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            THINGS NEVER TURN OUT HOW YOU EXPECT
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        * * *

      

      When I first found myself chasing down the so called supernatural, looking for a piece of fame, and hiking my way across the U.S., I had never imagined that I would end up here. At this point, the idea of being stuck in a world that functioned almost like a video game wasn’t even a strange one. It was my odd foray into the world of home improvement that had caught me off guard, pulled the hood over my eyes, and kicked me in the ass.

      At no point in my life had I ever been concerned with the concept of setting up rooms in a way that was inviting, working at picking out paint colors, or trying to change around the set of spaces that I lived in. I was the kind of guy who had more clothing on my bedroom floor than I did in my dresser, the piles sorted in to clean, mostly clean, kind of dirty, and unwearable.

      The same handful of posters had been up in my bedroom for years. The towels were bought because they had been on clearance, not because they matched with anything else in the room, and the whole place had just been kind of cobbled together as I went. But now, in the wake of our plans to start renting out rooms for the condo, I found myself flung into the world of home improvement.

      Back home, whenever you went to the doctor’s or got stuck in the waiting room, the TVs always played the same channel, with those house hunter schmucks on it, trying to meet impossible standards. I was more than a little glad that we weren’t taking things quite to that extreme, but the fact remained that we were still giving the place enough of a makeover that it made me feel more than a little bit out of place.

      Over the last few weeks, we had cobbled together different paint for each room; we now had the Blue Room, the Green Room, and the Red Room. With any luck, we would be able to expand later and get even more places set up to rent out… But honestly, three rooms in one go was proving to be quite a handful. Frankly, I never wanted to have to hold another paint brush for the rest of my life. I was still positive that I was picking bits of paint out of my hair every time that I washed up.

      And then each room needed the basics put in, but they also needed something that made them desirable. We had to get the lamps, and the plants for the corner, and blankets, and pillows – one thing, after another, after another. But finally, after weeks of working at trying to turn the place in to something that we could hopefully rent out in the near future, we were almost done.

      Delia was out for the moment, picking up a few last-minute supplies… And I decided that I would take care of the last few things that needed to be done in the Red Room. I grabbed the ladder that we had been hauling around from place to place, pulling it into the room and shoving it against the window. Then I reached into my Inventory and pulled out the package of curtains. They simply appeared in my hand with a flick of my wrist, suddenly physical objects once more.

      “Let’s see here… Which was supposed to go up in that room?” I eyed the different fabrics for a moment, and then snatched up the one that I felt probably matched the colors best. I figured that it didn’t matter too much. It wasn’t as if curtains were going to be the make or break for someone renting from us, right?

      Fabric bunched up under my arm, I made my way back to the Red Room, nudging the door open with one foot, and then heading for the ladder, hauling myself up it with the intention of knocking this out fast. If I moved quickly enough, maybe I could get all three rooms finished up before Delia came back.

      She had done a lot of the leg work when it came to this. For never having done this kind of thing before, Delia had an eye for putting everything together, and getting things slotted into place. I had mostly done what she had said, point here, point there, carry boxes, paint the ceiling. So, I figured that getting the last bit of it done so she could just come up here and crash for a while, that would be cool.

      I was trying to do more things like that these days. Something about it just seemed right.

      But – no luck on that front.

      “Garret!”

      Delia practically squealed when she shouted my name, the sound so loud and sudden, it sent me toppling backwards off the ladder that I had been on. Thankfully I was only a few rungs off the ground at the time and though I hit the wooden floor of the condo back first, it didn’t hurt too much.

      For a moment, I laid there, blinking up at the ceiling, dazed. Then Delia’s lovely face appeared in my view, her hands on her hips, bent over so she could frown down at me. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “Putting up the new curtains?” I asked, shoving one hand up. “Help me up.”

      She huffed at me, folded her hands over her chest, and let me lay there. Eventually I hauled myself up, rubbing at the back of my head and turning to give her an odd look. Delia looked straight back at me, as though I were the one being weird right now.

      “Okay. How about at least giving me an explanation? What have I done wrong?” I asked her, grabbing on to the ladder and using it to stand up all the way. I rolled one shoulder and then the other, knocking the tension from my limbs, and then giving her a tight little smile. “Because you’re looking way too pissed off for today.”

      We’re so close to being done with the decorating, I couldn’t imagine what had changed her mood so much. Unless… A thought crossed my mind.

      Frowning, I asked her, “Did something happen while you were out? Was there an issue in the market?”

      Delia rolled her eyes at me. “If there was an issue at the market, I would have said that. Better yet, you would have heard it. We’re close enough that the sound would carry.”

      “Well, you look like something’s gone wrong,” I insisted. “Share with the class or get a better mood.”

      She eyed me for a moment, like she was debating on just not saying anything at all.

      “Those are in the wrong room,” said Delia, finally stepping past me and snatching up the flower-patterned curtains from where they had fallen. “These go in the room with the blue walls.”

      “That’s what you had to yell at me over? Seriously?”

      “Yes! That’s what I had to yell at you over! We’ve put all this time and effort into fixing up the condo, and you’re in here straying from our plans!” She shook the curtains at the window that I had been trying to hang them above. Bright, noon sunlit shone in through the recently cleaned off glass, casting the bedroom into a warm glow.

      It cast Delia into a warm glow, too, and I couldn’t help but lean up in to her personal space, planting my hands on her hips, and getting close enough that my breath could roll over her face. “Oops. Come on, live a little. It’s not like I painted the walls the wrong color.”

      She gave me a sour look and stepped away from me, shaking her head and heading towards the doorway. Delia paused in it, looked over her shoulder, and told me, “You did that last week, so don’t act as though you don’t need constant supervision with this.”

      “So, I’m not a great interior decorator.” I rolled my eyes, following her out of the room and into the hallway, then towards the room with the blue paint on the walls. “Sue me.” Followed by, “were you able to get what you needed?”

      “I checked on the order for the soil,” she told me. “It’s going to be another week. I still think that it’s a good idea, though. Flowers will be more inviting, but if we can get some herbs growing along the walk that leads up here…”

      “It could be a huge boon. Especially if we’re able to get some elf root growing,” I said. Elf root was one of the most potent healing herbs, but it was a bitch to find out in the wild. Apparently, it didn’t used to be, but after the guilds started to pop up across the land, and the monsters really started to kick up into being, people raided the plants.

      There were so many fields that were just picked bare that the herbs were practically decimated. That meant that the price of them at market was sky high, and it was pretty much impossible just to find one out and about when you needed it.

      The idea was that we could cut back on our own expenses and make our jobs a little safer if we were able to grow some of it ourselves. The seeds were going to cost us an arm and a leg though, so we weren’t going to be able to make their purchase for a few more months. In the meantime, we wanted to make sure that we had the perfect garden bed made up.

      The plan was to do a few test runs with some basic flowers and some other herbs, just to make sure that we didn’t totally ruin the whole thing. It wasn’t worth spending the money on the seeds if it turned out that neither of us had a green thumb.

      It was something else that I had never anticipated getting in to. Plants had never been my thing. I had never had a garden, never been interested in one. An old friend of mine had grown pot plants in his bedroom closet but one, no one else had ever been allowed to touch the damn things, and two, pot was miles different from something like elf root.

      In fact, despite having been here for so long, I had only ever seen it in dried bundles at the market for overpriced, over done amounts; a few thin, reedy little stalks of it could cost almost as much as a new piece of armor. I was sure that the live plants would go for even more.

      And it worked as a gate way too, I figured. If we were able to pull this off, who was to say we couldn’t snag up some more healing herbs to grow? I didn’t know too much about the apothecaries in this world and I got the feeling that Delia had never looked into it to a great extent either, but I knew that Charlotte, the woman that made the local healing potions, was always complaining about how much of a challenge it was to get the ingredients that she needed.

      I bet that if we could start growing things like milk thistle and pink slip, we could strike up a good business deal with her. There was a lot of potential in putting in a little garden. The city here was set up so a lot of people like us didn’t have a chance; the governor’s iron grip on the world stifling and causing more problems than good.

      But there was a part of me that truly thought that could be changed. It was just one thing at a time. Condo first, and everything else would come after.

      Delia made short work of putting up the curtains while I stood and watched; it was clearly something that she wanted to do herself, and who was I to get in the way of that? She didn’t use the ladder, either. I sometimes forgot that this world functioned differently. She made a face that I could tell meant she was accessing her menu, and then held the curtains out in front of her. They blinked out of existence, and then blinked back into view, hanging up above the windows, neat as could be.

      “Alright,” I admitted, when she was finished. “They look a lot better in here than they did in the other room.”

      Delia flashed me a smile that was glossy and sharp, lovely but quick to cut, and said, all proud of herself, “I told you. You need to listen to me more when it comes to this sort of thing. I’ve got an instinct for it.”

      “You’re a natural at a lot of things.”

      “Stop trying to win me over with compliments. You can go get me something to eat instead, and maybe I won’t bring up the curtains every time you get on my nerves today,” she said, with a smile.”

      I was quick to agree to that, rushing off to the kitchens and grinning, unable to help but think about how nicely things were finally starting to turn out.
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            START THE DAY OFF RIGHT
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      Getting Delia something to eat turned in to me getting lunch for the both of us; she joined me in the little dining area off to the side of the kitchen. It had just been an open area of floor originally, but we’d pulled a heavy looking wooden table in. The table is small, only big enough to shove three chairs around it, but I figured that was more than enough for the two of us.

      At some point, if we could get a lot of boarders, we might have to figure something else out for the dining area, but this worked. We had the table pressed up against one of the windows, so not only did sunlight shine in on us when we sat down to eat, but we could look out at the city. I thought that people seemed to be happier these days, that the air of the place was a little less depressive.

      We didn’t eat at the table like this very often. Delia was always off doing some thing or another and keeping set mealtimes wasn’t exactly our biggest concern. Not when there were so many threats around us still; we could busy ourselves with the condo, but that didn’t mean that living nightmares weren’t pushing against us seemingly at every turn.

      Plus, neither of us were five-star chefs, and we were both honest about that. I had started to pick up a few things from the locals. The lack of fast-food places in the world meant that there wasn’t any choice but learning how to fry a piece of fish without burning it, the towel I was handling the pan with, and myself.

      Trial and error – a lot of error, if we were being honest about things – had eventually gotten me to a point, however, where the food that I made didn’t have to be choked down with your eyes closed. It helped that I could access a list of Recipes that I had learned through my ID; nice, step by step instructions that were achingly simple. I could put the fish in the pan, a little bit of herbs, a loaf of bread – and then it would sizzle, and snap, and rearrange itself into the finished product. And though Delia would never say anything like that out loud, it was obvious that she got some sort of kick out of being cooked for and served.

      Still, I didn’t make anything fancy. Just sandwiches made from leftovers that we already had sitting around, tuna that had been caught in the nearby stream and sold local down in the market, thick cut tomatoes, and a sweet and sour sauce that a woman named Sally sold in waves. It was easy to tell why; she wouldn’t share the ingredients to anyone, but the sauce was pretty much the best thing that I had ever tasted, and I was prone to putting it on everything.

