwing it over her head. In the same movement, she thrust at the dog targeting her exposed back. Without even looking, she nailed it through the skull.

No demon was surviving that.

With her spear lodged, the third demon lunged. Its target? Her throat.

Titania kicked back and used her spear like a vaulter’s pole. At the height of her jump, she flicked the base and dislodged the dead demon. It shot off, wiping out the assailant.

Before it could clamber out of the wreckage, Titania hit the bullseye with a javelin throw.

That was two down.

No rest for the hunted. The insulted mongrels tried to get Titania while she was unarmed.

Titania dove below their pouncing forms and threw her weight on her shield. It skidded along the dirt floor and brought her to her target. She grabbed her spear in passing, driving it straight through her last victim and out. Without any wasted movements, she rolled back to her feet and charged at her two foes. They’d lined up nicely for her.

It was Titania’s turn to be the predator.

Her spear caught the first. It wasn’t enough to satisfy her bloodlust. She kept driving until it split through and punctured the second. Even then, she didn’t stop. The roaring Titania kept rushing until there was nowhere else to go. Her spear slammed into the wall with both demons skewered along the shaft.

The round was over. It was her win.

So much for being the team’s tank. Titania was a one-woman demon-killing machine. Humans got off easy. Monsters weren’t so lucky.

The crowd was audibly disappointed. I, on the other hand, grinned hard enough to qualify as working out my jaw muscles.

Ramses scowled. “My apologies. It appears I provided an insufficient challenge for these rebellious hunters. It will not happen again. This time, we will see the half-breed in action.”

We didn’t get a break. The arena’s gates opened and our next challenge swarmed out. Rats. Dozens upon dozens of demonic rats.

Titania rushed to join me in the arena’s middle. “Looks like I pissed him off.” Not that she sounded displeased.

“Sure did,” I replied. “Guess it’s time to give these clowns what they want.”

“Not that they deserve it.”

“Hell no. But anything’s better than dying here.” Collar removed, there was nothing to hold me back. First, I took the red fabric stuck to the coliseum floor. I’d missed having a cape. A red cloak fluttering down my back felt right. Only one piece remained. I roared and summoned the side of me everyone was eager to see. Blue demonic fire burst free, covering my fists in a fiend-smiting inferno. A burning flame trickled from my glowing eye, showing me the world in a new light.

It’s good to be back.

The crowd gasped before falling silent, eyes fixed on me.

It feels weird having an entire arena in awe of you. Felt pretty good too. Shame I held them all in such well-earned disdain.

Our opponent’s opinion of us remained consistent. Dinner. They converged on the two of us, arriving from all sides.

“Let’s do this,” I said, unleashing my dragon breath.

The rats I sprayed were toast. No more emerging on the other side like charred rodent zombies. Protecting Titania in the underground caverns had made me stronger. My flame was more powerful than a bunch of blue-level rats could handle.

I turned a chunk of their forces into ash but I couldn’t get them all. They came for my rear.

Titania sliced through a mass of lunging rodents. “I’ve got you covered.”

“Same here,” I said. While my breath recharged, I went in clubbing. My flame-infused punches and kicks squashed the oversized rats. My destructive attacks took no prisoners. Compared to being chased through the sewers, this amount was nothing.

A few minutes of pest control later and we were done. We’d taken a few nips but were still standing. Our opponents were a blue smear caked across the arena floor.

The crowd remained in a stunned silence, staring at the magic man with the burning hands. We did have one vocal fan, but I tried my best to imagine she wasn’t there.

I spread my arms out wide and addressed the aristocratic trash like the hero in some gladiator film.

“What are you doing?” Titania said.

“Sorry, couldn’t resist. When am I gonna get another chance?”

Ramses applauded, cutting through the silence. “There we are. Proof! Have you ever seen a man capable of such feats? He killed demons using his bare hands. He shot fire from his mouth, decimating his opponents. Only a half-breed could perform such miracles.”

I held up my flaming hands. “You caught me. I’m a half-breed. Congratulations.”

“You should have confessed earlier. Obedience would have spared you from this fate.”

“I’d take this any day over serving your loser ass.”

“A decision I will make you regret.” Ramses signaled to his underlings. “Send in their next opponents.”

The gates opened and a trio of thunderhorns rushed out. They didn’t appear to be in a good mood.

“Great. More of them,” I sighed.

“You better not be having second thoughts,” Titania said, jabbing my chest.

“Hell no. I’m in this to the end.” I took a step toward our opponents. “We’re gonna get outta here. Just you watch.”

Together, we threw ourselves into a battle we refused to lose. Any tension that once lingered between us was gone. We were no longer a mismatched duo working together thanks to a mix of desperation and a bossy catgirl. Titania and I were partners, united as one.


***


I leaned over and grasped my knees. Sweat dripped down my body, stinging the cuts my demon power was working to mend.

We’d defeated wave after wave of demons, each more powerful than the last. The dirt floor was dyed blue and covered in half-trodden remains. It was a scene fitting of a massacre.

Titania was in the same state as me. Her weary muscles glistened and her chest heaved, working to refill her lungs.

“You okay?” I asked between deep breaths.

“Great. Just great,” she said, smirking. “I could do this all day.”

“Same,” I said, wiping the profuse dampness from my brow. “Nothing like a light workout.”

Ramses, who had started the occasion wearing a big grin, had developed a face like thunder. His mood had gotten worse with every round we’d won.

It’s what he got for underestimating us. So much for making us beg for mercy.

The audience, on the other hand, had grown more invested. Dessa had planted the seeds for a fan club.

Blair remained stuck in Frederic’s embrace. He was in the king’s camp, cursing our survival with a permanent scowl. She didn’t belong near a guy like that.

After fifteen rounds of humiliation, Ramses jumped to his feet. “Enough of this farce,” he snapped, throwing his composure down the shitter. “The Queen. Send her in.”

“Are you sure that’s wise, Your Majesty?” Magnesia said. “She’s very useful to you.”

“Are you telling me what to do, woman?” Ramses growled. “Are you suggesting she will lose? Have you been supporting your daughter this entire time?”

Magnesia kneeled. “No, Your Majesty. Apologies for my imprudence.”

I grinned. The wheels were coming off. If they were sending in the big guns, they couldn’t have much left. We were almost there.

Ramses scraped together a modicum of poise and addressed the coliseum. “Ladies and gentlemen, I hope you have enjoyed today’s exhibition matches. It is finally time for the main event. These criminals have fared admirably for miscreants, but their defiance ends here. This next demon is nothing like those they have battled so far. She is royalty in the twisted world of demonkind. Allow me to present, the Queen of Rats.”

A gate opened and out stomped the largest rat I’d ever seen. Forget dog-sized, this one was bear-sized. She was an overweight monstrosity of foulness with visibly bloated teats swinging from her undercarriage. Sour milk oozed out, sticking to her matted, black fur. Green slime poured from her foaming trap, highlighting her gigantic buck teeth. One chomp from those could take off a limb.

She didn’t come alone. A smaller swarm of nastiness wiggled around her. Compared to her, they looked like regular-sized rats. I knew better.

“No way,” Titania said, recoiling. “Jake, it’s the queen.”

“Yeah, I heard.”

“No, you don’t get it. It’s the queen. The one fucking up the sewers.”

I gave Titania a quizzical look. “What? That doesn’t make sense.”

Titania’s confused expression agreed. Then, a change. She snarled and stomped the floor. “Dammit! How didn’t I realize?!”

“What’s wrong?”

“Don’t you fucking get it?! It’s been these bastards all along!” she yelled, pointing at Ramses. “The rats ain’t coming from outside. They’re from here. He’s the one infesting the sewers!”

My skin crawled. “No way, that doesn’t make sense. Why would they?”

“Why wouldn’t they? You saw what happens. The whole place gets cut off.”

The smugglers operated in the sewers. All of Gall’s secret rooms had escape routes down there. You could even use it to sneak out of the city if you could handle the connecting caverns. Free sewers were an ally to the struggling masses that Ramses wanted to control. A rat infestation did that. They were a better deterrent than a guard patrol. Not to mention the two sewers weren’t connected. Rats thrown down below wouldn’t come back to bite Ramses and his rich friends.

For a power-hungry psychopath, who didn’t value the lives of those beneath him, it was a perfect solution.

I growled and glared at the smug goblin. Were there no depths he wouldn’t sink to?

“Let’s kill this bitch,” I said.

Most demons rushed in at the sight of fresh meat. Her royal ratness was an exception. She kept her distance, watching us from behind a wall of her children.

The little ones were a green threat, stronger than those we’d killed in round two. That was nothing compared to their queen. She was a red alert. Never something I wanted to see.

Speak for yourself. I’m sick of finger food. Time for a feast.

More like time to get rid of the monster infesting the sewers. She kept her distance so I made the first move. I sprayed my flame breath.

The queen leaped away and landed on one of the arena’s random pillars. Her living wall split, leaving me cooking nothing but air. They swarmed in a pincer motion, targeting me.

Titania ducked down and prepared to meet them.

They changed course, arcing away. They looped around, heading for our rear.

I grabbed Titania and demon jumped before they converged on my ass.

As soon as we landed, the rats came after us. They split from two lines into small clusters and surrounded us. None of them lunged in like headless chickens. They got into two distinct circles and rotated in contrasting directions.

Keeping track of them all was a pain. Titania and I went back to back so we at least had a shot.

When our attention faltered, the rats approached. As soon as we noticed, they ducked back and another group moved. They weren’t attacking or giving us a break. We were forced to remain constantly vigilant.

“What is this?” I said.

“How should I know?” Titania snapped. “I’ve never seen them act this way.”

All the rats we’d fought previously acted like cornered animals. This horde used tactics and formations. Earlier they’d altered their plan to avoid Titania and strike our weak spot, all on the fly. It was too drastic a chance. There was only one explanation.

“It must be the queen,” I said, glancing at the huge monster watching us from her perch.

“Jake!” Titania yelled, rushing to block the rats attacking my blind spot.

My inspection triggered a chain reaction. When Titania moved to protect me, she opened a window for the rats to attack her.

I lunged in, repaying the favor. It opened another hole that the rats pounced on.

Our composure was in tatters. We raced to stop them overwhelming us. There wasn’t time to think or readjust. I kept spinning, feet sliding in the bloodstained dirt, striking anything which tried to hurt Titania. In my haste, I whipped my leg and swiped Titania’s.

She lost her balance and stumbled toward the rats.

I caught her arm and leaped before disaster occurred.

We flew across the arena and skidded through the dirt. Truth be told, it was mainly I who got to experience that sled life.

The rats were after us before we recovered.

“Jake, up,” Titania ordered, looking at a pillar a meter away.

I pushed and propelled us up. We just about managed to land on our objective. Luckily, it was sturdy.

“This is a pain,” I groaned, looking down at the floor. The swarm was circling like a whirlpool, ready to swallow us if we fell.

“Dammit,” Titania snarled. “They’re only rats. Why are they so tough?”

“It’s got to be the queen. We need to focus on her.”

She sat on the other side of the arena, watching us with her glowing blue eyes. I didn’t know how she was influencing her kind but I was certain she was the cause. A red alert wasn’t to be underestimated.

“Jake,” Titania squealed, tugging my shirt. She pointed at the floor.

The rats had started piling on each other, stacking themselves like stairs.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I said. No break for us. “Screw this. We’re going.” I held Titania and jumped, launching toward the queen. In mid-air, I opened wide and shot my dragon breath.

Queenie jumped away before it reached, hopping to another column.

As soon as we landed, I went again. I charged after her, spraying fire.

She avoided me each time. For a big girl, she wasn’t cumbersome.

After a few failed attempts, we skidded into the dirt and I winced. My thighs were on fire and not the kind I used to smite demons. All that jumping around was a strain on my muscles. “She’s too fast,” I said, throat reduced to a desert.

“That bitch,” Titania growled from my back. “Stop running away and fight us!”

Her little rats were happy to, whenever the time was right. They’d spread into groups and placed themselves around the arena, giving us less room to land. They were using their numbers to control the battlefield.

“Dammit. If Boss was here she’d know what to do,” Titania complained.

“True. All we’re good for is smashing things.” You know that stereotypical lightbulb moment? This was mine. “Of course! It’s so obvious.” I rushed to the closest pillar and shattered it with a flame-infused kick.

It toppled like a tree meeting a lumberjack’s ax.

“Are you stupid?!” Titania snapped while clinging to my shoulders.

“This is our chance. If we take out the pillars…”

A little belatedly, Titania got the message. Must be one of those energy-saving light bulbs. “Hurry it up,” she ordered, squeezing her knees into my ribs. “I’ll cover you.”

The queen must have figured it out too, smart girl. Her rats changed tactics. They abandoned their strategy and launched an all-out attack.

I concentrated on getting to each pillar as fast as possible. I left defense to the team tank. She hung from my back, swinging her spear like a club, beating the rats away. Thanks to her, I made good time and smashed every pillar apart from two. One of which contained the queen.

She was my next target.

“Jake, you missed one,” Titania warned me.

“No, I didn’t,” I panted. “How’s your throwing arm?”

The queen watched as I approached. She remained until the very last, leaping away moments before I split the pillar in two. With all the others destroyed, she only had one perch to choose from, unless she felt like dirtying her royal feet.

She didn’t. As expected.

Titania roared and launched her spear. It sailed through the air and struck the queen as she was landing. It punctured her side with enough velocity to knock her down to Terix. Not just that, it lodged deep enough to activate the electric crystal fitted in the shaft. The queen got to feel the agony that Shadow had used to restrain me.

The huge demon cried while spasming on the floor. Her army, which was on our heels, stopped. They squealed and frenzied, mirroring their leader.

I turned and went on the offensive, unloading my fire on the vulnerable rats. They didn’t even defend themselves. It was a slaughter I felt zero guilt about.

By the time I was done, only one rat remained. The queen managed to dislodge Titania’s spear and get to her feet. Blue blood poured from her open wound, soaking her black fur.

“What now?” I asked her. “Your kids are dead. No more running.”

She snarled, spraying droplets of venomous green gunk. Her answer was a beastly lung toward us.

Titania jumped in front and caught the headbutt with her shield. The impact knocked us both back with me on the bottom. My partner was wedged against my chest, trying to stifle the attacks of a large pissed-off rat queen.

Her royal hideousness snapped at us with buck gnashers larger than my head. One bad blow and it was over.

“Do something,” Titania wheezed.

I shot my flame breath into the queen’s face.

A direct hit. She squealed and stumbled back, fur burning.

We rolled apart and I pounced on the queen.

She didn’t make pinning her easy. She bucked like the foulest bronco you’ve ever seen.

“Stay still,” I said, punching her head. She looked like a flabby thing but her skull was rock solid.

The queen kept roaring. She jumped higher and higher, twisting her large figure around.

I clung to her fur and lodged my boots into her flanks. There was no way I was letting go.

“Jake, jump!” Titania ordered.

Well, until I was told to. I leaped off in mid-air.

Queenie came plummeting down. Even an elite jumper couldn’t fight gravity. Her landing location was set in stone and it was on top of a ready Titania.

She had her shield up and her spear primed.

The huge rat landed right on top, puncturing her heavy body on that sharp weapon. Another electric shot raced through her trapped body. Her body twitched as the spear crackled, frying her inside and out.

It was time to end it.

I rushed to her front and charged up a devastating punch. Instead of cracking my knuckles against her hard head, I drove my fist into her eye. I reached all the way through the soft stuff within.

Her infernal squirming stopped.

I stumbled back, pulling my bloodstained arm from her skull. My legs were no longer cooperating and my breathing had gone to shit. None of it mattered. We’d won. The queen was dead.

Titania kicked the corpse over and pulled out her spear. She looked as exhausted as I was, even though I’d been the one piggybacking her around the arena.

“You okay?” I said, dying for a drink.

“Never better,” she responded. “You?”

“Same.” As long as you ignored my drained legs.

The crowd jumped to their feet and roared in delirious celebration. They applauded, whistled, and cheered.

I gawked at the rapturous response. It was the audience’s first time acting like that en masse. We were being celebrated like the home team rather than a couple of outlaws. How had that happened?

This is amazing.

“Don’t push it,” I said to myself. They were still nobles; our enemies.

Not the crowd. The kill. So much power. I haven’t tasted something this delightful in a week. I think we even got a new&emdash;

“No!” A single voice cut through the atmosphere. Ramses stood, green face dyed red. “This can’t be! This is not happening!”

“Give it up,” I said. “We won. Let us go.”

Some of the crowd actually voiced their agreement. Peers supporting outsiders. What was Grabadon coming to?

Ramses didn’t respond to our supporters. He started laughing, as if a switch had been flicked. Madness oozed from him. “You think this is over? No! This does not end unless you bow before me or die!” He looked at Magnesia. “Send it in. Send in the dragon.”


Chapter 21


I was speechless. A second ace in the hole. I hadn’t even considered it. The queen was a perfect boss battle. What was Ramses thinking having another surprise in store?

A gate opened and out came the true champion of the arena. Two powerful forelegs dragged its long serpentine body forward. Charcoal scales substituted for squishy, vulnerable skin. Colossal wings unfolded, no longer restrained by the stadium’s insides. Finally, a head that even I, a visitor from another world, recognized. TV had really nailed it.

“He wasn’t joking,” I said. “A dragon.”

“No. Boss taught me this,” Titania said. “That’s no dragon. It’s a wyvern.”

I’d heard the word but my fantasy lingo wasn’t as good as it could have been. “I thought wyverns were baby dragons?”

“Don’t be dumb. Dragons are bigger, with four legs.”

The wyvern roared. It flapped its wings and took off. The nobles shrieked, but they weren’t in danger. The shield kept the demon contained and the crystal was on the outside, secured above the dome. It was bright, full of charge. That thing wasn’t running out for a long time. The wyvern wasn’t going anywhere but around in circles, high above our heads.

Out of nowhere, it swooped. In mid-motion, it sprayed fire.

Déjà vu.

Rather than blocking, we threw ourselves out of the way.

Its flames scorched the ground, turning it black.

“Wyverns. Dragons,” I said, scrambling to my feet. “Which are stronger?”

“Dragons, for sure,” Titania said.

My demon eye had the wyvern in its sight. It was marked as a red level threat. “I’d hate to meet one,” I said, glossing over the beast which had chased me into Terix.

The wyvern swooped back down, mouth wide open. This time, no fire. It wanted a chunk of us.

Titania stepped in and lifted her shield.

The demon changed course. It flicked up and aimed its claws for our heads.

She threw her guard up and batted it away. “Dammit. I hate flyers.”

They didn’t gel well with our fighting style. We were the team’s close-range double act. Esther and Dessa were our ranged unit. We only had two distance attacks between us and one sacrificed a weapon.

“I’ll handle this,” I told her, avoiding the fireballs the wyvern rained down in passing. All I needed was one chance to repay the favor.

When the wyvern reached the shield’s edge, it made a sharp turn.

There! I opened wide and gave it a taste of its own medicine. My dragon breath consumed the demon.

“Yes!” Titania cheered.

No. The wyvern dove through my attack, emerging with its talons inches from my face.

Dodging from that range was impossible.

Titania stabbed. The wyvern ascended to avoid. Its claws sliced the tips of my hair but no more than that.

I exhaled. Too close. No amount of healing would have saved me from a direct hit.

The wyvern was completely unharmed. There wasn’t a hint of char on his scales. My fire had been a bust.

Idiot, remember the dungeon. We don’t gel with fire users.

It was that shit all over again. First, two-headed dogs. Now, wannabe dragons. My fire wasn’t strong enough to overpower theirs. I was too weak.

Back then, Dessa bailed me out. She couldn’t repeat the favor unless she felt like joining us in the shit. We had to win alone, somehow.

“Incoming!” Titania said, fending off another wyvern attack.

“Not so confident anymore, are you?” Ramses laughed. “Now would be a good time to grovel. Kneel and beg and I may spare your lives.”

“Fuck you,” Titania growled.

I wholeheartedly agreed with the sentiment.

“So be it,” Ramses said. “Die.”

The wyvern was well on his way to making that a reality. Titania and I were carrying fatigue from the previous battles. My increased half-breed restoration had been pushed to its limits and the wyvern wasn’t handing out breaks. We were saddled with an unneeded handicap. Our foe already possessed a speed and agility advantage, not to mention aerial supremacy. It could strike from close range or shoot fire from a distance; fire that actually did something. The odds were in its favor.

We defended against wave after wave. Each ate up a little more of our stamina. Titania didn’t say anything but I knew she was flagging. Her movements slowed and her breathing sped up. Sweat rained down her flesh, toward her shaking legs. It was only a matter of time until she hit her limit.

I gritted my teeth. I couldn’t let that happen. “I’m gonna go on the attack.”

“Are you crazy?” Titania said.

“Kind of.”

“Your attacks don’t work!”

“True but I gotta do something. I can’t risk you.”

Titania growled. “Dammit. This is why Boss hates you!”

“I know.” Didn’t mean I was making the wrong choice. If I had to put myself in harm to increase her survival odds, so be it. “Get ready to throw. I’ll slow him down.”

“You… I’ll kill you if you don’t come back.”

“Looking forward to it,” I said, running into open space. I waved my arms in the air. “Oi! Scaly! Over here!”

If you were a hungry demon, which would you go for? The armored girl with the shield and spear, or the unarmed idiot who couldn’t hurt you? It picked the obvious choice. The wyvern swooped, talons primed to snatch up a juicy piece of half-breed prey.

A moment before it connected, I hit the deck. I rolled across the floor, too low for the wyvern to reach.

It shot past and made a sharp U-turn, eager for another go.

That was when I struck. I charged up my sore legs and shot into the air. There was no reason for the wyvern to think I had such a move in my arsenal. By the time it knew what was happening, I had a hold of its ankles.

Even though my blows couldn’t shift it, there was no reason my weight couldn’t slow it down.

The wyvern yelped and teetered in mid-air, balance compromised. Its mighty wings were strong enough to keep it airborne but little more than that.

Just what I’d hoped for. “Now!”

Titania lobbed her spear with the same precision as ever. It flew like a javelin and hit the wyvern in the chest. Bullseye.

On impact, there was a loud clank. The spear dropped, bouncing off the wyvern’s scales.

The color drained from my face. I stared at the woundless form above, unable to muster up a comment. I’d placed everything in that one attack and it had failed spectacularly.

Perhaps due to my numbness, the wyvern managed to shake me off. I dropped to the arena floor and it went hunting. It had a new piece of weaponless game in mind.

Sharp talons met Titania’s shield. The wyvern lost interest in swooping and restyled itself as a wrestler. Without her spear, Titania couldn’t fight him off. Hiding behind her buckler was all she could do.

My feelings returned in a flash. “No!” I yelled, charging over.

“Idiot, stop!” Titania screamed. “My spear. Use it.”

I hesitated. There wasn’t time.

Listen to her! What can we do without it?!

He wasn’t wrong but she needed me sooner rather than later. My heart told me to rush to her. For once, I listened to my head. She’d trusted me to stop the wyvern in her own Titania way. I had to trust her too.