      Delia watched me dump copious amounts of the thick red liquid on to my sandwich, looking amused. “You’ve got the stomach of a kobold, I swear.”

      “You just can’t handle the spice in it,” I challenged, tilting the glass bottle towards her.

      Delia said, “I like being able to taste my food, thanks. Are you going to have a little salmon with your sauce, Garrett?”

      I rolled my eyes but didn’t rise to the teasing. Instead, I leaned forward, and I asked her, “You know, we could just skip making fun of me, and instead start handling the rest of the problems.”

      “Like the mice?”

      “I don’t want to talk about the mice.”

      “They aren’t going to vanish on their own,” Delia said, taking a bite of her own sandwich. She didn’t use anything more than a tiny dab of the sauce on it. He didn’t understand how she could stand the fish being that blandly flavored.

      And – damn, what really sounded good was some spicy chicken wings. Pizza with barbecue chicken and jalapenos. A cinnamon bun. The food was absolutely one of the things that I missed most about the other world. But this wasn’t the time to start whining about that, and I knew it.

      It wasn’t the time to start complaining about the mice, either.

      “I was thinking more about the demons,” I told her. The last thing that I wanted to do was deal with the mice problem right now – mainly because it was a huge bane of contention between us. The mice weren’t a big deal in my books. They currently only lived in the pantry, and we had already taken everything out and repackaged it so that the mice couldn’t get into it.

      The problem was that Delia wanted the mice problem solved by bringing in a cat, and I would rather just put down traps and get it over with. Back in the old world, I didn’t really have any thoughts about cats one way or another. They were fine. I dated a girl who had two of them, a black and white tuxedo and a calico, and they were sweet enough. One of them was prone to jumping into the lap of anyone that sat on the couch and kneading their legs until they left bright red, bloody pin pricks behind.

      The other one had, clearly, been my favorite of the duo. So yeah, I liked cats well enough, I didn’t hate them, and I could put up with them smiling when I had to be around them. If things were different and we were back in the States, I probably wouldn’t have any sort of an issue with getting one.

      But I was still trying to get a handle on my dragon nature, and sometimes my prey drive could be set off with the smallest things. It wasn’t like I looked at cats and went, oh, that looks like dinner, but there was a part of me that worried about what might happen if I was already in a foul mood and saw it running through the halls.

      Would I want to follow it? Chase it? Catch it? Would I be able to resist the temptation? It just wasn’t worth taking that kind of risk in the long run. I should have just told Delia that, but I didn’t want to sound stupid, or make it seem like I had so little control of myself.

      So, I told her that I just didn’t think it was a good idea when we had so much else going on. We had turned it in to a back-and-forth thing, and it invariably always led to an argument. The day was going too nice for that to happen now.

      Delia frowned a little at the mention of the demon plague, but she let the subject drop. “Well, we’re going to have to try and level up more quickly. I think that’s the best decision that we could make.”

      It was frustrating, the fact that getting the progress bar filled up could take so long. At times, it seemed like anything that I did was enough to get my level notching up to the next one… And then it would take ages and ages before anything else happened.

      “Sure, I agree with you on that. We need more power, or else we’re going to get overrun fast. The problem I’m having is that it’s not like I can just zip down to the market and buy a new level at the stalls,” I told her.

      All my Quests were currently things around the building, too. Little, mundane tasks like Fix the Leaky Faucet and Plant a Flower. They gave out a few pieces of gold for completing, but they wouldn’t help me hit a new Level in the long run.

      Delia nodded, chewing her food as she contemplated the issue. I gave her a few moments, inhaling my own sandwich at a much faster rate. I didn’t know if it was just because of the dragon in me or if it was because I had stacked on so many levels so fast, but I found that I was pretty much always ravenous.

      My tastes in food had changed a lot too, lately. Like with the sauce, I craved anything that packed a punch in it. It didn’t even need to be spicy, per say, but it had to come jam packed with a ton of flavor in it. The heavier that the seasoning was, the better it tasted to me.

      After a few moments, she suggested, “maybe we should check out the guild listings and see if there’s anything new.”

      “There wasn’t yesterday.”

      “Right, but it’s not yesterday anymore, is it? I might be able to ask around at the arena too, see if anyone needs an extra party member for an outing,” Delia suggested. When I nodded at her, she got a little more enthusiastic. “That might be nice. You know, it’s been a while since we were able to do anything like that.”

      As soon as she said it, a new Notification pinged up in the corner of my ID. Even without looking, I knew that it must have been something to do with the arena. I would have to check that out when we were done at the table.

      “Like what?” I cocked my head to the side, licking the sauce off my fingers – and smirking when I realized that Delia’s gaze followed the flick of my tongue. I slowed down, making it more sensual, more purposeful.

      She watched more for a moment, smiling, the faintest dusting of pink on her cheeks. “Like just relaxing. We haven’t gone to watch any of the fights for a while. We could watch them, have a good time, and then talk with people afterwards.”

      She didn’t have to say it, but I knew that she meant for this to be a date. A part of me was a little nervous at that; it was the old, selfish part of me; the part of me that worried about what commitment might do to my life.

      But it was easier with each passing day to pretty much just ignore that. I gathered it up in my hands, rolled it in to a ball, and tossed it straight into the trash where it belonged. I told her, “That sounds like a good start. Even if they don’t need an extra person in their party, they might be able to point us in the right direction of something to do.”

      She said, “You must be starting to get stir crazy, too. We’ve been spending so much time just focusing on fixing up this condo – and I’ve enjoyed it, don’t get me wrong!”

      “No, no, I know what you’re going to say. I’ve enjoyed it too. But it’s going to be a lot easier to try and handle things when we aren’t feeling so itchy.”

      “Itchy? Is it a rash now?”

      “Do you have to pick apart everything I say today?”

      Delia laughed. “I can’t help it. You make things so easy! I’m just constantly finding new things to tease you over.”

      I rolled my eyes at her. “I see them in you. I’m just nice enough to not point them out.”

      She bared her teeth at me, a flash of white beneath glossy lips. “I’m not nearly that nice. You should know that by now.”

      “Sure, but mean’s a good look on you,” I told her.

      Delia said, “Oh, so it’s graduating from teasing to being mean? That’s rich.”

      “I’m just being honest,” I countered. “Isn’t that what you want out of me?” And then, a bit more seriously, “we do have another problem.”

      “We can’t do anything else about making a plan to deal with the demons until we’ve leveled up,” said Delia, shaking her head. A serious look settled on her face, too, mouth twisting down at the edges and brows furrowing. All the good humor seemed to slide off of her. “We’re just going to have to wait on that.”

      I shook my head. “I wasn’t just talking about the demons.”

      “What were you talking about then?” Delia questioned.

      I told her, “I was talking about the governor. We’re going to have to do something about him. You and I both know that, right? Every day, he’s passing even more outrageous rules. They’re going to drive this city in to the ground… And they’re going to start affecting us, too.”

      “We can’t do anything with that either,” said Delia, after a moment of thought. “Not until we’re stronger. There’s no way that we could beat him in a fight. And speaking out against him… we aren’t big enough names yet.”

      “So, it really does just come back to grinding,’ I said, unable to keep the unhappiness out of my voice. “Great.”

      “I think that we just have to try and keep getting our levels pushed higher,” said Delia. “We’ll be able to figure out how everything else goes on the way.”

      I knew that she had a point about things, but that didn’t mean I was happy about it. I thought that there might be an easier way to pull some solutions in to existence… But it wasn’t like I could come up with any of them right then and there.

      Much to my displeasure, we weren’t going to be able to just snap our fingers and make the world fix itself. The demons were too many, the governor too strong, and both had too wide of a reach.

      “I hate waiting,” I told her.

      Delia stood up, gathering up the empty plates. “Maybe it will prove to be a good thing.”

      “How the hell is this going to be a good thing?” I insisted.

      Delia laughed at me a little. “Because when we do have to face one of them, we’re not going to be struggling to keep our feet underneath of us. We’re going to be ready to take on whatever they’ve got. Come on. Go get your boots on. If we go now, we can probably catch some of the better matches. They always put the big players out around this time.”

      I wanted to tell her that we needed to come up with a better, more concrete plan… But since I didn’t have anything to build one off of, I ended up just biting my tongue and going to get my boots instead. Maybe she was right. Maybe powering up was the smart thing to focus on.

      Hell knew that I could use some fresh air, too.
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      As soon as we stepped outside and started down the street, I checked out the Notification. It was for a new Quest – finally, something that wasn’t about the house, too.
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      Quest: Investigate the Arena.
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      It’s time to rumble! Something interesting is happening at the Arena. To find out what, you’re going to have to keep track of the outside, not the inside.
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      Status: Incomplete

      Reward: +120 credits, +80 Gold
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      It was an odd turn of phrase, and one that looked like it would expand outwards, into a tiered Quest. That was exciting – and interesting.

      “Wait, wait,” Delia grabbed me by the arm, and pointed. “Isn’t that Bea? Didn’t she say that she was looking for a place the other week? You know, because of - “

      “Because of her brother, right,” I nodded. “I’ll go talk to her, hang on.”

      I gave her a pat on the shoulder and then jogged across the street, boots thumping against the cobble path as I went. Bea was a small thing, thin, a little on the dainty side. But there was a fire in her eyes that was hard to ignore. Her bright red hair was cut into a shaggy bob, and she turned around when I called out her name, looking a little surprised.

      “Garrett?”

      “Hey! Sorry, I know you’re probably in the middle of - “I gestured at the fresh fruit stall she was in front of. “Buying groceries and stuff, but I wanted to let you know that we’ve finished putting together most of our rooms. You were looking for a place, weren’t you?”

      Bea glanced around, like she wanted to make sure that no one else was listening in. Probably trying to make sure that no one caught wind of the condo and took the room out from under her. The thing was the governor had a tight grip on most of the housing in the area. Nothing new was ever being put together either, so the market had just sort of come to a stop recently.

      People were stuck where they had been for the last few years – or if they were new to the city, they were stuck where the governor decided to put them. And anyone with a brain could tell you that sponsored housing like that usually didn’t work out. There was too big of a conflict in interests, too many people that didn’t get along, who needed bigger spaces, or at least their own personal space away from things.

      I knew that the condos would end up as a hot market commodity the moment that word about them spread. Bea knew too. She said, “can I come by tonight and look at the rooms?” And then, “you know what, no, I’ll take one. Whatever room you want to give me.”

      She pulled the leather coin satchel from her belt, shaking out a handful of gold.

      “I can even pay for it right now. I would give my left leg for one of those rooms, Garrett,” said Bea.

      Even though it had just been pure chance that she was who I had come across, I still told her, genially, “that’s why you’re the first person that I’m speaking too.” I gestured over my shoulder. “Delia can talk to you later about which one’s yours, but if you want to come by tonight, sometime after dinner?”

      She shoved the gold into my hands, nodding. “I can be there. Thank you, thank you!”

      I had never seen her move that fast before. She flipped a coin to the merchant, grabbed a peach from the cart, and took off at a sprint through the streets. I could only imagine that she was running home to pack her bags and get things together.