Precious seconds slipped by as I detoured for the spear. I’d never used one before so throwing and hoping was out of the window. I held it out and charged at the wyvern, full speed ahead.

The solo battle quickly turned in the wyvern’s favor. It was too strong for Titania. She had seconds left at most.

I roared, summoning all the demon energy I could. Blue fire passed from my hands and surged into the spear. Using the full extent of my strength, I crashed into the wyvern and pierced through its scales.

It cried and fell to the ground. The spear had slipped between its ribs and lodged into its vulnerable innards. Electricity surged through the metal, passing on the shock. Instead of the usual little yellow spark, it was a vibrant blue lightning. The wyvern squirmed, showcasing the increased intensity. It also slowly dislodged the crippling weapon.

“No, you don’t,” I said, pinning the vulnerable wyvern down.

The demon didn’t like that. It bucked back, utilizing its powerful body.

I grappled one of its flapping wings in a desperate bid to gain control. It didn’t work. The wyvern was too strong and I was too drained.

I’ve got an idea. Put your hand on its head and focus.

What was that supposed to achieve?

Stop whining and do it.

I obeyed, channeling energy into my palm. Without warning, my power flared. My hand magnetized to the wyvern’s skull and wasn’t letting go. Demonic fire surged through me and into the trapped beast, almost as if it was being sucked out. “What the hell’s happening?”

I tried telling you earlier. Her ugliness left us a gift. Now seemed like a great time to test it out.

A heads-up would have been nice. Before I had a chance to make a fuss, the power came shooting back. I winced as the wyvern’s energy raced through my body and into my head. Felt like my skull was gonna split open.

Pictures flashed through my mind. It was a distant slideshow of dreamy imagery. There were mountains and snow. Lots and lots of snow. Hidden somewhere in that winter wonderland, a ruined city. It wasn’t empty. There were demons. So many demons. Different types, living together in the snow-battered remains.

I bit down as the scenery changed. The city vanished. More snow, more mountains, more nothing. My mind surged through the land of frost before arriving at a tower. Within, a girl. A prisoner. Demons surrounded her.

The images kept going. A fight. Who was fighting? Was it the wyvern? Were these its memories? Why was it fighting other demons? None of it made any sense.

Seeing any of this didn’t make sense.

Visions kept rushing through my throbbing mind. The wyvern was injured. It fled. It fell. It was discovered. It was captured. Cages, more cages. A dark dungeon filled with imprisoned demons. Days spent as a captive. Starvation, pain, misery.

This was more than seeing. I was channeling the wyvern’s emotions. Everything it experienced, I felt.

Finally, light. Freedom? Not quite. An enclosed arena, covered in blood and guts. Two people standing in the middle of this carnage. Enemies. Food. Must defeat.

My vision went white as the snow which had covered that wilderness. It was too intense. My mind was about to burst.

“Jake!”

I awoke to Titania’s voice. She was shaking my shoulders, concern clear as day.

“What happened?” I groaned, clutching my head.

“I don’t know. You stopped moving and didn’t respond. I was worried you’d…”

“Me? Nah, I’m fine. Don’t worry about it,” I said, doing my best to act normal. Inside, I was freaking out. The skull-splitting agony had petered out but I was still trying to process all the weird stuff I’d seen.

That can wait. Aren’t you forgetting something?

The wyvern groaned below me.

I jolted. How’d you overlook a huge lizard you’re lounging on? I’d stopped withstraining it yet it wasn’t acting out. At most, it looked at me like a pitiful animal. I couldn’t detect any aggression.

“You,” Titania growled, recovering from the same mental lapse.

“Wait,” I said, throwing up a hand. “Don’t kill it.”

“Are you nuts?!”

“A little bit. For some reason, I can’t…” I gazed at the pathetic demon still suffering from electricity’s cruel touch. For some crazy reason, I didn’t want to kill it.

It’s because you’re connected. Our souls are linked.

“That doesn’t make sense,” I whispered. Even by my inner demon’s standards that was ridiculous.

Put a little thought in it. Queenie controlled her minions without uttering a squeak. When she suffered, they suffered. They had to share some mental bond.

A power I’d absorbed when I’d killed her!

Bingo. We’ve earned ourselves a pet.

“You’ve got to be kidding me.”

Stop being a Debbie Downer and try it out.

The wyvern watched me like a loyal dog, even as its insides fried. Nonsense or not, there was no harm in testing it out.

“Speak,” I ordered.

The demon let out a pathetic howl.

“Shake your head.”

It shook its head.

“No way,” I muttered. “It’s gotta be a fluke…”

Does this look like a fluke? I’m telling you. That wyvern is under our control.

“Jake, what are you doing?” Titania probed. To her, I surely looked insane.

“I’m gonna try something,” I told her. “Whatever you do, don’t freak out.” I slipped off the wyvern’s back and pulled the blue spear from its body.

“Jake! What?!” Titania squawked.

“What did I just say?”

“But you&emdash;”

“It’s okay,” I assured her.

The wyvern struggled to its feet. With the spear removed, there was nothing stopping the beast from attacking us. It didn’t. The wyvern gave me an unwavering look even as blood hemorrhaged down its flank.

I brushed his scaly snout.

“J-Jake?” Titania said, keeping her distance.

“It’s fine,” I said. “You don’t need to know the details, but it’s on our side.”

My new pal hummed like the weirdest cat you’ve ever seen. Turned out wyverns enjoy being petted. Who knew?

“What is the meaning of this?” Ramses said, jumping to his feet. “You are supposed to be killing each other.”

I’d forgotten all about the whole coliseum business. A very confused crowd had given us a surprising amount of leeway. They’d kept tight-lipped as their deathmatch turned into a touching buddy film.

I laughed. “Change of plans. We’re calling this a draw.”

My wyvern yapped. I took it as an agreement.

Ramses looked bemused. “How is this possible? Half-breed, what did you do?!”

I shrugged. “Made a new friend. That’s all.”

“No. Impossible. Nobody could. Unless…” His authoritative aura returned in a snap. “I will not allow this. Ready the cannons. Destroy the demon and the girl. Leave the half-breed alive.”

I gulped and scanned the area. That didn’t sound good.

Nothing happened.

Ramses stomped his feet. “Where are the cannons?”

“Something’s wrong,” Magnesia said.

“Sire!” a runner yelled, bursting onto the scene. “Somebody's sabotaged the cannons!”

“What?!” Ramses barked.

The crowd grew rowdy. Can’t be easy staying composed while your leader blows a gasket.

“Silence!” Ramses yelled. “Send in the guards! Take them down!”

The gates opened and in charged the reinforcements. They were the last thing I wanted to see after a long slog.

I backed away until I hit my new pet. We were in the arena’s center with the brigade on the outside. As was typical, we were outnumbered. On top of that, there was nowhere to run. The gates slammed shut behind the soldiers. With the shield in service, escape wasn’t an option.

We were all on our last legs. I wasn’t sure if I had another fight in me. Things were bad. Really fucking bad.

The soldiers came forward, but an explosion stole their attention. Snow rained down from above, concentrated above the battleground. The weather was getting cold but that couldn’t explain a sudden miniature blizzard.

As the ice crystals fell, the audience noticed another strange occurrence. A single figure was on the move. She appeared from nowhere and set off up the dome’s outside, treating it like a running track.

I laughed. “What the hell is this?” I’d wondered where she was. Of all the times to make an appearance.

Titania shook my arm. “Jake, is that who I think it is?”

“You better believe it.”

Silky black hair. Snow-white skin. Kitten cosplay turned real. Esther had arrived and was heading for the arena’s summit, where the shield crystal was located.

“Somebody stop her!” Ramses yelled.

Too late. Esther reached the top and grabbed the orb, deactivating the shield.

There was a moment of silence before panic struck. The nobles screamed and took off running, fighting to be the first to escape.

“This is our chance,” I said, grabbing Titania and mounting the wyvern. “I hope you can still move.”

“Stop them!” Ramses commanded.

My wyvern flapped and rose into the air. Dust kicked out from below, blinding the closest guards.

I cheered. It was happening. We were flying; we were riding on a bloody demon.

Titania clutched my waist. “I don’t like it! Let me down!”

“Suck it up,” I told her. “Someone’s waiting for us.”

My wyvern ignored the massive gash in its side and carried us to the arena’s peak. Esther was there to greet us. She had the biggest smile on her face. “You never cease to surprise me.”

“Same goes for you,” I responded, offering my hand. “Let’s blow this joint.”

Esther left the crystal behind. Three passengers were enough trouble for my injured wyvern without expecting it to lug around a heavy sphere. We had more important valuables to collect.

The arena had emptied for the most part, but Ramses remained. His guards stood ready to fend off our assault.

We swept toward the royal box but shot past. Ramses wasn’t our target. That honor went to the blond making a break for the exit. Actually, it was more the dolled-up mechanic that he was trying to abscond with.

My wyvern landed in Frederic’s way, cutting him off. We’d dismounted a tick earlier, putting us behind him.

Frederic trembled. His face turned ghost white. “Please, don’t kill me.”

“Hand her over,” I ordered.

He released his prey and prostrated before us. “She’s all yours.”

Blair’s eyes darted around as if she was trying to comprehend what was happening. It was still hard to believe she was the same girl I’d seen in overalls. Baggy shirt or fluttery pink gown, there was no mistaking her.

I offered her my hand. “You heard him. We’re taking you back.”

“This… this is real?” Blair said.

“Real as real can be.”

Titania sprinted past me and snatched up Blair. “See? I told you I’d save you.”

Blair sniffled. Tears bubbled to the surface. “I never should have doubted you.”

“Don’t let them escape!” Ramses yelled. His guards made haste for us.

I clicked my tongue. “So much for a reunion.”

My wyvern hopped over us and sprayed fire at the coming offense, stopping them in their tracks. We couldn’t speak the same language but I sensed its intentions. It had this.

“We need to go,” Esther said, directing us to the closest exit.

Titania kept a tight hold of Blair. After a long delay, we’d finally retrieved the package. All that remained was the escape.

We arrived at the tunnel. It was no exit. Another group of guards had foreseen our plan. The worst duo stood at the head.

“Sorry. You’re all out of luck,” Shadow said, snapping her whip.

Magnesia gripped her spear. “Surrender or&emdash;”

A wall of ice sprung from the floor, closing off the hallway.

“Not there, sillies,” Dessa giggled, strolling toward us. “We shall make our grand getaway over yonder.”

“You two are unbelievable,” I sighed.

“That’s our line,” Esther said. “I’ll let it slide this time.”

“How kind of&emdash;” A loud bang splintered the ice wall. Cracks spread down its surface. “Enough chatter. Let’s go.”

With fire protecting one side and ice the other, we escaped the coliseum.


Chapter 22


After making a bold escape from the arena, leaving the district through the sewers felt anti-climactic. Flying out of the city on my wyvern would have been incredible.

Stupid shielding.

I hoped the wyvern would be okay but I had a feeling that was the last we’d see of each other. It was my first time feeling guilty about a demon’s fate and I intended it to be the last.

The rest of us were fine. Esther had evaded captured and worked in the shadows to help us. Dessa had hidden in plain sight, waiting for her moment to earn brownie points with me. Neither had abandoned us, just like Titania and I hadn’t abandoned Blair.

We managed to get from the Noble District to the Common without facing any resistance. I put it down to the demonic distraction we’d left behind, but there was another reason we discovered upon reaching street level. The city was in pandemonium. Guards struggled to stop a mob of civilians from storming the gate to the Farming District.

“What’s going on?” I said.

“No clue,” Esther said. “Come on. We have a date.”