      The details were private, but I knew that Bea and her brother, Harry, had been getting on worse and worse over the last few months. It was a big enough city that knowing every one’s dirty laundry wasn’t possible, but people talked enough that you could get snippets of a life here and there; that you could hear about this issue or that one and create a picture for it yourself.

      Footsteps behind me. I turned around, expecting to find Delia there – and she was, but she also had a big, long-haired man with her. She gestured at him. “Garret, this is Richie.”

      Richie held out his hand and I shook it. He had a big hand and a firm grip, but there was a softness to his face that belied a gentle heart. His eyes were bright red. I wondered what sort of magic he had; what sort of shifter he might have been to get that look about him. “It’s nice to meet you. You're a popular name around town these days, Garrett.”

      “I wish that I could say the same thing about you, but I don’t recognize you. Maybe that’s a good thing. I think that staying out of gossip’s probably good for the heart,” I joked.

      Delia explained, “Garret works at a tailor on the other side of the city. He specializes in leather wear, for adventurers.”

      “You know, tunics, gloves, the sort of thing that people need before they go out and handle the wilds,” Richie explained. “I’ve got a pair of gloves made from greater bear hide that even the spines of a rock fish can’t get through. They basically mean you can pick up anything, whether they’re poisonous or not.”

      Delia nodded. “And he’s looking for some where to stay.”

      Richie explained, “I had been living up above the shop, but business is so good these days, I wanted to expand things out. If I can find someplace else to stay, then I could get my second floor opened. I would be steady income for you guys, there’s no chance that I would have to take off spur of the moment or be unable to pay rent.”

      I looked over at Delia, an idea brewing at the back of my mind. Those gloves sounded tempting. I knew that getting money was the top goal here, but I wondered if we would be able to work something out where rent was discounted in exchange for a lower price at his shop?

      A part of me was tempted to just take control and make the effort right then and there… But I was trying hard to keep things more level between us. I wasn’t stupid. I could be selfish if I wasn’t careful; and I had gone a lot of years where it didn’t matter if that was the truth or not. But right now, I was trying to do better about that sort of thing.

      I was trying to keep Delia in mind more.

      So, I agreed to meet up with him later, and it wasn’t until after he walked away that I brought the idea up to Delia. She considered it for a moment, and then a frown settled on her face. “Garrett…” There was a long pause, and she shook her head. Shit. Was she about to shoot down my idea? I thought that it was a killer! “You know something?”

      “What?” I couldn’t help the defensive tone that the word took on. I crossed my arms over my chest.

      She just kept giving me that look, the same one from before, with the curtains. Like she couldn’t believe I would pick the wrong room. But then all of a sudden, her face split in to a brighter grin and she reached out, shoving my shoulder hard. “You’re so easy to pick on!”

      “Hey!”

      “No! You need to get way less easy to pick at,” she insisted. “That’s a great idea.”

      I shoved her shoulder back. “Don’t be such a bitch about things all the time!”

      “I want those gloves first,” said Delia, stepping around me and heading down the walk. She flashed me a grin over her shoulder, and I was struck, for a moment, by how pretty she was. Delia held up both hands, wiggling her fingers. “My hands are way daintier than your meaty dragon claws. It’s only fair.

      “You weren’t complaining about my meaty hands the other night,” I said, laughing and jogging a few steps, until we were back next to each other.

      Delia put on a mock sympathetic look. “I was just trying to spare your feelings.”

      “That one's an obvious lie,” I said, with a snort. “You've never been concerned about sparing any one’s feelings before. Least of all mine.”

      “There’s always an exception to the rule,” she said, seriously. “And you’re clearly the exception.”

      For some reason, that set me off. Not in a bad way, but in the sort of way that had warmth blooming in my chest. Bright sunlight cast down on us, and I found myself marveling over the fact that we were really getting things under control here; that despite the demons and the governor, despite everything that had happened and was still bound to happen, I might have found something good for a change.

      I was Delia’s exception… and she was mine.

      When we got there, the arena was already filled up with a crowd – not a surprise, really. The fights were almost constant through the day, people looking to get the progress points for their level, the gold from it, the fame. I was still learning about the ins and outs of the place really, but it was just common sense that the arena was the hot spot in town. I could still easily picture the inside of the VIP stand from the first time that I came and saw Jojo in a fight.

      I wondered if she would be fighting today and then almost laughed at myself. Of course, she would be. I was pretty sure that Jojo never skipped a day out here. She loved it too much. And I was pretty sure that it helped get out some of that pent up energy of hers, too, in a way that probably meant good things for the rest of the city.

      As we approached the large crowd that was milling around outside of the arena, Delia’s ears pricked up and she snapped her head to the side. I frowned at her. “What’s wrong?”

      “I know that voice,” said Delia, cocking her head to the side. Before I knew it, the she wolf was turning and all but flinging herself through the crowd, pushing through them as though she had no care. There was a slew of “Hey’s” and “Watch it’s,” but Delia ignored them all.

      Not wanting to lose track of her, I hurried after her. “Delia! What are you doing?”

      Delia ignored me. She looked like she might drop down on to all fours at any moment, that’s how intent she was. And then suddenly, she made a sharp veer to the left, pushing out of the crowd. A few people were milling around the outer walls of the arena, talking with each other in groups of two and three, looking around and generally minding their own business.

      Ears pricked forward, Delia all but charged over to one of the young women. She was tall and thin, with pale skin and a heavily freckled face. The long amber tail of a lioness curled out from beneath her skirt, which had a long split up the side showing off dark brown legging shorts beneath it.

      When Delia grabbed her by the arm and pulled, the woman spun around snarling, her domed ears flicking back, showing off a mouth filled with massive fangs. Delia snarled right back. Fuck! Was there about to be a fight between them?

      But then the taller woman, clearly a lion shifter, pulled back blinking. She had a mass of scarring covering one arm and up the side of her neck, a few of the long since healed lacerations even feathering up over the curve of her jaw and on to the side of her cheek. “Delia?”

      Delia snarled at her again, a loud growl straight from the chest. Her ears were pinned back into her hair – and then she let go of the woman’s arm and flung herself forward, wrapping her arms around the lion shifter in a tight hug. “Violet!”

      There was a moment of hesitation, and then the woman hugged her back. Her eyes screwed up, and it looked like she might have been about to start crying. I felt strangely like I was intruding on something that I shouldn’t have been around to witness and ended up turning my gaze off of them for a moment. Had I ever seen Delia act like this with someone before?

      I stood there, trying to wrack my brain about it, but was coming up with a blank. She wasn’t stand offish by any means, but Delia was a tough cookie. She was in charge, she was loud and brash, and she could come off as a bit of a bitch sometimes. When we talked, she never had any stories about friends to bring up, and I knew for a fact that she didn’t have any siblings.

      Were they – had they been in a relationship at some point?

      I glanced back over, just in time to see Delia pull away. She took both of Violet’s hands in her own, thumb rubbing over the mass of scarring on the back of the lion shifters left hand. Voice loud and filled with fury, she demanded, “Do you know how worried I was?”

      Violet’s ears flicked back, head ducking in a way that was almost demure. “I’m going to guess that it was a lot.”

      “No shit it was!” Delia told her, the words coming out as a sharp bark. I was not sure that I had ever seen her look like this, that I had ever seen her so relieved and angry all at once. There was something about the way that her words curled that seemed to split through the very air itself.

      I didn’t know who this Violet was, or what their story might have been, but I knew that Delia must have thought that the woman was dead. Why else would she have been acting in such a way? It was a harsh sort of thing, to know that your whole world was being shaken like that.

      Delia looked like she didn’t know if she wanted to beat Violet to death with her own two hands or wrap her up like something precious and hide her away somewhere, somewhere that the dangers of the world could never reach.

      “I’m sorry?” Violet seemed baffled, as though this was the opposite of a reaction she had been expecting. I wondered if maybe it was a one-sided thing, then, if Violet did not know how much her apparent disappearance would affect Delia. Maybe because Delia was normally so put together and on top of everything.

      I sure would not be expecting this sort of reaction from her. But there it was. Delia, with her ears buried in her hair and her expression just shy of broken, and Violet looking more confused than anything, as though she just wasn’t entirely sure what the issue was.

      The only saving grace for the lion shifter was the fact that Delia was not the sort of person to leave you wondering for long. She was the sort of person to take the issue that she had with you and use it as an excuse to rip you to shreds.

      And that was exactly what she did next.

      “You’re going to be sorry! I can’t believe that you would pull a stunt like this. I thought that you were dead!” There was such venom in that last word, an accusation that cut through the air like a knife. Delia dropped Violet’s hands suddenly and took a step backwards. “What the fuck were you thinking? What were you doing?”

      The last few words cracked with emotion, as though Delia was struggling to prevent herself from crying. As though she was only barely keeping herself pulled together, and that would change at any minute, sending her spiraling apart at the seams.

      I took a few steps closer, just trying to remind Delia that I was still there. One ear flicked towards me but outside of that, I was almost completely ignored. The sheepish look only stayed on Violet for a moment longer, and then her face twisted with something that was way more like irritation.

      She held up her scarred hand, palm towards us, and snapped, “I think it’s pretty clear that I wasn’t just out having a party somewhere, so maybe stop acting like that was the case.”

      “You can never know where you’re concerned,” Delia said. She was so bitter now; it was hard to believe that she had just been hugging this woman. No one was really paying us any attention. The loud, thunderous roaring of the crowd inside of the arena rose up into a furry, so I bet that something pretty cool had just happened. Someone that was a fan favorite had just won, or someone new had just lost in a particularly spectacular way.

      Clearing my throat, I asked, “So, what am I missing?”

      Violet’s gaze flicked towards me, and her proverbial hackles raised. One side of her face twisted, lips curling up into the start of a flash of teeth. Without thinking, I bared mine right back at her and snorted hard.

      Delia shouldered in front of me, pushing me from sight, and jabbed a finger at Violet. “Where were you?”

      “The Jagged Coast,” said Violet. “I was dealing with a hoard of spiders that had gotten out of control when demons showed up. They killed Harris and Spruce.” She didn’t sound too broken up about that. I figured that they must have been temporarily partied up, rather than a set group that stuck together. “And I went off the side of the cliffs.”

      She used her good hand to gesture at the rest of her. Now that I was looking full on and not just glancing from a distance, it did look like the scarring was from something other than claws. They weren’t in the right shape – and I figured that any beast who did that much damage to her probably would have stuck around to finish off his meals.

      “Why would you take on a job like that?” Delia demanded. “The Jagged Coast is way above your level.”

      “I wanted the pay, and the prize,” said Violet. Her smile turned a bit more genuine. “You know that I’m a sucker for blessed rings.”

      There were a mass of rings glittering on each of her fingers, several digits sporting more than just the one silver or gold or even black loop of twisting, serpentine metal.

      Delia asked, dryly, “You went out of your level for a blessed ring?” Some of the anger seemed to have left her now. “Why am I not surprised? Shit. That sounds exactly like something you would do.” She raked a hand through her hair, and then challenged, “Doesn’t explain why I haven’t seen you in months.”