It was later than anticipated but we rendezvoused at the garage. Our associates were waiting for us.

“My baby,” Diarmuid said, stealing Blair. He cradled her and peppered her head with kisses. “I never thought I’d see you again.”

“Daddy!” she sobbed, wrapping him up in six arms.

I smiled. After the shit we’d gone through, that was the finest tonic anyone could have given me.

“You kids caused one almighty stink,” Gall said.

“We aren’t the only ones,” I said. “What happened down here?”

“You happened. News spreads fast. They’re all talking about the half-breed who defeated the king’s arena.”

“It’s been ten minutes, at most.”

“That’s plenty of time. This district’s been waiting for some inspiration. You, my boy, have delivered.”

My goosebumps stood on end. The chants of the disgruntled masses were loud and clear. Those who had been treated little better than slaves were finally standing up. The commoners were united against those who oppressed them. And it was because of me.

“I didn’t do anything,” I said.

“Sweetcheeks, you’re the first to best that royal line in a long, long time. And you did it riding a fucking dragon? Auntie would’ve loved to see that,” Gall laughed. “Don’t underestimate hope. Most thought beating that goblin bellend was impossible. We finally see a chink in his armor. The rest of us little people want a slice.”

“She ain’t wrong,” Diarmuid added. “I’ve never seen Grabadon like this before.”

“That doesn’t mean we should linger,” Esther said.

“True,” Gall agreed. “It’s safer if we stick to the plan.”

“And now’s the perfect time to execute it.”

I couldn’t disagree. Still, I wanted us to hang around a little longer and not for my sake.

Diarmuid held Blair at arm’s length. “Listen, you need to go.”

“But, Daddy,” she whimpered.

“No buts. You can’t stay here. You know this.”

“What about you?”

He smirked. “Don’t worry about me. I’m tough as old boots.”

“Daddy,” she sniveled.

“Don’t gimme that look.” He squeezed her as tight as he could. “It’s time for you to spread your wings. Go see the world; find yourself a man. That Jake’s not so bad.”

Blair embraced Diarmuid back, sobbing into his shoulder. They deserved more than a snap reunion. If only we had a choice. We had to get Blair out of the city.

Gall patted my shoulder. “All your crap’s in the wagon. You’re good to go.”

“Thanks, Gall,” I said. “Sorry about all the shit I’ve caused.”

“I’ll take it over a boring life any day.”

“Hey! Old woman!” Titania interrupted. She was nice and rigid with an expression that could be best described as ‘peeved’. Her posture was itching for a fight, but her lunge attack ended with her burying her face into Gall’s chest. Titania hugged her wide, portly body. “You better not be dead when I get back.”

Gall chortled and squeezed Titania. “I ain’t dying until you’ve made me a great-aunt.”

“Prepare to live forever.”

“Don’t even think about it, you little shit.”

And another one. I swallowed down any complaints and focused on what we had to do.

Once everyone finished saying their goodbyes, we coaxed Blair aboard and prepared to set off.

“Hunters!” Diarmuid said, bowing his head. “I can’t thank you enough.”

“Don’t mention it. It’s all part of the job,” I said.

“Stop trying to sound cool,” Titania said.

“Was not.”

Diarmuid laughed. “Take good care of her, lad and lassies. And yourselves.” He saluted.

We returned the favor before motoring onto the commotion-filled main road. Our celebrations had been a bit premature. One final obstacle sat in our path. The gate to the outside remained shut.

“We have to make this quick,” Esther said from the cockpit. “Do you remember what to do?”

“Yes, Boss,” Titania said.

I nodded. Esther would handle one of the guard towers while Titania and I took care of the other. Once we got the gate open, we hightailed it.

“We’re almost there,” Esther said. “Be ready to… huh?”

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“The gate’s opening.”

It took me a moment to absorb what Esther had said. “Huh?”

“Is something wrong?” Blair asked.

“I don’t think so,” Esther responded. “I’m not sure. This doesn’t make sense. It shouldn’t be open.”

“I’m on it,” I said, checking the periscope. True enough the huge gate was swinging open. The reason why was easy to spot. Civilians spilled from the towers, waving at us. They were mainly strangers but they’d come to our aid. There were a few faces I recognized; only one by name. She’d been adamantly against the plan yet there Sophie was taking up a central position in the chaos, leading her smugglers and the plucky commoners.

“You decided to rock the boat after all, eh?” I chuckled. What had spurred her change of mind was a mystery for another occasion. Whatever the reason, I was glad she’d come around.

Esther drove us through the open passage and out of Grabadon. There weren’t any guards waiting for us. We hit the open plain without a shred of resistance.

“We did it!” Titania cheered, jumping around with Blair.

“It actually worked,” Esther sighed, slumping back.

I breathed a big sigh of my own. It’d been more turbulent than I’d planned but we’d done it. Blair was free and we were away.

“Thank you,” Blair sniffled, tears building. “I know I said not to, but… I’m so happy you came for me.”

“Well, duh I did,” Titania retorted. “Like I was gonna let some turd have you.”

“You’re still my hero,” Blair squeaked, squeezing Titania in a mass of skinny lilac arms.

Titania beamed, an expression we didn’t see from her enough. They made a cute couple.

“I agree,” Dessa said.

“You thought so too?” I said to the part-time mind reader.

“Of course, darling.” Dessa groped her own huge bosom. “Blair looks much hotter showing off her puppies. I never knew she was so stacked.”

“Wait, when was I thinking that?!” Not that she was wrong. Nobody could have predicted Blair had been hiding such a large surprise under her baggy clothing. The pink gown really emphasized her natural assets.

“Hey!” Titania snapped, holding Blair like a stuffed toy. “Stop perving on my friend!”

“I wasn’t.”

“We’re sorry,” Dessa giggled.

“No, you’re sorry. I didn’t do anything wrong,” I groaned. We’d been out of Grabadon for two minutes and were back to being a tiring rabble. Not that I was disappointed. Anything different and it wouldn’t be us. This was the crew I’d gotten to know and love, idiotic interactions and all.

“Don’t even try it,” Titania said, narrowing her eyes. “Three’s enough. Leave Blair out of it.”

“Three, you say?” Dessa said, leaning in close with a big teasing smile. “By my count, it should only be two.”

Titania squeaked and shuffled back, eyes darting. “Like, you know. It’s just&emdash;” An explosion rocked the wagon, knocking us all off balance. We barely managed to stay on our feet. “The fuck was that?!”

“Jake, check the scope!” Esther yelled from up front.

I jumped on and scanned the area. More I spotted the unmissable cause instantly. “What is that?”

A mammoth flying machine was after us. It was no plane. I’d never seen anything like it. Size wise it was in a different league from the wagon. Our beast was built to contain a small team. Their flying leviathan looked big enough to house an army.

Titania wrestled her way onto the periscope. Her complexion went pale. “No way. It’s the Imperious.”

“The Imperious?!” Blair squealed.

“It can’t be,” Esther said. “This is unheard of.”

“I know what the fucking Imperious looks like,” Titania snapped.

“Will someone tell me what the Imperious is?” The name rang a faint bell, but nothing more than that.

“It’s Grabadon’s most powerful weapon,” Blair said as her shivering arms winded around her body. “The world’s deadliest airship.”

“We must have really pissed him off,” Dessa said, voice far too casual for the occasion.

Another explosion struck. Our shield held but the impact was too powerful to ignore. Furniture bounced across the room. Maintaining our footing was a real struggle.

“Esther, step on it!” I yelled.

“It’s pointless,” Blair said, clutching her head. “The Imperious’s top speed eclipses that of all land vehicles. We can’t outrun it.”

“And there ain’t any cover around here,” Titania reminded me. The plain spread as far as the eye could see. Perfect wagon shooting territory.

“If we can last an hour…” Esther began.

“We’ll never last that long,” Blair squealed. “With the Imperious’s rate of fire and destructive potential, it’ll be a miracle if we survive half that.”

Esther did her best evasive driving but the explosions were never far behind.

I gritted my teeth. “What about fighting back?”

“How?! It’s an airship,” Titania snapped.

“The cannon. If we use it&emdash;”

“No,” Blair said, shaking her head. “The Imperious will activate its shield. It has four rotating cores and complete coverage. There’s not a weapon on Terix strong enough to break through.”

“There has to be something we can do!”

Nobody offered a solution. They knew what I was trying to avoid. This was David versus Goliath, except the latter had protective armor and a crater-making cannon. So much for that slingshot.

Another direct blow caught us. The wagon tilted, almost toppling over. Our luggage flew everywhere, some of it spilling from our bags. It rained clothing and bits of useless junk. Blair’s failed inventions almost took my head off.

Speaking of Blair, she lost her balance. Luckily, Titania was there to catch her. “You okay?”

“No!” Blair whimpered, burying her head against Titania’s shoulder. “I don’t wanna die! I wanna see dad again!” So much for saving her. We’d liberated her into the grave.

I clutched my head. It couldn’t be happening. I couldn’t accept it was the end.

Something large and soft plonked around my arm. “Come, come, darling,” Dessa purred. She’d squealed at demon rats yet acted fearlessly as an airship bombarded us. “Isn’t it time you did something stupid that somehow pays off?”

“What can I do?” I said. “We can’t even reach it. Shit, if I hadn’t left my wyvern…” Getting another wasn’t an option for so many reasons. There was also no point in hoping help would appear in the nick of time. Nobody was coming. It was up to us. All we had was my demon jump and it wasn’t scaling that high. I was no Superman.

Another explosion caused a second object blizzard. The clothes weren’t too bad but I could’ve done without the metal. It wasn’t the place nor time for a bunch of unstable prototypes.

I froze. That was it. I stumbled through the wreckage and dug through Blair’s remaining luggage.

“The fuck are you doing?!” Titania snapped.

“Trust me on this,” I said, tossing Blair’s underwear aside in search of her one invention that could save us. Diarmuid had packed a ton of her junk. Surely, he’d included them.

Right at the bottom of the second bag, I found the Holy Grail: Blair’s rocket boots.

“Why be Superman when I can be Iron Man?” I said.

“I told you, they don’t work,” Blair sniffled.

“You never said that. You said they use too much energy.”

“That’s the same thing.”

I shook my head. “What if you had a bottomless energy supply? Would it work then?”

She tapped her lips. “I don’t see why not.”

“Good enough for me,” I said, stepping into the first boot.

“Huh? Ah!” Her eyes widened, sparkling with sudden enthusiasm. “I never considered that possibility. What if the wearer produces the energy? There was never a reason to toy with that theory, but you’re different. If it’s you, it may be possible.”

“Will somebody tell me what’s going on?” Titania asked.

“It’s simple. Using Jake as a power source we may be able to produce enough energy to successfully achieve ample vertical propulsion.”

“Huh?”

“Using these boots, I might be able to fly,” I said.

Titania’s jaw dropped. “No fucking way.”

“Is that really possible?” Esther asked from the driver’s seat.

“There’s no guarantee,” Blair said. “At the moment, it’s still a hypothesis. We don’t know how much potential Jake holds as a battery. The boots themselves remain untested in the field. While it works in theory, there are so many variables to consider.”

“I like those odds,” I said.

“This is crazy,” Titania said. “You’re gonna fly? Then what?”

“Simple. I board the airship and bust stuff until it stops firing.”

“Again, it’s possible,” Blair mumbled, nibbling a thumb. “The Imperious should be susceptible to internal damage. If you can eliminate the central controls you can effectively immobilize the ship.”

“What about the shield?” Titania said.

“It could be a non-factor. The Imperious cannot shield while attacking. Unless it notices a suitable threat, it’ll likely continue bombarding. It’s possible to slip through before it realizes the danger.”

“Who’s gonna suspect me in a pair of rocket boots?” I remarked.

Dessa burst out laughing. It was more of a guffaw than her signature giggle. She wiped a tear from her eye. “Darling, you are the best. I challenge you and you produce a scheme more ridiculous than I could have ever envisioned. It’s no wonder I’m so enamored with you.”

“You ask, I deliver.”

“Are you really gonna do this?” Esther queried.

A nicely timed explosion struck our hull. The shield held, but that wouldn’t be the case forever. We only had so much juice in reserve.

“Do I have a choice?” I said.

“Then I’ll come too.”

“You can’t. You’re the only one who can drive.” Put anyone else at the wheel and we’d be a sitting duck.

Esther grimaced. “You can’t go alone.”

“He won’t,” Titania said, slipping into a fresh pair of gauntlets.

“You sure?” I asked. My demon healing had patched up the wounds I’d received in the arena. Her cuts were still fresh.

“I ain’t letting you steal all the glory.”

I smirked and looked at the cockpit. “Esther, any objections?”

She took her time to answer. “Both of you, come back alive. That’s an order.”

“Yes, Boss!” Titania said.

“Don’t worry, I won’t die here,” I said, slotting on the second boot. “Let’s do this.”


Chapter 23


Rocket boots. It was hard to believe I was wearing a pair of genuine rocket boots.

They were around my size. I was lucky Blair had bloated the prototype. We would have been screwed if she’d made them for her own little feet.

Speaking of Blair, she paced around the wagon ruffling her hair. “This is too risky,” she mumbled. “What if they don’t work? What if they explode? My best friend killed because my invention wasn’t&emdash;”

Titania thumped Blair’s shoulder. “Shut it. We’re gonna nail this. Right, Jake?”

“Right,” I said. It wasn’t the time for getting nervous. Fake it until you make it and all that.

Blair nodded. “Please, come back safe.”

“It’s a promise,” I said.

Once we got a chance, we flung open the wagon’s door and took off.  I performed a demon jump but didn’t stop channeling power into my feet. It passed into the boots and propelled us onward. Rather than the usual initial burst, my fire roared as a continuous stream, pushing us higher and higher. I was an arrow soaring through the sky.

Riding a wyvern was exhilarating, but this was something else. I’d become motherfucking Iron Man.

“Holy shit,” I snorted. “We’re flying. We’re really flying!”

“Stop reminding me!” Titania screamed. I had her in a bridal carry, but that wasn’t enough for her. She clung hold of me and buried her head against my shoulder.

“Don’t be such a chicken.”

“I’m not a chicken!”

“If you’re scared of heights you shouldn’t have come.”

“I’m not scared! I’m trying to stay warm!”

It was a bit nippy but I felt like hot shit. Flying was incredible. I could have happily lost hours soaring like a bird if I didn’t have important business to handle. There was an eyesore blotting the sky and we had to stop it.

Blair, our resident airship expert, had been correct. They didn’t activate their shield. We got in close and landed on the upper deck. I stopped providing energy and the boots died, plonking us down.

Titania jumped from my arms and kissed the floor. “I missed you so much.”

“Get a grip. Let’s hurry and find that control room,” I said. According to Blair, the controls were likely at the base. That was a lot of ship to pass through. “If we’re lucky, we’ll get there undetected.” I opened the only hatch in view.

An alarm shot back.

“Dammit, Jake,” Titania said.

“What else was I supposed to do?”

She growled and hopped down the hole. “Come on. Let’s hurry this up.”

I sighed and joined her. That was stealth done. Reckless speed was our next best option.

We made as much headway as we could before encountering the arriving mob of guards. They were black-garbed elites. Only the best for hunting us.

Titania wasn’t intimidated. She charged right at them and thrust her spear.

They put up their shields, but it wasn’t enough. A surge of blue lightning drove the soldiers back.

That was new. Closest I’d seen was when I’d buried her spear in the wyvern’s side and that was my doing.

The weapon looked different. It had gone through a skin change, from metallic to blue. Static flickered around the tip.

“Your spear,” I said.

“Little busy!” Titania grunted, swinging at another guard.

She had a point. Curious Jake could wait. I summoned my fire and charged into battle.

The enemy’s shields crumpled under the force of my destructive jabs. Our aggression and overwhelming offensive power pushed the coming soldiers into a permanent state of defense. They didn’t get a chance to counterattack. They were fighting for their lives… almost.

We didn’t kill but we knocked out every guard who showed up. The ship’s corridors worked the same way as the sewer tunnels. We effectively bulldozed through them.

“Easy,” Titania said, seeing off the last opponent.

“Compared to the coliseum,” I agreed. “So, that spear.”

“Cool, yeah? It just turned like this. It’s awesome. Kicks more ass than ever.” She adjusted her grip and marched on. “Who’s gonna face it next?”

Just turned that way? Unlikely. Its color was familiar. Looked the same as my first sword, the one I’d flooded with demon power. And I had used the spear for something similar.

Forget the spear. What are you doing wasting all this tasty experience?

“I know you’re not talking about these people,” I said, glancing at the fallen guards.

Who else? It’s such a waste.

“They’re not demons,” I reminded my inner darkness.

A soul’s a soul. We need power.

“Not that badly.”

They tried to kill you. They don’t deserve mercy.

“That’s my call. Not yours.” I left the napping guards and followed Titania. We didn’t have a map so we just went down whenever we could. The airship was huge but it was a finite space. I figured we’d find our target eventually.

After going down a few levels, and knocking out a lot of guards, we arrived in a sizeable bay.

“Think this is the bottom?” I asked Titania.

“I hope so. My feet are killing,” she groaned.

“It is indeed,” a voice confirmed, stopping us in our tracks. There was no sign of her but she had to be close. “Well, well. Fancy seeing you guys again. We have to stop meeting like this.”

My instincts flared. I grabbed Titania and dodged to the side.

A whip snapped from the ceiling, missing us. Sneak attack unsuccessful, the executor revealed herself. It was the same masked bitch who’d caused us so much trouble.

“Why’d you dodge? You two are no fun,” she said.

“Shadow,” I growled.

“That’s my name. Well, codename. How kind of you to remember. I guess I do leave quite the impression. How’s your neck?” she cackled, brushing her throat.

“We don’t have time for this.”

“Really? What’s the rush? We already blew up your friends.”

I froze. “What?”

“That’s right. Blew them up good. It was quite the explosion. That metal box went boom. The demons will be eating their guts off the plains all week.”

My breathing raced; my head did the same. There was no way that was true. We couldn’t be too late. Esther was there. She’d have thought of something. She had to have.

“I’ll kill you!” Titania screamed, rushing at Shadow.

Shadow flicked her whip, coiling around Titania’s spear. A second swing flung Titania across the room, into a wall. It was incredible strength for somebody with an unassuming build.

The blow awakened me. I roared and charged.

Shadow flipped over my head and left me looking like a fool. “Are you an ape? All power and no speed. I could keep away from you all day.”

I was by no means slow. Back home, I was a quick fighter. Shame that meant nothing on Terix.

“I’m not gonna lose to you!” I said, launching another offensive.

She danced away from my flurry of jabs with scary ease.

“You’ll never avenge them like this,” Shadow said.

“Shut up!” I snapped, throwing a haymaker.

Shadow captured my flailing arm with her whip. The spikes dug into my flesh. Electricity followed.

I winced and stumbled to a knee. It was as excruciating as I remembered.

“Stupid boy,” she cackled. I couldn’t see her face but I could feel her malicious glare. “You should’ve kneeled. You should’ve joined our side. Not that I’m unhappy. I’m glad. I wanted to kill you so bad.” She pulled a knife from her belt. “I get to kill a half-breed. Imagine that!”

Overwhelming pain stopped me from escaping. My body didn’t cooperate with my wants. No matter how hard I willed it, I couldn’t overpower the current frying my nerves.

“Goodbye,” Shadow said.

Titania shoulder charged Shadow from behind.

The whip ripped from my flesh. It hurt like shit, but it was a lollipop and plaster compared to being shocked.

“Bitch,” Shadow said, getting back to her feet. “Hurry and die.”

“Fuck you,” Titania growled, lunging.

Shadow countered the same way, coiling Titania’s spear. Again, she threw.

This time, Titania released. Her weapon went flying and she kept running. She put all her weight behind a single punch that drilled Shadow on the beak of her mask.

The black metal caved and Shadow stumbled back. She lashed out desperately.

Titania ducked the whip and delivered another brutal punch. The force disarmed her opponent.

Without her weapon, Shadow’s tactics changed. She squealed and darted away.

I caught her before that happened, wrapping an arm around her throat.

Shadow kicked, but she didn’t have the strength to overpower me. Without her tricks and weapons, she was nothing special. Clawing my flesh was all she could accomplish.

I didn’t let go. My heart pounded. I couldn’t forget what she’d told me.

Surely, this one doesn’t deserve mercy. She killed our friends. She mocked their deaths. She was gonna kill us too.

My grip tightened. Others could be excused, but Shadow? She was evil. Wicked. Terix was better off without her.

“I lied, I lied,” Shadow wheezed. “They’re still alive.”

“What?!” I said, grip faltering.

“I was lying. They’re not dead.”

The storm clouding my mind passed. Of course, she was just trying to get under our skin. And for that, I’d almost…

And for good reason. She deserves it. Don’t ease up. Finish the job.

No, I couldn’t. Killing a demon was one thing, but claiming a person’s life?

Shadow stomped my foot, giving her the room to wiggle free. She fled without another word.

“You ain’t stopping her?” Titania said. Her hands were still shaking. “Is that okay?”

“I don’t know,” I confessed. Shadow was evil, there was no doubting that, but I didn’t have it in me to kill her. “Forget it. You heard her. We’ve gotta find the control room.”

Titania nodded and joined me on the search. Being on the bottom level meant we weren’t far away. We continued forward, down a long corridor, and reached the cockpit. A glass front backlit the main controls and the lone woman operating them.

My partner stopped still. She growled, body tensing. “You.”

Magnesia was the one at the wheel. Because of course she was. She left her station and looked at us with her usual cold gaze. “Who else? I’m the Captain of the Guard. Eliminating Grabadon’s most wanted is my duty.”

“That’s right,” Titania snorted. “That’s all you’ve ever cared about.”

“It’s what we soldiers are for.” Magnesia grabbed her spear and stepped forward. “The opponent’s identity doesn’t matter. Demons, children, your own daughter. Orders must be followed. Loyalty comes before everything.”

“Maybe in your world,” I said. “To me, family is everything.”

“Tell that to the daughter who opposes her own mother.”

“You’re not my mom. Not anymore,” Titania growled. “You’re my enemy.”

“Then family is irrelevant.” Magnesia’s stance shifted. Bloodlust pervaded the cabin. “I’ll eliminate you both. Then I’ll deal with your friends.”

I sighed, heart relaxing. It was true, they were still&emdash;

Magnesia’s spear grazed my chin.

I jumped away, catching myself on the sharp edge. A split second later and I would’ve been dead.

“Only a fool lets his guard down on the battlefield,” Magnesia said, staring at me.

Titania lunged from Magnesia’s blind spot.

Magnesia snatched the spear without so much as a glance. “I am no fool.” She swung her own.

Titania threw up her guard. She deflected the hit but it knocked her off balance. Before she recovered, Magnesia stabbed.

I fired my dragon breath.

Magnesia dashed back, avoiding the point-blank attack. As soon as she got out of range, she bolted forward and aimed at my throat.

Titania slid in the way and readied her shield.