      “A few fishermen pulled me out of the ocean,” Violet explained. “Their village didn’t have any healers. I had to nurse up the old-fashioned way until someone else passed through that had a good touch. And clearly, they were still piss poor in what they could do.” Her ears drooped a little, shoulders slumping. “I look like shit, and I didn’t get paid.” Her gaze snapped towards me. “But it looks like you’ve been busy.”

      “I have been,’ said Delia. Was that a hint of pride in her voice? She nodded in my direction. “This is Garrett.”

      “Garrett.” She tested the word. “I would introduce myself, but I’m sure you’ve picked up on my name by now.”

      I nodded. “Violet. It’s a pretty name, it suits you.”

      “Flattery gets you everywhere,” said Violet, leaning forward just a little.

      Delia snorted at her, hard, and Violet backed up again, rolling her eyes.

      “Where are you staying at now?” Delia said. “I want to talk more. Later.”

      When I wasn’t around, she meant. The tact of not outright saying it was nice, but we all still got the message loud and clear. Violet looked a bit annoyed, and I thought that it might have been over the dismissal, but then she said, “At the inn. They sold my room out from under me while I was gone. Fucking bastards.”

      There was a beat of silence. I hedged, “so you’re looking for a place to stay?”

      Delia glanced towards me, clearly irritated at what I was insinuating, but she didn’t outright tell me to back down either. Violet narrowed her eyes at me, ears twitching. “Why, do you know of somewhere?”

      “We have a condo,” said Delia.

      “We’ve got one room left,” I tacked on, quickly. “You could come by later and check it out.”

      Violet didn’t seem totally sold on the idea, but I was pretty sure that it was just because she needed to talk it over with Delia later. I told the lion shifter how to find the place and made her promise to come by later – then made myself scarce so that Delia and Violet could finish their little reunion.

      I didn’t want to go straight back to the line to get in and risk being shuffled inside without her, so I drifted over to the walls of the arena instead. That’s when I remembered the Quest that I had been given. This seemed like the perfect time to follow through on it; Investigate the Arena indeed! The stone was sun warm beneath my palm, and every now and again, I could feel vibrations from the fight rumbling through it.

      Were there cracks in the wall? Frowning, I ran my hand over the pass again. There were, down near the bottom. Thin, spider web style cracks were starting to form in the stone. I crouched down to get a better look at them.

      Trolls were sometimes brought in for the competitors to fight. Ogres, wolves, captured kobolds. Something told me that having the walls reinforced and cared for should have been a top concern, to prevent those monsters from wreaking havoc on the city as a whole. But it didn’t surprise me that the governor was letting this slip.

      He had blinders on to anything that he viewed as not being useful to him – and that happened to be a hell of a lot. Still, wasn’t there some sort of a committee in charge of the upkeep here? Someone whose job it was to make sure that the place didn’t come falling down around our ears.

      I was so invested in trying to spot other cracks in the stones that I didn’t hear Delia come up behind me. When she touched me on the shoulder, it startled me so much that I swung around, hands snapping out to push back.

      Delia caught me by the wrist and pushed, pinning my hand easily to the stone wall with a snarl. “Really?”

      I kicked out, trying to knock her feet out from under her, but the fact I had already been down near the ground made the position too awkward and clumsy for that. “You startled me!” And then, “Don’t take your bad mood out on me and ruin the day.”

      The grip on my wrist tightened… And then Delia pulled, hauling me up the rest of the way to my feet. She snapped, “You’re lucky that I don’t want to stand out here and go back and forth with you all day.”

      “Sure, that makes me real lucky. I just got us our third boarder. Last I checked, that was a good thing.” I tilted my head back, eyes flashing in a challenge. “Unless there’s something about her that I’m missing?”

      Delia bared her teeth at me. “You aren’t funny.” She turned and started walking along the curve of the wall, towards the crowd and the front entrance. “Let’s just go find our seats.”

      I hesitated a moment, glancing back at the cracks in the wall. Something about them just stuck out to me as being off, like they might have been a warning. The kind of thing that made the hair on the back of your neck stand up, even though there was no reason for it.

      Frowning, I turned and followed Delia inside. It looked like our day might not have been that relaxing after all.

      But….
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        * * *

      

      Quest: Investigate the Arena.

      Status: Complete

      Reward: +120 credits, +80 Gold
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      New Notification!
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        * * *

      

      Quest: Arena Complications

      There’s something strange happening at the Arena. If you want to figure out the problem, you’re going to need to earn the trust of a few new friends.

      Status: Incomplete

      Reward: +220 credits, +380 Gold
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        * * *

      

      At least one or two things were being gained from it anyway.
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            BATTLES AT THE ARENA
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        * * *

      

      Just as expected, the inside of the arena was jam packed. We ended up having to hike up to one of the higher stands, wedging in between a group of teenagers on one side, and a large, tattooed man on the other. In a fit of humor, I was pretty sure, from the tattoo markings, that the man, despite looking like he had just walked away from an ‘80s biker gang, was some sort of bird shifter.

      The world was funny like that sometimes, I guessed.

      The walk up had done us both good. Delia had cooled off and so had I, meaning that our day likely wasn’t going to end in a fight. I wasn’t sure whether I should just outright ask about Violet or not. I was curious. I was seriously curious. Like, the kind of curious that sunk its claws in to your chest and wouldn’t let go.

      But I also didn’t want to set Delia off either, and it felt like there were egg shells all over the ground where the lion shifter was concerned. I figured that it didn’t matter too much in the long run. Violet would come by the condo later and the chances of her renting from us were high – so I would probably get the full story through her that way at some point.

      Instead, we watched the tail end of the fight that was going on – a rookie raccoon shifter, going head-to-head with what looked to be a rat shifter. Delia pointed out, “The rat has some natural talent, but the other one’s got more skills unlocked. Look, I would bet anything that he already knows some kind of shadow magic.”

      The raccoon jumped away from the rat’s attack. The rat, a young woman with a gray ponytail and buck teeth, had brass knuckles on either hand. The long sleeves of her shirt billowed like clouds every time that she struck out, a frenzied flurry of punches, but the raccoon seemed impossible to hit.

      The longer that I watched them, the odder it seemed that not a single hit was landing. I narrowed my eyes. Beside me, Delia smirked. “You see it too, right? That’s not the real shifter.”

      There was a slight shimmer around the male raccoon shifter. I realized that it wasn’t a case of the hits not actually landing, but that there was nothing for them to land on. “What is that?”

      “Mirage. It’s a coward’s spell if you ask me, but it works well for shifters like that. The ones that don’t have forms to back up their bark. It deflects the light off you, so that you’re the shadow, and the shadow is you.” Delia explained.

      I could see how that would be beneficial to people like this, who had smaller forms, or forms that weren’t prone to fighting.

      The bird shifter on her other side grunted, “It’s not a coward’s spell. It’s smart. Just because you don’t have fangs, it doesn’t mean that people aren’t going to come for your throat. Especially with everything else going on… People like that need to be able to keep themselves in one piece, too.”

      Delia’s ears flicked. She looked torn between telling the man to butt out for a moment, but then decided that it wasn’t worth a fight in the stands and just relented with a low hum in her throat. She turned in her seat a little bit, putting her shoulder to the big man so that she was more fully facing me.

      I mimicked the position, leaning forward some. “Speaking of things that you don’t want seen, I think that I found something outside. While I was waiting for you.”

      “Better seats? You should have said something sooner.”

      “No. Something really interesting. In the walls.”

      “The walls.” Delia glanced towards the ring, just in time to watch the mirage shatter. The raccoon boy made his move, bursting back into appearance and striking out with his knife. There was a spray of crimson blood across the sand and the crowd went wild.

      “The walls,” I repeated. “Of the arena. There are cracks in them. Not just a few, either.”

      Just like I thought, that did net her attention. “Cracks?”

      “A lot of them, all around the base. I think that there’s something wrong with the foundation. Doesn’t the governor keep track of this place?” I questioned.

      She shot me a look, clearly unhappy with how much attention our seat mates were paying to us. But the new fighters seemed to have everyone's eyes on them – and it was no wonder! The newcomer was a hulking woman, with a slight grayish hue to her skin and arms that looked like they could easily bench press a couple of sedans.

      Her long silver hair had been pulled into a plait that ran all the way down to her ass, which was toned beneath the tight-fitting shorts that she was wearing. The teenagers on my side of the row had just started up a set of bets, trying to figure out what sort of shifter she was. The most popular were rhino, elephant, or buffalo.

      Her opponent was a thin slip of a man, short, with a brilliantly hued fox tail sticking out of the back of his trousers, and large, pert ears sticking out of a mess of red hair. The amount of betting that was being done in the stands was insane, people shouting over each other to try and get the most gold at the end of the fight.

      The betting wasn’t exactly legal, but no one cared enough to reinforce it. People shouted back and forth at each other, passed around handfuls of gold and silver coins. It was one more way that the arena could be used to make a bit of profit, even for the people who weren’t in fighting shape to compete.

      We took advantage of the racket to finish our conversation. Delia said, “It sounds like just one more area that the governor has neglected. I don’t understand why, though. Could someone just not be passing the report on to him?”

      “I’m not sure. But with the amount of monster's we get pulled in, it makes me uneasy,” I told her. “I know that we can’t do anything about it, but I think we should keep an eye on the place. If the arena goes down…”

      She nodded, her voice just as serious when she responded, “Then everything goes down.”

      It wasn’t a far stretch to say that, in many ways, the arena itself functioned a little bit like the heart of the city. Without having it around to serve as a centerpiece for everyone’s levels, their income, and their energy… It would cause an issue.

      It also functioned as a form of entertainment and a lot of people made their living selling refreshments up in the stands or hawking fake tickets outside. I had never been beneath the main floor, but I would bet that the trolls weren’t caught and brought in just minutes before a fight, either. There had to be some sort of holding facility for the monsters that were used down below. If the foundation of the upper levels were cracked, it only stood to reason that the true foundation, the basement levels, would be cracked too.

      The shouting quieted down so we let our conversation drop, turning to watch the fight… But I wasn’t really focusing on what was taking place in front of me. I was paying way more attention to my own thoughts, rolling things over in my head, trying to find, not only where it fell apart, but where it clicked elsewhere.

      We knew that the governor wasn’t playing by the right rules. We knew that a lot of the people who worked closely beneath him weren’t, either. And I couldn’t help but wonder… if something as important as the arena was being let slide like this, then what other parts of the city might not have been as reinforced and updated as they were supposed to be?

      What else might he have let slip, without anyone being any wiser to the problem? I would bet every bit of gold in my satchel that there was a lot more like this we just hadn’t discovered yet. The thought of it made something sour build up in the back of my throat, as if my dislike for the man was so strong, it had to take on a literal, physical form.

      Down in the sands, the fight ended exactly as quickly as everyone would have expected; the woman, named Tonya Silverborn, was the victor and the man, Freddie Sedrick, stood exactly zero chances of winning. Despite the predictability of how the match had gone, that didn’t stop everyone from stamping their feet, clapping their hands, and shouting when Tonya flung her arms up in the air above her, sweat glistening over her skin and a sharp, smug smile on her face.

      “That’s right!” Tonya shouted, her voice deep and booming. “You had better watch out for me, because I plan on being the next champion!”

      Delia winced. “That’s not going to end well.”

      “She’s all talk,” I agreed. “She doesn’t have a chance in hell against Jojo.”

      “Jojo will have a field day with this, though,” said Delia, sighing and leaning back in the stand. She folded her arms over her chest, looking vaguely amused. “Just because you win a few low tiered fights, it doesn’t mean that there’s any actual basis for moving up in the chain.”

      Beside her, the bird shifter said, “you’re awfully opinionated about this shit, for someone I’ve never seen on the ground.”

      “And you’re awfully nosy for something I could use to pick my teeth,” snapped Delia, baring her fangs at the man. “How about you do everyone a favor and mind your business? Because, and this might be news for you, but I was talking to my friend, not you.”

      The bird shifters eyes flashed, and he turned, something harsh in the motion. Not a songbird. Not something without claws. Emu. Ostrich. Cassowary. Something with feathers that could still pack a punch. I had no doubts that Delia could win anyway, but that wasn’t the point.

      The point was that everything in the world was working against us having a nice day out, let alone having this be some sort of borderline date. Another fight started, and that seemed to be more interesting to the bird shifter than whatever he was trying to start with Delia, because the man turned back to the ring. And when I say that the crowd went wild all of a sudden, I meant it. People shouting and screaming, some of them even jumping to their feet.

      “I can’t believe we get to see one of her fights,” one of the teenagers beside me shouted. She had feathery, pink hair and strange coloring on her face. “We’re really lucky! You picked a great day to come out here, Shava!”

      Shava, a tabby cat shifter, gave a purr of delight, though the sound was barely audible through the cheering. It was easy to see why. None other than Jojo herself had just come bouncing out onto the stage, the same ball of energy that she always seemed to be.

      Her face was split with a big grin, and she gave the audience a big sweeping bow in one side, then the other. Delia snorted, ears twitching at all the sound. “It’s no wonder she has such a big head.”

      “You could say something nice about her once in a while,” I countered.

      Delia, dryly, said, “She brings in good money.”

      “Nice.”

      “You know, if we stick around long enough, we could just get something to eat while we’re out. We did already get paid by Bea,” said Delia.

      I waited to respond, wanting to see who Jojo would be fighting. Another woman came out, medium height and a little on the stocky side. A long, reptilian tail drug the ground behind her and her mouth was filled with so many sharp, jagged teeth that they pushed at her lips and twisted her face in to a bulldog sort of grin.

      Her tight-fitting black sports bra was stripped with green, though she didn’t have much for it to cover; not only flat chested, but also with some strange green scaling over the skin of her chest. They introduced her as Allie, and it wasn’t hard to guess that she must have been a crocodile shifter of some sort. Reptiles weren’t really my strong suit.

      I knew that there were more than one kind of crocodile, but I wouldn’t have been able to rattle off the species, and I sure wouldn’t be able to look at this woman and completely pick one out. Delia waited, at least able to tell I was just curious about the newcomer. I turned back to face the wolf shifter just as the fight started, already knowing that Jojo was going to win.

      “Alright, that’s fine. Are you tired of fish sandwiches already?” I asked her.

      “I’m tired of watching you drown your sandwiches in sauce,” said Delia. The corner of her mouth twitched up, though, and there was a sharp hint of amusement glistening through her eyes. “And I could do with something that we don’t need to cook, too.”

      “You sound like you already have somewhere in mind.”

      “I might,” said Delia.

      I paused for a moment, and then knocked my elbow into the side of her arm. “I guess it wouldn’t be a real date if we didn’t get dinner while we were out, right?”

      Delia laughed, a sharp, barking sort of sound. Moments like this were few and far between, but they were ones that I had come to start cherishing a lot. I knew that there was a lot of awful going on, and a lot of bullshit that we needed to try and stay on top of… But I liked it when Delia let down some of her walls and opened herself up to this sort of thing.

      When she let me see the part of her that wasn’t quite so rough as everyone wanted to believe.

      A big crash sounded down below, and I turned to look, surprised to watch the scene play out. Allie had grabbed Jojo in a choke hold, and both were on the ground in what could only be described as an alligator’s death roll. Maybe that’s what she was, then, and not a crocodile at all?

      I could see how it would be hard for a normal shifter to break out of. Allie’s grip on Jojo’s throat, arm crushed up against the front of it, had to be tight enough to leave a bruise – but there was a flick of silver, and then the alligator shifter was screaming and letting go of Jojo, the two of them rolling apart separately.

      I was right. Even from here, I could see the bruising on the front of Jojo’s throat. The sight of it stirred something ugly inside of me. It was like something was wriggling around inside of my chest, digging fingers into my heart, making it burn and itch.

      I didn’t realize that I had started to growl low in my throat until Delia knocked me hard in the arm with her elbow and warned, “Shut up. You’re scaring the kids.”

      The teenagers on the other side of me had shifted as far away as they could, though the stadium of the arena was so packed, there wasn’t a whole lot of elbow room going on. The pink haired girl was eyeing me nervously, like she expected me to go nuts at any moment.

      I flashed them a hopefully reassuring smile and focused on trying to get myself back under control, muttering, “Sorry,” under my breath.

      Part of me expected it to really piss Delia off, but the wolf shifter was surprisingly unbothered by it. She was watching me curiously though, ears pricked forward and gaze sharp, like she was trying to see through my skin and read my thoughts.

      Good luck with that. Even I had a hard time keeping track of those things these days.
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      After a moment, she stood up and said, “let’s just get out of here. This fight isn’t going to last much longer anyway.”

      She was right. Jojo had gotten tired of messing around down in the arena, bored with letting Allie think that she had a chance of victory, and had turned on the alligator shifter with her full might, absolutely destroying her as they worked their way across the floor, Allie being forced closer and closer to the wall’s base with each step.

      It made me think, briefly, about how many people were pummeled against that wall… It was no wonder that parts of the arena needed repair. But – my thoughts were frayed now, and it was hard to sort them out. The sight of the bruise seemed to be seared into my hind brain.

      Delia got up, shooting the bird shifter one last nasty glare of her own before turning and starting to slide out of the stands, towards the stairs. After a moment of watching Jojo’s rebound in the fight, I want after her, struggling to get my good mood from before back. We were the only ones leaving so it was easy enough to get all the way back down to the ground floor, and by the time we had stepped outside of the arena, the next match was being announced.

      We hadn’t gone far down the walk when a familiar voice called out, ‘Hey! Did you guys seriously think you could show up and just leave without saying anything?”

      And then all of Jojo was slamming into my back, throwing her arms around me in a hug. I couldn’t help but laugh, the tension in my heart easing up. It was natural to be protective over them, I was pretty sure, something to do with instincts and hoards and needing to know that everything was the way it should have been.

      And even beyond that, they were my friends, and I cared for them a great deal. That’s all it was… Right?

      And yet, when she let go of me and I was able to turn and look at her properly, my gaze was drawn to her neck. The bruising had settled in already, dark, lurid feathering that wrapped around her throat, fading out in to a sickly yellow towards her clavicle.

      She laughed, reaching up and touching it. “I know. But I don’t fight reptile shifters very often. I wanted to see what she could do.”

      Delia made an annoyed sound, huffed, and grabbed her by the shoulder with one hand. “You were playing around too much.”

      “Oh, are you going to critique how I handle my fights now? Sorry, but that’s a pass!” Jojo laughed. “I like the way I do things now just fine!”

      “Just let me see that,” said Delia.

      I watched as she healed Jojo’s bruising, more interested in the way that the dark myriad of colors faded than the fact that not too long ago, this was something Delia would never dare do. My hackles felt lower once the bruising was gone, but a part of me still wanted to gnash my teeth and get involved myself.

      To prevent that from being a thought that lingered, I told Jojo, “We’re going somewhere to get food. Did you want to come with us?”

      As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I winced, knowing that could have been a fuck up. We were toeing the line between this being a date, after all. Inviting a third party along might have just fucked up whatever it was Delia might have had planned.

      But despite my concerns… Delia didn’t snarl or get pissed or throw a fit. She just told Jojo, “We’re going to the Island Eatery.”

      “Fuchs yeah,” said Jojo. “I’m absolutely starving. That fight might not have lasted long but…” She rolled her shoulders, tilted her long, lean neck from side to side as she stretched out the muscles that Delia had just healed. “…it still worked up an appetite.”

      “You’re welcome,” said Delia, dryly.

      Jojo leaned forward, right into Delia’s personal space, with her arms snapping around to fold behind her back. “Sorry,” she said, fluttering her lashes. “Should I have offered to do something back in thanks? There’s still time for that. I don’t mind working up even more of an appetite.”

      “Or you could just find some damn manners,” Delia snarled, turning and storming away. Was there a pink smear on her cheeks before she turned around, or was that just my imagination?

      Jojo let out a tittering laugh of her own, and then turned to face me. “How about you? Should I give you thanks, instead?”

      “You don’t always have to start something with her,” I chided, slinging my arm around Jojo’s shoulders and then turning, steering her along the street, after Delia.

      “She likes it,” said Jojo, dismissively.

      I thought about that faint pink dusting, and the way that Delia’s attitude towards Jojo had started to change recently and found that I couldn’t argue against it too much.

      “Still, you could try and give her a break once in a while.” And then, happily, I changed subjects and told her about all that we had gotten done at the condo as we walked. Eventually Delia dropped back to join us, adding her two cents in here and there, pointing out all the ways that I had ‘fucked up’ during the decorating process.

      By the time we had started in on our plans for the elf root, Jojo gave a big, fake yawn. She said, “I don’t know how you guys can be so boring sometimes. This is a serious snooze fest. You could have just gone, yeah, the house is fixed up, and then moved on with things.”

      “Maybe the point,” started Delia, but then she shook her head. “You know what? Never mind. You’re right. It’s boring. We shouldn’t talk so much. It’s a good damn thing that we’re here.”

      The Island Eatery was shoved between an old, worn-down looking house with the windows boarded up and some serious ‘I’m haunted’ vibes, and what looked to be some sort of shop that sold equipment specifically for archers. The building had a solid sheet of glass serving as the front of it, so that you could see inside and outside at just a passing glance. Several tables and chairs with gaudy looking umbrellas had been put up out front.

      One of them was taken up by an elderly couple, and the other two were empty. The inside of the eatery was filled up though, and it seemed to be a popular enough place. The island theme that the place had been named after was prevalent in every part of the decor.

      Jojo explained, “A family from the Burning Islands owns the place. People were unsure about them when they first showed up, just because – well, the Burning Islands are – strange.”

      “Strange how?” I asked, following Delia and Jojo up the walk and through the front glass doors. The inside of the eatery smelled like pineapple, steamed fish, and something almost floral.

      Delia, blunt as always, said, “There’s supposed to be a cult there that worships a god in the volcano. Most people don’t leave the island.”

      “It was really weird that a whole family would just pack up and move, especially out here,” Jojo said. “I don’t know what deal they have worked out with the governor but – they have this prawn stuffed gorgo flower that might be the literal best thing that I’ve ever eaten.”