Magnesia switched arms and led with her own. Shield slammed shield and the larger woman came out victorious. Titania was driven into me.

Before I’d processed it, Magnesia’s piercing blade was back after my life.

I clapped my hands shut and caught the spear. The tip rubbed against my Adam’s apple.

“Not bad,” Magnesia said. “You would have made a fine guard.”

“Sorry to disappoint,” I mumbled, struggling to keep my arms steady. Magnesia was strong. I couldn’t overpower her. My dragon breath would have worked if her blade hadn’t been so close. A big inhale and I’d have pierced my own throat.

Titania bailed me out. She aimed for her mother’s neck.

Magnesia blocked it without batting an eye. She delivered a swift kick, driving Titania back into my chest.

I stumbled, thudding against the cabin wall.

The head guard closed us down in an instant, affording us no room to breathe and literally nowhere to go. She unleashed a barrage of blistering spear strikes. The tempo was insane, as was the precision. They didn’t strike the wall despite coming so close. There had to be millimeters in it yet Magnesia powered on without hesitation.

Titania stood firm and stopped the blows from hitting our vitals. She forced Magnesia wide, although that didn’t stop the experienced spearwoman from landing some hits. Glancing blows caught our limbs, tearing into our flesh. Blood seeped from our accumulating injuries, gushing down our skin. It was a calculated offensive designed to wear us down.

Our organs were safe but there was no chance to react. Magnesia’s attacks came with such velocity that there was never a window to counter. One bad move and her next blow would end things.

“What’s wrong? Is this your limit?” Magnesia asked without slowing her hand. “How disappointing. I guess you really aren’t my child.”

“Fuck you,” Titania growled.

“Sloppy,” Magnesia said, stabbing Titania’s shoulder.

Titania squealed but hid it behind gritted teeth. She recovered before the next blow did worse.

I clenched my teeth. It was unacceptable. I had to do something but there were no openings. Magnesia’s offense was perfect. This was the difference between a punk kid, with a few weeks of sparring practice, and a trained knight who had dedicated her life to the spear. She was on a different level.

“Come on, half-breed,” Magnesia said, reading me like a book. “If you don’t do something, you’re both going to die.”

Like I didn’t know that. Magnesia was an animal toying with her prey. We had to break free. Titania’s life was on the line. The others were waiting for us. It was sink or swim.

She was too talented to beat in a fight. I had to risk it all on one throw of the dice.

I unleashed another burst of flame breath.

As expected, Magnesia hopped out of the way.

It was good enough. A small window. I pushed Titania aside and sent every ounce of demon energy into my boots. The rocket propulsion shot me forward, through the wall of fire.

Magnesia awaited on the other side. She thrust, aiming for the kill.

It took everything I had to twist away. Her blade sliced my cheek, passed along my neck, and down across my shoulder. Perfect.

Before Magnesia could withdraw, I tackled her waist and drove her across the cockpit. We flew at breakneck speed until we collided with the control unit. The metal compressed around us, blowing the machinery.

I groaned and rubbed my head. Ramming into steel at a hundred miles an hour wasn’t pleasant. If somebody else hadn’t absorbed the brunt of the impact, I could have been in serious trouble.

Magnesia lay still in the wreckage. The device had folded beneath her weight. Blood trickled from her head, streaming down her face.

“Did I?” I gasped, heart pounded.

Her hand shot up and grasped my throat. “You,” Magnesia growled. Her red eyes brimmed with anger.

I grunted, grasping her wrist. Shit. She was gonna rip out my gullet.

“Drop him,” Titania said, pushing her spear against Magnesia’s neck.

Magnesia’s glare softened. She snorted and released me. “Unbelievable. I never thought I’d lose to you.”

“Believe it,” Titania said.

She scoffed. “What now? Going to kill me? Going to punish me for being such an unfit mother? Or perhaps it’s revenge for Sterne?”

Titania’s breathing picked up the pace. Her hands trembled, sending vibrations down the shaft. The tip rested on Magnesia’s throat, denting her skin but going no further.

“Why are you hesitating?” Magnesia asked. “I don’t deny any of it. I gave up being your mother to become a killer. Many have died by my hands. More than you know. I’ve slaughtered so many innocent people in His Majesty’s name. This is your chance to avenge them. This is your chance to punish me for my sins.” Her voice was low, steady, monotone. There was no fear in her eyes. They were unwavering. She was a woman ready to die.

No, not quite. I recognized this. It reminded me of a young boy who’d lost everything because of his own mistake. Magnesia wasn’t ready for death. She was welcoming it.

“I tried to kill you. I tried to kill your friends,” Magnesia continued. “You said it yourself. I am your enemy. There’s no need to show me mercy. I haven’t earned it. I lost that right a long time ago. Especially from you.”

“You don’t need to do this,” I told Titania. “We destroyed the controls. It’s over.”

“Really? I’m still breathing. Can you guarantee I won’t chase you? My hands are stained with blood. What are a few more lives to me?” Magnesia stared at Titania. “The only way to be sure is to finish me here.”

“Don’t.”

“Stay out of this,” Magnesia demanded. “He wasn’t there that night. He didn’t see the sins I committed. He didn’t see the children I slaughtered with my blade.”

Titania’s breathing raced. Her hand shook so fast she almost dropped her spear.

“Listen to me,” I said.

“Jake, shut it,” Titania snapped. “She’s right. This is between me and her.”

“That’s right.” Magnesia spread her arms. “It’s time. Finish this. Punish me.”

I shook my head. I couldn’t watch. Titania was going to make a big mistake. I had to stop her before it was too late.

Before I shifted, Titania withdrew her spear.

Magnesia’s poker face crumbled. “What are you doing?! This is your chance! I told you to kill me!”

“Quiet!” Titania yelled. “You selfish bitch. Don’t you think I want to?! It’s what you deserve, but… I can’t do it. How can I kill my own mother?!”

“Have you forgotten what I’ve done?!”

“Of course not. It doesn’t change a thing. Even though you abandoned me, even though you’ve killed so many, I can’t do it. You’re still my mom, no matter what.” Tears trickled down Titania’s face. She snorted, wiped them away. “Besides, unlike you, I’m no killer.” She turned her back on Magnesia and walked away. “We’re done here. Let’s go.”

“Alright,” I said, following. Watching Titania break the vicious cycle should have made me happy but it was impossible to crack a smile while anguish polluted her gaze.

As we reached the door, Magnesia spoke up. “You shouldn’t turn your back on an enemy.”

We jerked around, ready for round two.

Magnesia lobbed a trinket across the cockpit.

Titania caught the object. It was a threadbare, red bracelet. “You still had this?”

“Reinforcements will arrive soon,” Magnesia responded.

“Why did you still have this?”

“This is your last chance to escape.”

“Answer me!”

One didn’t come. Magnesia stared but didn’t open up.

“Come on,” I said, pulling Titania’s hand. “We have to go.”

Titania surrendered and let me take her. We rushed through the ship and back to the roof. With the Imperious immobilized, all that remained was getting back to the others.

What goes up must come down. I scooped Titania up and jumped off the ship. My plan was for us to gracefully descend back to ground level.

The reality was closer to falling.

Titania squealed as we plummeted. My flying ability involved heading in one direction very fast. That didn’t work on the return trip unless we felt like becoming a splatter on the floor.

I sure as hell didn’t.

“Jake, do something!” Titania hissed, squeezing me with everything she had.

That was more like the girl I knew.

“I’m trying,” I said, kicking my legs. Skydiving was exhilarating but I really wanted a parachute.

The ground got closer and closer. The moment of impact rapidly approached. If I didn’t act fast all we’d achieved was going to go up in smoke.

I used the propulsion of the boots to flip my body around, so my feet were aiming at the ground. The boosters shot but our velocity was too strong. We kept going. It was a race against gravity.

“No, no, no! Not like this!” Titania squealed.

I bit down and gave everything I had. Titania had overcome her own mother. I wasn’t gonna lose to fall damage.

We were about to hit when our direction shifted. The rockets won out. We bounced up moments before touchdown.

“Yes,” I cheered, disengaging the boosters. We’d made it!

A second later, we crashed down from our new smaller summit.

I groaned. Stuck flat on my back with another person’s weight on top of me. It was a serious case of déjà vu, right down to feeling grateful for my life.

“We’re alive?” Titania said, crawling onto solid ground. “We’re alive! You did it!” She jumped back on, hugging my neck.

“Great,” I grimaced. “Always happy to help.” Despite my half-hearted celebration, I was over the damn moon. Somehow, we’d made it.

Titania kissed her bracelet as the wagon sped in our direction. They really were alive. It was our victory. This time, for real.


Chapter 24


A marooned Imperious was no excuse to linger. We raced off and didn’t stop until the plains were a distant memory. Esther finally took her foot off the gas once we were hidden deep in a gorge. That was when it sunk in. There were no more surprises in store. We’d opposed the city of Grabadon and escaped to tell the tale.

“We did it!” I cheered, throwing my arms in the air.

Esther hugged me. “I’m so proud of you.”

I squeezed back and twirled her around. It’d been a bumpy ride but we’d made it.

“Hey, what about me?” Titania huffed.

“Like I could forget about you,” Esther said, dragging Titania in with a big kiss on the head. “You were amazing.”

“Thanks,” she mumbled, cheeks lighting up.

I grinned and ruffled her blonde hair. “Couldn’t have done it without you.”

“Same goes for you.”

We did make quite the team. Esther had saved me that fateful day, but since then it was Titania who’d bailed me out more times than I could remember. And I liked to think I’d done the same.

“Thank you,” Blair said, bowing her head. She’d changed from her extravagant gown back into the baggy overalls she loved so much. They looked right on her. “Thank you for everything.”

“It’s cool. Don’t mention it,” I said.

“But you saved me from that life. Even though I asked you not to. Then you saved me from the Imperious. I can’t thank you enough. I’ll always be in your debt.” Blair went bow crazy. Her messy twintails swung everywhere.

“Stop. We aren’t interested in debts. Ain’t that right?”

Titania nodded. “Yeah! Like I was gonna ditch you.”

“Plus, we couldn’t have escaped without your rocket boots.”

“They were totally awesome. Make me a pair.”

“You’re scared of heights,” I reminded her.

“I am not!”

“You were quivering like a baby.”

“For the last time, I was cold!”

Blair snorted. Her angelic giggles burst out.

Our squabble came to a swift conclusion. It was hard to quarrel when Blair was making such a sweet face. Her adorable features were wasted worrying about the small stuff. She was at her best with a smile.

“They might be a pair of numbskulls but they aren’t wrong,” Esther said. “We don’t need your thanks. It’s natural to help a teammate in need.”

“Teammate? You mean me?” Blair squeaked.

“You’ll be traveling with us from now on. Sounds like a teammate to me.”

“But I’m not a fighter.”

“That makes two of us, darling,” Dessa giggled. “It’s never stopped me.”

“Only ‘cos we can’t get rid of you,” Titania said.

“So rude! You’d be heartbroken if I upped and vanished.”

“Good riddance.”

Esther sighed. “You’ll need to get used to this. If you can manage that, welcome aboard.” She offered Blair her hand.

Blair hesitated but couldn’t hold back. She swarmed Esther’s hand with all six of her own. “I’m Blair! I’m no good at fighting, but I’m good at fixing things. I’ll do everything I can to keep the wagon in tip-top shape. P-please, take good care of me!”

I ruffled her messy hair. “We will. No need to be so formal.”

Blair flashed a warm smile. The best of smiles.

“I believe this calls for a celebration,” Dessa giggled, pulling a bottle out of who knows where.

And celebrate we did. We put all our worries to one side and toasted our victory. It had been a long hectic day but I couldn’t deny it’d been a good one.


***


Evening had come and gone, consumed by a party for five. It’d been a lot of fun. Turned out Blair was a terrible drinker. Not the most surprising revelation ever.

With darkness blotting the sky, things had settled down and people had slipped off to bed. After an exhausting day, I felt like doing the same. But I couldn’t. My presence had been requested. I slumped on the couch, awaiting the scheduler’s arrival.

“Hey,” Titania said, shuffling over. She was wrapped in a cocoon of blankets. Only her face was showing. “Can I sit there?”

“Like you have to ask,” I responded.

“Thanks.” She settled in next to me and… that was pretty much it. Not a word, even though she’d asked me to stay up after hours.

“So… crazy day, right?” I said.

“Totally,” she replied. “It was non-stop.”

“Tell me about it.” Arena in the morning; airship in the afternoon. Ramses had made us work for our escape.

The conversation ground to another halt. For somebody who had asked to talk, Titania wasn’t doing much of it. She didn’t even look at me.

“You okay?” I asked.

“Of course,” Titania squeaked. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

“You know why. If it’s any consolation, I think you did the right thing. Sure, she did some messed up stuff, but she’s still your mom.”

“Stop,” Titania squawked, waving a hand in my face. “You’re gonna ruin the mood.”

“There’s a mood?”

“There’s supposed to be,” she grumbled, fidgeting in her cloth shell.

It didn’t take a detective to notice she was acting weird. I leaned over. “You sure you’re okay? Your face is red.” I rested my hand on her forehead.

Titania jolted away. “The fuck are you doing?!”

“You’re burning up.”

“Don’t remind me.”

“If you’re sick, you should rest.”

“I’m not sick. It’s… urgh!” Titania retreated into her blanket shell. All that stuck out was her blonde hair. “Why’s this so hard?”

I tilted my head. What was she on about? I shrugged and patted her back. “Whatever it is, I’m here.”

“Stop rushing me!” Titania huffed. She shuffled, face peeking back out of the opening. “Jake? D-do you like me?”

“Yeah,” I replied.

“Really?!” she said, bouncing up. Her ruby red eyes twinkled.

“Of course. You’re a good friend.”

The radiance drained from her face. “Stupid. That’s not what I meant.”

“That’s what you asked.”

“No. I didn’t mean it that way. I meant it… you know. That way.” She shimmied back into her cloth sanctuary. “I know I’m not as nice as Boss or as pretty as Dessa, b-but you’ve called me cute before…”

My eyes widened. All logic pointed toward it being a bluff. When I first arrived on Terix, Titania was in favor of putting me down. Sure, our relationship had evolved over time, but to this? I couldn’t believe it. Yet my heart picked up the pace.

Titania squirmed within her blanket shell. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have asked. Of course you don’t. I’m short, aggressive, flat. Not to mention the horrible things I’ve done…”

“You’re still going on about that?” I said.

“It’s true,” she mumbled.

“It wasn’t your fault.”

Titania looked away. It would take more than one night in a cell to mend all the scars which marked her heart.

“You know I don’t hate you,” I said. “Quite the contrary. I like you too.”

“You’re just saying that.”

“Like hell I am.” I tilted her head toward me. “You’re cute, strong, passionate. What’s not to love?”

“Love?!” she squeaked.

“That’s right. And I can prove it.”

“How?” Titania asked. Her red eyes found the courage to look at me.

Words weren’t enough. However, I didn’t need them to prove my point. I cupped her small chin and kissed her dark lips.

At some point, I’d wondered how kissing an orc would feel, on account of their tusks. Turned out they barely registered. Titania’s plump lips overshadowed everything else. They were so soft, especially for somebody concerned she lacked feminine charm. It was a woman’s mouth, without a shadow of doubt. A wonderful woman at that.

Kissing her for minutes on end would have been a treat but I didn’t linger. I didn’t want to overwhelm the virgin smoocher.

A taste alone left her stunned. Titania’s usual complexion was missing in action. A heated replacement spread as far as the tips of her pointy ears. Her matching colored eyes stared at me with no hint of the glare I knew well.

“You kissed me?” she mumbled.

“I kissed you.”

“Really kissed me? Kissed me like you like me?”

“Sure did.”

“I’m not dreaming? This is really happening?”

“Do I need to prove it again?”

After a short internal debate, Titania nodded.

So much for ‘bluff’.

I gave her another taste. This time, I stayed and enjoy myself a little. If a near peck was enough to overpower there was no reason for me to be coy.

Her face grew hotter and her eyes got wider. For a moment, I worried I’d fried her circuits. I wasn’t sure where to find her reset button.

Suddenly, she pounced. No more sitting back and taking. Titania went on the attack. The starter course wasn’t enough for her. Her appetite was wetted and she hungered for more.

I was, of course, happy to give. I introduced her to the next level. My tongue weaved between her lips showing her how far a kiss could go.

Her response was clumsy but brimming with enthusiasm. She sucked on my tongue and rubbed it with her own.

As long as you have passion you don’t need experience.

We separated when she got too breathless to continue. She gasped for air and looked at me with gooey eyes. “That was real. This is real. We’re really doing this.”

“Glad you noticed,” I said.

“Shut up. It’s just… I can’t believe you like me.”

“Same here. Didn’t you hate my guts?”

Titania winced. “It’s… that was a long time ago! I’ve changed. You’ve changed me.” She shed her blanket cocoon, revealing what she had on underneath. Nothing. Not a damn thing. She was as naked as the day she was born with a body that couldn’t be compared. Whoever deemed her not feminine enough hadn’t seen her in this light. Sure, her breasts weren’t large, but her body was stunning. Petite, yes. Boyish, no. Titania was a pear-shaped delight I couldn’t look away from.

I stared without restraint, captivated by her beauty. I’d seen her naked before, but this was different. This was her first time longing for my attention. My time as an accidental voyeur was over. Finally, I enjoyed Titania’s body without guilt.

“W-well?” she squeaked, forced into action by my prolonged silence.

“Stunning,” I said.

Titania pulled the blanket over her chest. “Don’t mock me.”

“I meant it,” I said, coaxing her to drop that pesky sheet. There was no reason for her to be ashamed. Be it her small, perky breasts, her flat stomach, her curvy hips, or her powerful legs, Titania was a beauty. Where my blood surged was proof of that. Heated thoughts raced through my mind. Resistance was impossible. I brushed a hand over her chest.

She tensed but didn’t throw me off.

Her breasts were petite but that didn’t stop them being soft. They felt wonderful sinking around my fingers. Her nipples were the exception. The more I touched the harder they got.

“Does that feel good?” I asked, even though the answer was obvious.

Titania nodded while doing an awful job at hiding her moans.

I grazed my fingers across her demanding nipples.

She squeaked. A jolt seemed to rush through her, ending with her leaning into my hands.

Her needy expression was so sweet I couldn’t help giving her what she desired. Not that it clashed with my wants. Her breasts looked so delectable. I gave my fingers a break and used my mouth.

Titania’s voice exploded. “Jake!” She cradled my head, whispering that same word over and over.

It was bait for my primal desires. Every gasp increased my hunger. I slid a hand down her abs and through a small triangle of hair.

“W-wait,” she said. “Y-you’re gonna touch there?”

“Am I not allowed?” I asked while tracing my finger just above my prize. The amount of heat radiating from between her thighs hadn’t gone unnoticed.

Titania chewed her bottom lip and whimpered. She trembled in what could have been fear or excited.

Something told me it was a little bit of both.

“You better make it feel good,” she mumbled.

“Wouldn’t have it any other way,” I answered, making that precious first contact. It was so soft; so wet.

She stiffened under my touch and did her damnedest to hide the accompanying moan. It was as if she wanted me to tease her.

There was no way I could stop. I took delight in kissing her chest and getting to know her mound. Finding her weak spots was a breeze. Her reactions weren’t subtle. The twitch of her muscles was an open book. Despite her best efforts, Titania couldn’t hide her pleasured mutterings.

When I found a spot that made her squeal, say, her clit, I gave it extra attention.

Titania scratched my back as her chin burrowed into my shoulder. She moaned into my neck. “Jake, stop. It’s coming, it’s coming. I’m gonna wet myself.”

Call me a jerk if you have to but I didn’t stop. I showed no mercy. I touched, I rubbed, I sucked, I toyed; I did everything I could to drive her over the edge.

It worked.

She cried and bucked against me. Her teeth dug into my shoulder in a desperate attempt to withstand the rush of pleasure. There was no stopping it. Her orgasm struck, soaking my hand.

It was about as subtle as everything else she did.

Technically, the pleasure was all hers and I didn’t feel a thing. The reality was different. The thrill I got from making her cum was like nothing else.

Titania’s body convulsed throughout her intense orgasm. Once it subsided, her legs buckled.

I supported her weight and helped her onto the couch.

She had quite the dreamy expression. Her eyelids were heavy and her pupils lacked focus. Each breath was a deep beg for oxygen. Her blush hadn’t subsided, not even a little.

It was the sort of face that made men fall madly in love.

“That was quite the climax,” I teased.

Titania squeaked and looked away. “No. There’s no way. I didn’t cum. That’d be too shameful.”

“Really?” I said, showing my juice-soaked hand. “Looked like one to me.”

She shook her head and refused to so much as glance in my direction.

Embarrassment suited her. She was too damn cute. I pulled her close and nipped the tip of her blushed ear. “Are you sure? Because I’m really in the mood to give you another.”

Finally, her flustered gaze peeked at me.

That was confirmation enough for my liking. I flipped her onto her back and spread her legs wide open.

“What are you doing?” she squeaked, hiding behind her hands.

I could have told her but that would’ve ruined the surprise. Instead, I proceeded. I dipped between her thighs and licked her wet slit.

Titania threw back her head and moaned. “You’re licking it!”

Her observational skills were exceptional. I was indeed. And I kept doing that and so much more. I knew how to make her feel good. Whether it be by tracing my tongue along her twitching folds, kissing her sensitive lower lips, or sucking her exposed clit, I was gonna make her experience bliss.

The flow of juices was a good sign. That part of her couldn’t act bashful.

I played Titania like an instrument, using my mouth and hands to delight her pussy. She gave me the sweetest sounds in response, but they weren’t enough to sate me. I hunted for all her weak spots and exploited every one I discovered.

At first, she managed to fight back the moans. Once her clit was captured and my fingers were sliding inside, it all came rushing out.

“Jake! Slow down, please,” she squealed, trying to hide her shameful face. “I can’t take it. It’s too much. I can’t feel my legs.”

“No,” I growled.

“Why?” she whined.

“Because I wanna make you cum.” I flicked her clit with my tongue. “And you want it too.” Titania was no damsel. She was a powerful warrior. If she wanted me to stop, I’d know about it.

Just to be sure, I gave her a chance. I called her bluff and waited to see what she’d do.

Titania nibbled her bottom lip. It was her chance to push me away, slam her legs shut, or give me a solid no. She did nothing more than look at me with ruby eyes burning with need.

I grinned and gave her what she was too self-conscious to ask for. Using my tongue, I pushed her back over the edge.

She bucked her hips, squealed, and climaxed without a shred of restraint. It was as messy and powerful as her first, marking me with her juices.

It meant I’d done a good job.

“Number two,” I said, kissing her quivering folds once the eruption subsided. “You’re really pent-up.”

“I can’t believe you did that,” she trembled, hiding behind her hands.

“Why? I loved it. I love making you cum.” Another kiss for her sensitive slit. “If you’d like another, say the word.”

Words, she did not say. Nod, she did.

That was enough for me. I gave it to her. I licked, sucked, rubbed, teased, pinched, toyed, filled, and anything else I could think of.