      I mouthed the words to myself; prawn stuffed gorgo flower? I had no idea what the hell that was supposed to be. I reached out, pressing a hand to the back of Delia’s shoulder, her skin warm beneath my palm. “How about you just order something for me, and I’ll go get us a seat?”

      She rolled her eyes but didn’t protest. I stepped away from the girls, eventually finding us a table in the corner of the room. That was good – no one would be able to listen in on anything that we had to say over here. I didn’t think that Delia had much patience in her after dealing with that bird shifter earlier.

      Dropping down in the chair, I couldn’t help but wonder about the Burning Islands. I wondered what the chances were of getting my hands on a World Map. I needed to figure out exactly what else was out there. It might be helpful to figure out what other areas were being affected by demons, too.

      Jojo came over first, while Delia was still waiting for the food. She dropped down into the seat closest to me, reaching out and using the tips of her fingers to brush the hair back, out of my face. “You look like you’re thinking about something way too hard.”

      “What do you think made this family come out here?” I asked her. “Do you think that the demons are out on the Burning Islands, too?”

      “I mean, I wouldn’t doubt it. I think that most places are struggling with the demons right now,” said Jojo, settling more properly into her seat. She braced one arm on the top of the table, waving the other through the air with a flick of her wrist. “But with places like the Burning Islands, they might not even have recognized them as demons. Not everyone has access to the same information that we do – and you know, some people are just freaks.”

      “You shouldn’t say that” I told her.

      Delia appeared with our food. She snorted. “No, she’s right. Unfortunately. The people on the Burning Islands are absolute loons. They think that the volcano has a god living in it, and it talks to them in their dreams.”

      I thought about how bizarre this world was, and asked, “And you think that’s where the line between possible and impossible is drawn?”

      “Yes,” said Delia, firmly, her ears flicking. “That’s where it’s drawn.”

      “Plus, they don’t like other people coming to the island. Like, to the point that no one has seen the villages there for years and years,” said Jojo. “Places like that might take the demons as some kind of sign from their weird little gods.”

      “Or there might not be demons there,” said Delia. “Which I think makes more sense. Why would you trade one demon infested place out for another? Plus, I think it’s pretty obvious that the demons are focused on the city here, and that means that they’re probably focused on the mainland. I wouldn’t be surprised if a lot of the islanders haven’t had any issues with this at all.”

      Jojo pursed her lips together, clearly not happy to have had her theory so easily dismissed, but her mood recovered quickly enough as soon as her food was placed in front of her; she had in fact gotten some sort of closed-up flower bud, with pale blue and purple petals, that were stuffed with a pink paste that could only be the prawns.

      All those thoughts about how much I was missing burgers, fries, and pizzas came right back to the forefront of my mind. I would do a hell of a lot for a trip to Papa John’s right now.

      Instead, I had some sort of cone made from brown paper that had been rolled up set in front of me. Strange strips of slightly curly, heavily breaded meat were inside of it. When I pulled one out, it was hot, and the seasoning caked to the meat strips clung to the pads of my fingers.

      I licked one of my fingers. It was spicy, enough so that it made my mouth water. I didn’t know what kind of meat it was, but I was instantly hooked on the seasoning.

      A few Notifications appeared. Bea had just arrived at the loft. Bea had just rented the Blue Room. +120 Gold had just been put into my till. My lips tugged up into a smile. “I think that people are happier here. On Easy Street.”

      Jojo tilted her head to the side, thinking it over. “I think you might be right. You know, people are a lot more loose with their bets at the arena these days, too.”

      Should I tell her about the Arena Quest? Not yet, I decided. That one didn’t seem super pressing, so I would save it for a while. The next bite of food got me another notification. This time, I had just learned a new recipe. Sweet. The more recipes I learned, the more food I could make back at the loft.

      “I think that we’ll be able to up their happiness levels even more once we get that garden in,” says Delia.

      Jojo’s interest was piqued. “What garden?”

      Before Delia and I could tell her about what we had planned for the elf root, there was a thudding sound outside, and then the sound of snarling. A new Quest appeared. I checked it quickly.
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        * * *

      

      QUEST: Rumble At The Island Eatery

      It seems as if things are getting out of hand. Someone didn’t get something sweet in their system fast enough! Better break it up before the eatery gets broken up instead!

      Status: Active
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        * * *

      

      I jumped to my feet. “We’re supposed to check this one out. Come on!”

      “But I had just started to eat,” whined Jojo.

      Delia neatly tucked her food back into her Inventory. If it’s left there for too long it will spoil. A lot of people avoid carrying food there at all, because it rots at a much faster pace than it would in a normal bag or container. But it should be fine for an hour or two. “Wow. I didn’t know that you had it in you to complain about a fight.”

      “I do when I was going to head back up there and get one of their pineapple tarts,” says Jojo, but she tucked her food into her Inventory too and got up. Other people were starting to get up too, the sound of the fight far more obvious now. The snarling was intermittent with the sound of things being thrown around and then, quite suddenly, there was a small explosion.

      It didn’t do any damage to the main structure of the building, but the blast of magical fire shattered one of the windows. Glass sprayed inward, over one of the diners, who screamed and leapt to his feet, tripping away from the blow. Thick smoke spilled in from the crash and when I ran around the side of the building to look, the outside wall had been covered in black char.

      “Where are they?” I demanded.

      They had just been here, but I was a little too slow.

      Delia tilted her head back and scented the air. “I think – I think that they went around that way, towards the Heathers shop.”

      Jojo took off at a sprint, making to run around the building. I went after her.

      The Heathers shop was a small building run by Emma and Temma Heather. They made herbal tinctures and salves. They sold things at a high price, but they did good business with all of the adventurers that were out and about in the area, not to mention they were a favorite of most people who frequented the Arena.

      That was probably why Jojo had changed her mind about getting involved so quickly. The Heathers would sometimes let people going into the Arena take out their salves on a tab promise; a binding pact within the world that meant they would pay at the end of their fight. If the fighter didn’t survive, or were knocked out, then the gold would simply appear in the Heathers till afterwards.

      A lot of people claimed it to be more convenient than having to walk all the way out here to pay their bill back, plus it meant that their items could be paid straight from their earnings. Jojo rounded the back of the building first, all but throwing herself into the nearby alley.

      Delia and I were in hot pursuit! The sound of our boots slamming against the stonework filled the air. Jojo led the way through the back alley, over a set of half busted crates that proved we were going the right way, and then scrambled over a fence and out into the side street.

      I scaled the fence quickly, thumping down on the other side. There was no sign of Jojo. I pulled up my Map, glancing at it on my way through the last alley, listening to Delia coming along after us. It turned out that I didn’t need the map though. Two shifters were wrecking the street outside – and it’s not just them. There was a demon there, too!

      The demon was a skinny thing, with bat like wings and big tusks. I had never seen that sort before, but I knew that there wasn’t much time to stop and think on it. The two shifters involved in the fight were lower leveled. They had probably been pulling out every high-powered spell that they knew to try and stop this thing before it killed them – or someone else.

      The demon snapped out with one hand, but there was a crack of air being displaced. Jojo’s whip curled around the demon’s wrist and wrenched it backwards. Throwing all her might into the swing, she was able to fling the demon away.

      Delia rushed over to the two fallen shifters. One sported a massive burn on the side of his face and neck, the skin red and blistered to a point of disfigurement. The other one was bleeding heavily from a wound on the side, one dog ear flayed to ribbons.

      I knew that she was going to need to put her full focus into healing those two shifters, so she wouldn’t be much help in the fight. Jojo jumped back to my side, so that we were next to each other.

      “You know, this is exactly how I like my dates to go,” said Jojo. “I think that every dinner should have some entertainment.”

      “It was lunch…” I corrected. “… and this wasn’t the kind of entertainment that I had been wanting!”

      The demon screeched and flung itself at us, forcing Jojo and I to break apart.

      I shouted, “We need to get it down the street and away from Delia. She can’t heal those guys if it keeps bothering her!”

      “Right!” Jojo bobbed her head.

      Together, we worked at trying to lure the demon further away from Delia and the other two shifters. At first, I thought that we would be successful with it. Jojo was great with Taunts, after all. But then it decided it would rather stick around and go for the easier targets.

      Snarling, the demon turned back towards Delia and the two downed shifters. The blue glow of healing magic was sparking in the air around them. The demon dropped on to all fours and charged towards them.

      Thinking fast, I decided that the only possible thing that could be done was to shift into my dragon form. I had stayed out of it for a while, focused on handling the loft and upgrades, not wanting to take the risk of wrecking the building. It felt good to be in my own skin again.

      I thought that the demon knew it was out matched the moment it saw me; big wings and claws and teeth, golden eyes, everything about me had turned sharp and hard. I was built to be a predator in a way that few things were. It also meant that I was fast, and between my sudden boost in speed and the fact that it was caught off guard, I was easily able to catch hold of the demon.

      It thrashed and hissed. I grabbed it in both hands, pulling it up into a high dive, and then spiraling down with it. Once I picked up enough speed, I flung it downwards, with the intention of slamming it into the pavement and snapping its neck. Instead, the demon managed to pull out of the dive itself at the last moment, underbelly scouring the pavement. One of its wings was heavily damaged.

      The demon took off, flying the best it could through the city and the buildings. I went after it, angling my body so as not to knock into anything and break any one’s home. Reaching out, I grabbed the demon by the tail, wrenching it backwards.

      Twisting around, the demon raked its claws over my forearm, scrabbling at it. Hot burning pain flared through me. I let go, pulling back – and the demon took its chance to fly straight up into the air and out of sight.

      Gnashing my teeth together and not wanting to give up on my prey that easily, I went after it, flying up above the city. But… there was no way to find it. The demon had vanished. Rage shot through me, so visceral that it was almost physically hot. Shaking my head side to side, I let out a thunderous roar of frustration, wings flapping harder as they carried me through the sky.

      I circled the city a few times before finally giving in and going down, looking for the Heathers shop again. I shifted out of my dragon form as I touched down, the air chilly against my skin in the wake of all that heat. The anger still sat in my belly like a burning coal that had yet to go out.

      The wound transferred with my form. Blood ran down my fingertips and dripped on to the cement. I was far enough down the street that they couldn’t see the wound right away. Lifting my arm up, I looked it over with narrowed eyes, and found myself overcome with the urge to lick the wound. There was no resisting the sudden flare of instinct. I leaned down, dragging my tongue along the splits in the skin, gathering the copper up on to my tongue.

      It was salty and bitter and settled something that had gotten agitated in me. Looking down at the cuts, I half expected to find them already healed up. That clearly hadn’t happened, though, and they were still there, frayed and starting to bruise at the edges.

      The claws had cut me deep, but not enough to split muscle or bone. Just enough that the wounds were seeping at a near constant pace, the blood leaving tracks as it curled around my forearm and splatted on to the ground at my feet.

      “About time you got back,” said Jojo, sounding annoyed. “You know, you shouldn’t always take the fun for yourself. Other people want to have a go at those things.”