Her third orgasm came quicker than the others. She was still sensitive and I used it to my advantage. Despite that, she asked for another. Then another. And another. For a shy girl, she sure was greedy.

Each climax was as explosive, as enchanting, as thrilling as the last. The intensity of her orgasms didn’t change but her reactions did. She stopped hiding her voice. Rather than lying back and taking it, Titania buried her fingers in my hair and begged for more.

By the time we hit double figures, she was a mess. Ecstasy was written all over her face. Her skin glistened with sweat. Visual excitement stained her inner thighs and soaked the couch below.

“Stop. No more,” she panted.

I pulled my juice-covered face from her loins. “Out of gas already?”

Titania shook her head. “No. Yes. Maybe. It doesn’t matter!” Her trembling hands reached for me. “I want more. I wanna… I wanna go all the way.”

My cock throbbed. It’d been rock-hard since before her first orgasm. She hadn’t laid a finger on me yet there was a wet spot at the tip of my tent.

I kissed Titania and unbuckled my pants. My shaft got the freedom it deserved.

Her eyes bulged. “Isn’t that too big?”

“No bigger than normal.”

“No way. It’ll never fit inside. I’m smaller than the others. I can’t take&emdash;”

I silenced her rambling with a single finger against her lips. “You’re safe with me,” I assured her.

She hummed and sucked my digit. “Okay. If it’s you…”

I gave her another kiss. We’d fought against impossible odds together. Compared to fighting demons, treating her right was nothing.

Her excessive orgasms left her wet and ready. I slowly pressed my hard shaft into her virgin hole. She was tight, as expected, but wasn’t incapable of taking me. I kept a vigilant watch of her expression, wary of even the smallest mistake.

Titania didn’t fight it. She watched with expectant eyes, placing herself in my care.

My bulge slipped deeper, entering her body.

She gasped, scrunching her face.

“You okay?!” I checked.

Titania nodded, smiling. “You can start moving… I think.”

My heart throbbed. Whoever said she wasn’t feminine could go to hell.

I gave her what she desired. At first, I went slow. Her tightness didn’t give me much choice. I helped her adapt to a new, pleasurable experience.

Raspy breathing turned into delighted moans. The undertone of worry melted and euphoria spread across her face. She closed a hand over her mouth and tried to hide those sounds.

Oh no she didn’t. I pulled her hand away, exposing all of her enchanting, lustful noises.

“What are you doing?” she squeaked, red face too precious for words.

“I want to hear your moans,” I told her.

“Don’t be an idiot.”

“It’s too late for that.”

Her lip quivered but she didn’t utter another word of resistance. They flowed out, filling the wagon with proof of her pleasure. She lacked the willpower to hide her moans without a physical aid.

My groans were more reserved but you better believe I was loving every second. I was in heaven. Every thrust made me hungry for more. It was only a matter of time until I couldn’t hold it any longer.

I wasn’t the only one.

“Jake,” Titania chanted. Her insides squeezed me and her thighs crashed into my sides. She was losing control.

“I’ve got you,” I said, kissing her neck. “Let it all out. Don’t be ashamed.”

“But… ah!” She wrapped her legs around me and climaxed. Her squeals shot into the air. Her insides clamped down, squeezing me like a vice.

So damn tight. I couldn’t move an inch. A little more and I would have exploded.

Titania relaxed once her orgasm petered out. She looked on the verge of collapse. Her chest was heaving and sweat dripped down her frame.

“What are you doing?” she panted. “Why did you stop?”

“It’s your first time,” I said. “So…”

“Stupid. We can’t end things like this.” Determination filled her eyes, despite her exhaustion. “All the way. I wanna go to the end.”

I smirked. “As you wish.” What was I doing underestimating Titania of all people?

Her declaration eroded the last shreds of my self-restraint. Titania had graduated; she’d earned her wings. There was no reason to keep being gentle. I followed my instincts and savored every inch of her divine insides.

“Ah! So fast,” Titania moaned. Her pitch grew higher with each stroke. “I’m gonna cum again!”

“Good,” I said, closing in on her. Her lips pulled me in until I was an inch away. “I’ll make this a night you’ll never forget.”

“Idiot. Like I’d forget this!”

Didn’t mean I had to take it easy. I kept going and gave her a second blistering orgasm.

She howled and squeezed me tight, inside and out.

It was the push I needed. I couldn’t survive two in a row.

“I’m gonna cum,” I warned her.

Titania didn’t open her thighs. If anything, she flexed them together. “I’ll never forgive you if you pull out.” She was as serious as you could be with a giddy, orgasm-born expression.

I didn’t dream of it. The only way was full steam ahead. I snatched a kiss and went until I could go no longer. A colossal orgasm arrived, brewed up by her sex appeal. I shot it inside of her, filling her body with my hot seed.

She squeezed my back and shared the kiss. Titania wanted it all.

I gave her everything I had. By the time I was done, I damn near crashed. That was my energy reserves spent. Fighting demons couldn’t compare. I had to stop kissing her so I could catch my breath.

Titania shared the air with me. It stank of us but tasted so sweet.

I rolled off her and gave her some space to move. My cum trickled out of her slit.

“That was… something else,” Titania panted.

“Tell me about it. You were amazing,” I replied.

“I didn’t do anything.”

“You did. You made me one happy man.”

She looked away. “How can you say that mushy crap?”

I shrugged. “Guess that’s the kinda guy I am.”

Titania didn’t reply but she did shimmy herself in my direction until our hips knocked together.

I wrapped an arm around her and pulled her into my chest.

She squeaked, despite the fact she so obviously wanted it. “Don’t think this was just some random one-night stand.”

“I know, I know. I love you too.”

Titania tensed. “Shut up and kiss me some more!”

Sounded good to me. I took another taste of her sweet orc lips and reminded myself that I was the luckiest bastard who’d ever lived. It was the only way to explain how this had happened.


Epilogue


My eyes opened. Darkness greeted me. It was too absolute to be the wagon after hours. I knew exactly where I was.

Hello there!

That level of enthusiasm would have been a wonderful morning treat from one of the girls. From a voice in my head, not so much.

The blue, flaming man waved at me. He was brighter than the last time he’d dragged me over. That was good. I was growing stronger.

“What do you want?” I sighed, rubbing my sore neck.

To congratulate you. I never thought you’d be able to snare Titania into your harem. I’m impressed.

“Wonderful,” I groaned. It was like having my own inbuilt, shitty little brother. Made me think less of myself.

Hey, you know I can read your mind. Think about my feelings.

“Technically, they’re my feelings.”

You know what I meant. Always so rude to me.

“Usually for a good reason.”

There we go again. So cold. Do you hate me that much?

I hummed. Initially, I hated everything he stood for. It was only natural. He was a visualization of my demon side. Since then I’d used my demonic powers over and over again. They’d saved my life more times than I count. I was powerless without my half-breed abilities. How could I hate somebody so helpful?

Aww, how kind. I knew you loved me. Come give your little bro a hug.

“How’d I get outta here again?” I asked.

Wait, not so fast. Don’t you want answers?

“To why you called me?”

Au contraire. I didn’t bring you here. This was your choice.

“What?” I scoffed, folding my arms. “Why would I willingly come here?”

Because you have a question for me. It’s about something we both experienced.

It arrived in a flash. “That’s right! The arena. All those images from the wyvern. Were they memories?”

I was thinking the same thing.

“How does that make sense?”

Hey, I don’t have all the answers. It’s something to do with queenie’s power. That much is obvious. Beyond that, I’m guessing. Maybe we stumbled somewhere we shouldn’t have while taking it over? Maybe it showed us?

“They sure felt forced on me.”

And they showed some interesting stuff. You remember, don’t you?

I nodded. The details weren’t as strong as they could have been but there were two fragments I couldn’t forget. “A ruined city, filled with demons.”

And a girl in a tower.

“Who was she?” I asked.

Dude, I’m not a search engine. I don’t know any more than you do.

True. He knew the things I knew, and the things I didn’t know I knew, yada yada. The mysterious girl remained that. I couldn’t even see her face. What I did know, if the wyvern’s feelings were true, was she wasn’t there of her own volition.

Already thinking of playing the hero?

“Maybe he showed us for a reason? That girl might be important. And there’s that city. Can we really ignore a place like that?”

Sounds like a great leveling spot.

“This isn’t a game.”

Your princess is in another tower.

“And this conversation has reached its end.”

I guess you’re right. Do what you need to do, master. And come back soon. I get awfully lonely without you.

“If I feel like it. And cut that master shit. Seriously.”

He chuckled and waved, form evaporating into the darkness.

The next blink brought me to reality. I was back in the wagon’s main lounge, sprawled on the couch. The ceiling stared down from above and a pleasant smell filled the air.

“Good morning, sleepyhead,” Esther said as she bounced around the kitchen.

“Morning,” I said, dragging my stiff body up. “Breakfast smells great. What we having?”

“Sorry, this isn’t for you.”

My heart sunk. My belly groaned in distress.

Esther pointed to the lone plate at the table. “That’s yours.”

It didn’t have the hallmarks of Esther’s famous cooking. It was hardly recognizable as food. A dangerous atmosphere lingered around the black feast, along with the scent of death. Raw demon meat looked more appealing.

“Erm… what is this?” I asked.

Esther smirked. “Somebody insisted on making your breakfast.”

My goosebumps stood on end. That didn’t seem right. Why would Esther allow an assassin to cook for me? I scoured the wagon. There had to be an explanation.

Dessa and Blair were already up and about, but barely. They were the unkept living dead. It was unlikely they’d done anything that involved effort. That would leave…

I spied Titania peeping from her bedroom.

When our eyes met, she vanished.

I sighed. What was she thinking?

“Eat up,” Esther whispered. “I won’t let you leave until you’ve cleared your plate.”

I gulped. When had they started conspiring against me? After everything I’d been through, this was to be my end. If only it were possible to turn down a cute girl’s homemade breakfast. I took my first bite into something that should have been chewy. It was textured like a rock. When I crunched, it splintered into pebbles.

Esther watched with a smile. “Well?”

“Not as bad as I thought,” I confessed. It wasn’t the right color, or flavor, but it was edible.

“Don’t worry. I’ll teach her to cook… or encourage her not to.”

“The latter might be easier.”

“Esther,” Dessa groaned. “What’s taking so long? I can’t harass Jake on an empty stomach.”

“Hold your horses. It’ll be ready soon,” Esther said, returning to her cooking.

“Is it really okay for me to eat with you?” Blair cooed, showing all the signs of a classic hangover.

“Of course it is, sweetie.” Esther ruffled Blair’s bedhead. “You’re a part of the team and don’t you doubt it for a second.”

That was enough to put a smile on Blair’s sleepy face.

As for me, it was back to my breakfast. Leaving it wasn’t an option. Titania’s eyes burrowed into my back. I couldn’t let her down. I’d accepted her into my harem. This was my responsibility. But it wasn’t the only subject I had to resolve.

“Hey, Esther,” I said. “Do you know anything about a city in the snow?”
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No matter how hard we try and stop them, some mistakes are bound to slip through the cracks. If you spot any errors, please let me know. You can contact me directly at david@davidaries.com. I can’t promise any stimulating conversation in return. My communication skills are beyond awful and I’ll try to avoid using them whenever possible. You’ve been warned.

I’m already pushing myself to the limit by having a newsletter. If you want to stay in the loop regarding my new releases, please consider signing up. In return I’ll do my best not to be a bother.


You can sign up here.


That’s all I've got to say. Thank you for the support. Hopefully, I’ll see you back here at the end of my next book.
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