      I looked up, taking in the sight before me. The demon had not circled back around, and they had not found any other monsters to get into a tangle with. Both shifters that had been fighting with the demon when we showed up were still there, sitting on the ground where Delia had gone down to heal them.

      While the blood remained on their clothing, I had no doubt that the wolf shifter had taken care of the actual injuries. Delia had the most potent healing magic out of anyone that I had met before. And it was not just because I was still relatively new to the world, either.

      From the way that other people reacted around her, I got the feeling that most of them were surprised by the depths and ability to which she could use her healing magic. I was a little surprised at the depth of the hostility that she fixed on me when she turned to look, a low growl rumbling from within her throat.

      Delia jumped to her feet at the smell of it, spinning around and storming towards me. “You idiot! You can’t just go running off like that!”

      “I didn’t run off on purpose,” I told her, a little offended at the implication. “It isn’t like I meant to leave the both of you behind.”

      That had just happened. When I was in my dragon form, it was a lot more difficult for me to control the impulses I had sometimes. Hell, I’m walking around in my human form now, and I still ended up licking my own blood off my arm! When I was actively using my shift, the instincts that came with such a powerful predator were sometimes too much for me to even think through.

      The sounds could be louder than anything, and the instincts would still drown them out. It was a difficult thing to practice handling, too, considering I couldn’t just go dragon in the middle of the condo and try to work things out.

      But something told me that Delia wasn’t interested in any kind of excuse that I might have been planning on tossing her way. The only thing that she was interested in was getting all her anger out.

      “Well, you did,” she snapped. The words sliced through the air in a way that was almost physical, splitting through any defense or protest I might have had.

      “I know,” I told her. “I’m sorry.”

      The apology clearly caught Delia off guard. She wanted to fight over this, but there was no reason for it. She was right. I had gone off and left them both, without talking to them, and it hadn’t even ended in me going up a Level.

      “You’re sorry?” She said, struggling to try and pull her anger back up. She managed, but there just wasn’t the same sort of heat to her words now. “You should be! I’m stuck down here dealing with these two idiots, and you’re off flying around who knows where!”

      “Jojo could have come after me,” I pointed out.

      Jojo said, “I wasn’t sure that there was only one demon. Delia was focusing on healing these guys way too much. If I took off and then a second demon showed up,”she shrugged her shoulders. “ I figured no one would like that.”

      “She used more common sense than you this time,” snapped Delia. “And if our places were switched around right now, that would have me so embarrassed, I wouldn’t know what to do with myself.”

      “Hey,” says Jojo. “I’m pretty sure that was insulting.”

      “Pretty sure doesn’t cut it,’ said Delia.

      I held my arm out to her, directing her gaze on to the wound. “Does this mean you’re too mad to fix this? I guess that I could go get something from the Heathers but…”

      “They’re out,” said Jojo, cheerfully. “Oops! They’ve been out of quick healing potions for almost a week. You would have to settle for one of those really rank smelling salves.”

      I hadn’t used their salves before, but just the mention of them had Delia’s face scrunching up, her nose wrinkling with displeasure. “You’re lucky that I don’t want you or the loft to smell like that.

      Jojo, who was sitting cross legged on the ground next to the other two shifters, asked, “Did you kill it?”

      I shook my head, mouth twisting down into an unhappy frown. “It got away.”

      Delia snatched up my hand, fingers curling around my wrist and tugging it over. With the other, she started to heal me. The healing magic was soothing. This wasn’t the first time that she had used her healing magic on me by far, but that was a thought that I often had when it was concerned.

      I could feel my HP replenishing beneath it. There was something about having Delia heal me that was almost intimate. Maybe that was stupid. It’s not like she hadn’t just been doing the same exact thing with those two strangers – what are they, a cat and a dog? Something like that.

      And they had been pretty beat up. Delia had done a lot of healing to get them both sitting back up, not even a little burn scar left to be seen. So, it wasn’t as though this was some personal act that she shared just for me.

      Still, it helped that anger in my belly simmer out some, dimming beneath the cooling, relaxing wash of Delia’s magic. It felt different. I didn’t know if it was all in my head, but even comparing this time to the first time that she had healed me, there was something softer to the flow of the magic as it washed over me. Something that made me feel cared for.

      It happened fast, of course. All healing took only a handful of seconds, unless the wounds were seriously deep. But in those few seconds, I found my hackles finally lowering, and my heart rate finally settling down to something that was far more normal. The tension eased from my muscles and even though my mood was still sour, there was also a lightness to it that I didn’t totally dislike.

      Her sharp eyes flicked away from the healing wound on my arm and up to my face, mouth twisted into a snarl, but her eyes heavy and dark with concern.

      I had worried her.

      Oh.

      Oh!

      Sometimes, it was weird to think about Delia in that regard. I knew that there was something shifting between us, a greater gravitational pull that we were both falling into. If neither of us bailed out soon, then I knew we would end up stuck in here forever. And right now, that pull seemed more impossible to ignore than it had been for a while.

      “I’m okay,” I told her. “I promise. It went up into the clouds, and I lost it.”

      Delia still sounded tart when she spoke to me, the words coming out almost waspish, “What do you mean you lost it?”

      My brows pinched down and I rubbed at the side of my head with my good hand, raking my claw tipped fingers through my hair, pushing it away from my face. “I don’t know what happened. I was chasing it, and I could see it. There wasn’t enough up there. It’s not cloudy out. But then it was just gone.”

      “Gone,” repeated Delia, dryly. “So, you mean to tell me that you took off on your own, leaving us down here, no idea what was really going on – and you couldn’t even track it? We’ve already worked on that! You’re supposed to know how-to pick-up scent trails!”

      “I know how to track something,” I told her. “I’m not saying that I got turned around, or that it managed to slip out of sight, or anything like that. I’m telling you that one minute, it was there, and I could see it. And the next minute, it was gone.”

      There shouldn’t have been anything up in the sky for it to enter, either. And sure, I had not bothered to ask Delia what kind of rules the sky box happened to have, but I figured that if there was something freaky about crossing into other sections of the map when you were air born, she would have already told me about it.

      “It might have Warped,” said Jojo. “I’ve heard that sometimes, creatures are able to gain that power.”

      Delia shook her head. “A demon that could warp? You only ever see that in cave dwellers.”

      “Maybe they came from caves,” said Jojo. “Maybe they are enough cave dwellers that now they just have that ability. You’re not a demon expert.”

      Cave dwellers. I had only seen a few of those. They normally used their warps to appear in different tunnels, further away from the sun. Or digging monsters would sometimes use it to jump from a tunnel underground to something above ground.

      The wound on my arm finished stitching itself back together. With my HP back at full, I was feeling a lot better too. It made my head seem a little bit more clear and helped hike my energy levels back where they were supposed to be.

      Still, Delia didn’t let go of my arm right away. Her eyes drifted back down again, looking over the spot where the wounds had been. The anger in her expression broke, giving way to pure worry. Her thumb rubbed a gentle circle on to the side of my wrist, at the point where the joint jutted out against the skin.

      The touch was electric. I reached out with my free hand, letting the very tips of my fingers brush over the side of her face. Carefully, I tucked a strand of hair behind one of her ears, out of her face. My thumb rubbed at a bit of dirt that had gotten under her eye as we had been running around.

      “You’re a pain in the ass,” she told me. “You realize that?”

      But there wasn’t any heat in the words now. They just sounded impossibly fond. I was a pain in the ass, sure, but I was her pain in the ass. The heat in my chest was of a totally different sort now, much more enjoyable.

      “Yeah, I do.” I smiled at her, unable to stop the almost goofy look from spreading over my features. “I know.”

      If I kissed her right here, right now, would she get angry?

      I had never bothered to ask her that, if I could kiss her around other people. It wasn’t something that I had thought would need to be considered when we first started – whatever it is that we are doing. But now, it was the only thing on my mind.

      Resisting was hard. Especially when she turned her head to the side, burying her nose to my wrist, and scenting me, like she just had to make absolutely certain I’m alright.

      Jojo cleared her throat. “Hey, love birds. I think there might be something more important to focus on, don’t you? Namely, chuckle and fuckle.”

      One of the shifters, the dog, scowled at Jojo, upper lip curling back with irritation to show off his teeth. “Don’t call me that! It’s not like we did this on purpose.”

      Literally no one so much as paid it a lick of mind, including his friend, a bushy tailed cat shifter, who stood up and walked over to join us. He was a big guy, tall and broad through the shoulders, with bushy hair on his head to match the tail.

      His eyes had slits in them, and I wondered if that was a constant part of his shift, or just because he was really worked up over what had happened. As soon as he got near us. Delia pulled away from me completely; it was a little bit disappointing. A part of me wanted to wrap my arm around her waist and pull her up against my side, keeping her there like a treasure in a dragon’s hoard.

      The rest of me knew that would only get a finger or two bitten off, and I really wasn’t interested in that happening. Delia's ears flicked. “How about you tell us who you people are, and what made you think it was a good idea to take on that bastard?”

      I winced a little bit at the briskness.

      Briskness?

      Okay, maybe that was closer to just being out right rude. Was it because Delia had not wanted to move away from me, either? Had she been thinking the same thing, about the tangible shift that had taken place between us?

      It didn’t matter right now, I suppose. She had pulled away, crossing her arms over her chest, and fixing the man with the flattest, most unhappy stare I had ever seen.

      “Thanks for the help,” he said. Thankfully, the man wasn’t too put off by Delia’s behavior. After the way she had healed him, I was betting that Delia could have spit on the man and he would still be fine with it. People didn’t take good healing like that for granted around these parts. “I’m Mikel.”

      “Mikel. It’s good to meet you.” I gave his hand a brief, quick shake. And then I asked, jerking a hand up towards the sky. “Maybe not under the best circumstances, though.”

      He laughed at me. “Absolutely not the best. I managed to get in way over my head.”

      “What were you doing taking on a demon with such a low level?” Delia scolded.

      Mikel shrugged. “I didn’t take it on on purpose. It isn’t like I just went out there today deciding, hmm, I’m going to find myself a demon to fight.”

      Delia growled, her ears flicking back. She was not a fan of sarcasm by any stretch of the word. I quickly stepped into the mix again, asking, “What did happen?”

      Mikel motioned at his partner. “Ask him.”

      The dog shifter looked pissed for all of three seconds, and then he just sort of wilted beneath our stares, a low whine sliding out of his throat. “I didn’t do it on purpose, either! I was trying to find some work, okay? I need the extra cash, and I got this weird Notification. I’ve never seen anything like it before. It said that there was something interesting in a crate out here, and that I should check it out.”

      Delia frowned. “What sort of a Notification is that?”

      “Like I said, I don’t know. It’s nothing I’ve gotten before, and it wasn’t a Quest, either’ he said, with another whine.

      Mikel told them, “Parson never thinks anything through. Look me dead in the eyes and tell me that if you got a mystery Notification like that, you would think, well hey, that’s what I’m going to do today! Check it out!”

      Jojo said, “I mean, that’s what I would probably do.”

      “You don’t count,” said Delia.

      Jojo protested, “Why not?”

      Delia’s ears twitched, faintly amused that the other woman had walked right into it. “Because you’re a menace.”

      “A menace?” Jojo stood up, unfolding herself and stretching her arms above her head with her fingers intertwined. All her knuckles cracked. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Focus,” I told them, moving away from Mikel and stepping between my two companions. “What happened after that, Parson?”

      “I went and got Mikel. We do a lot of work together, whenever we need a buddy to go out with. I figured, hey, maybe he got one of these two?” Parson explained.

      I glanced at Mikel, but he shook his head and said, “I didn’t get anything.”

      “So, we decided to check it out together,” said Parson.

      Mikel corrected, “I said that we should tell someone about it, but he insisted we check it out.”

      Parson growled, but it was a much reedier sound compared to my roars and Delia’s thundering snarls. He snapped, “Oh, sure, I’m going to go and tell the Governor. Maybe he’ll make me pay him a grand to look at my own notification.”

      “No, you did good checking it out,” I said. Though I wouldn’t advertise it to these two, not knowing them well enough, this was not the kind of thing that I wanted the Governor to hear about. “So, you two decided to come out here. Was there actually a crate?”

      “There was,” said Parson. “And it had a box with it.”

      “A box?” I frowned.

      Parson nodded, gesturing with his hands. “You know, like an options box.”

      “What’s an option box? Have I seen one of those?” I asked.

      Delia shook her head. “Probably not. They’re rare to find outside of temples. It’s this… Box that appears. Only one person in your party can interact with the object, and they’re the only one capable of seeing the options. It usually gives you two options related to the object it’s attached too.”

      “Different options,’ said Parson. “But this time was different. Both options were the same.”

      Jojo asked, “What were they?”

      “Open the box,” said Parson. His ears pressed down flat against his skull, blending in with the dark brown of his messy, shaggy hair. “I tried to back out of it, but I couldn’t. It was like I had glitched up or maybe like I had frozen? I tried to talk to Mikel and see what I should do but…”

      “It didn’t happen like that for me,” said Mikel. “He walked over to the box. I could see the outline of the options box, and then he picked one and the crate opened. It took three seconds.”

      “It took at least ten minutes,” protested Parson. “I was struggling like hell to get something else to happen! But I couldn’t access my ID or my Inventory or anything. I was just stuck there. When I finally did click one of the options, the box vanished, and then I could move again.”

      “And then the crate opened?” I guessed.

      Parson nodded. “The crate opened, and the demon came out.”

      I raked a hand through my hair. Just the thought of being frozen like that was unnerving. When I was younger, I had an old N64 console, and there was this one game that I loved to play on it… but sometimes, the character model would freeze up. The music would still play, and other NPCs could be seen moving around, but I was just stuck.

      With the console, I could just turn it off and back on. It would lose me some play time, but then I could go do another few tasks before the thing would freeze again. But this isn’t some console that I’m playing on an old box TV in the basement. This is real life. This is our life.

      And it sounded terrifying.

      “Maybe like a terror,” said Jojo.

      Delia’s ears swiveled towards her. “What do you know about terrors?”

      She shrugged. “What does anyone know about them?”

      Terrors? I didn’t know what that was, either! Frustrated with my companions, I turned back to Parson and Mikel, deciding to just handle one thing at a time. “The crate opened.”

      “And the demon came out,” said Parson.

      Mikel suggested, “We can show you the crate. We aren’t making this up.”

      I didn’t think that they were making it up, but I didn’t know what they were talking about either, not fully, so I agreed to it.

      They took me back to the crates just outside of the Island Eatery. Already, someone had come out and started to repair the window, selecting items from their Inventory and then having them unfold into existence to replace the window; first the frame, then four individual panes of glass unfolding nice and neat into place.

      The woman pulled a brush out of her Inventory, the sort that you scrub floors with, and swiped it over the sooty stone just once. Then, in straight, block streaks, the rest of the soot started to clean itself up. We tried to keep our heads down and not make a scene, crowding around the busted crates.

      Parson said, “That’s where it came from.”

      Delia got down beside it, crouching on one knee. She sniffed a few times, picking up one of the boards. “I can smell the demon on it. There’s something else here, too. But… I don’t know what it could be. I’m taking this piece back with us.”

      There was a blip, and then it vanished into her Inventory.

      I knocked into the wood with the toe of my boot. It shifted, sliding further back, and then it just vanished. There one moment and gone the next. “What happened to it?”

      “It despawned,” said Jojo. “Only certain items will do that.”

      My frown deepened. “Despawned. Right. So, anyone have any idea why there was a demon in a crate?”

      “I don’t know why it was in a crate, or what was up with the glitch,” said Parson, “but I’m not totally surprised that we had a run in with a demon. There have been a lot more reports about those things showing up lately.”

      Mikel nodded. “Our friend Sasha ran in to one last week, and it almost took off her arm. She had to hide in an old building until it left.”

      Delia’s attention was back on us. Her ears swiveled, pricking forward, and her tail swished behind her. “There have been a lot of them lately?”

      Mikel asked, “Do you live under a rock?”

      “We’ve been putting too much of our focus on the condo,” I told her. “We need to get in touch with the Guild and see what’s going on. Maybe reach out to a few of the people that you know and see if we can get any of them to give us accounts of what’s been going on with the demons.”

      Jojo folded her arms behind the back of her head, hands curling around the jut of her elbows. “I can see if anyone else has been finding these weird crates around town.”

      “Don’t mention the notification glitch,” I warned her. “Maybe just say that both options were bad? Is that – is that possible with those?”

      “I guess it would be possible,” said Delia. “It’s just not super likely.”

      “Option boxes usually have one good outcome, and one bad outcome, and it’s sort of a guessing game about which one you’ve just ended up with,” explained Jojo. “But I can make up a real stinker of an outcome to have gotten stuck with. People love to gossip in the locker rooms.”

      Shit. I still hadn’t told her about the Quest revolving around the Arena. I would need to do that soon.

      Everything was starting to stack up. I could feel the unread Notifications weighing down on me like a physical weight. “Okay, okay, look.” I turned to Parson and Mikel. “Do me a favor. If something else like this happens to either of you, come let me know. We’re a higher level than either of you. We can come with you and help check it out.”

      I marked our loft on their map and we said our goodbyes. When I checked the Quest that had been activated for this one, I was surprised to see that it wasn’t there. The Quest had been completely erased from my logs, not even a monetary reward having been given.

      Stopping dead in my tracks, I told the girls, “We need to find some where to talk. Now.”

      Jojo said, “I can come with you back to the condo. Would that work?”

      I nodded. “That will work fine. We can go in to one of the rooms that’s off limits to the boarders. But this is – this is important.”

      Delia questioned, “About the demons?”

      “About a lot of things.” I debated on checking my Notifications right then but decided against it. A chill had settled over me, grabbing me by the back of the neck and metaphorically hanging me out in the ice fields somewhere.

      We had only made it a few steps further past that when Jojo pointed out, “If the Heathers shop had been destroyed, a lot of people would find themselves up the river without a paddle. Do you know how many people hit them up before a match?”

      “A lot,” said Delia. “But I bet not as many people as after one.”

      “There are only two other shops like the Heathers in the whole city, and one of them is off limits to everyone without special clearance. It’s part of the VIP treatment,” said Jojo, bitterly. “Like those special seats up in the stand.”

      Over the last few weeks, I had come to learn that there were quite a few shops in the city who would only sell to people that the Governor had given a plastic Security Pass to. There was already a tight monopoly on supplies in this place, but having the Governor pull something like that would make it even tighter.

      I asked, “Do you think it was a targeted move?”

      “What, like someone put that crate there on purpose?” Delia asked. She shook her head. “People can’t just put code down. That’s not how it works.”

      “I wasn't supposed to have access to so many IDs after purchasing Easy Street,” I pointed out. “And I’ve never heard of anything glitching like that. Have you?”

      Jojo and Delia traded looks, and I remembered that they had mentioned something called a terror.

      “The glitching with the options box and the notification vanishing, no. But… The freezing,” said Delia, sounding a little hesitant.

      Jojo barreled over her, explaining, “There’s a type of monster that lives out in the Kurkura Mountains, called a terror. It’s rare. They live, like, super deep in this maze of tunnels in the mountain, and they hardly ever come out. But they have some crazy weird magic, like, nightmare levels.”

      “It’s like the creature you see when you suffer from night paralysis,” explained Delia, putting it in to more palatable to understand terms for me. “And that’s what their magic does, too. Right after people first started showing up here, there was a village that tried to build itself up in a valley between some of the Kurkura Mountain peaks. And somehow, they managed to make the terrors mad.”

      Even without knowing the gruesome details of it, the imagery was enough to send a shudder down my spine. I was lucky enough to never have dealt with sleep paralysis. I had never even had a night terror. But every one’s seen the horror movies about it, and it got really popular in creepy pasta's for a while, too.

      Creatures that were long and skinny, with arms that seemed inhuman. Pale faces and dark eyes. Everyone knew someone that knew someone else who happened to have a cousin with sleep paralysis. The movies liked to use them as an excuse to play with demons and ghosts, too, and other monsters – like Slender Man.

      So maybe they were more closely related to the demons then people thought? Especially if no one knew much about the terrors, like Delia had said. There might just be a link there that people have missed.

      “So, they’re a type of ghost you said?” I asked, trying to ignore the way that my tongue felt heavy in my mouth. “Ghosts and demons are close together in lore. Maybe some of the demons have that same affect. We should try and look into that, see if we can get our hands on a book or something.”

      “They might,” said Delia, sounding hesitant. “I guess it’s the only thing that made sense.”

      Jojo pointed out, “if the terrors are able to do it, I don’t see why other nasties wouldn’t be able to pull off the same sort of trick.”

      But that didn’t actually explain the way that everything had been glitching out, and we both knew it.

      It didn’t explain the crate. The glitched box. Or the missing notification… and it didn’t change the fact that my own Quest had just blinked out of existence, gone without the barest hint of a trace.

      A heavy silence settled over all three of us after that. I don’t think that any of us really knew what we were going to do with things now, or how we were going to move forward from here.

      We would just have to try and figure it out – together.
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        * * *

      

      There was a lot that we needed to discuss but at least for the first few minutes of getting home, we weren’t interested in that. We covered a lot on the way out, and while I did give Jojo a quick rundown on the Quest that I had gotten about the Arena, everything else was just sort of put on hold for a bit. We had been through a lot in a short amount of time, and I think that we were all ready to have a bit of a break.

      Especially since Delia still seemed to be worked up over the incident with the demon. I couldn’t tell if she was still mad or just worried about the way I had handles that. Either way, we gave Jojo a quick tour of the loft, showing off the rooms that we had fixed up and telling her how we had managed to land three boarders already.

      “You really spruced the place up,” said Jojo. “I mean, it was a real dump the last time I was here. But I guess you have a lot of folks willing to spend the coin to stay up here. You made it snazzy.”

      “That was mostly Delia’s doing,” I explained. “I just played point and click with what she picked up.’

      Jojo’s gaze went bright. “Oh, do you have a thing for house planning? I wouldn’t have expected that from you,” Jojo teased, her hands settling behind her head once more. “I guess that Garrett just brings that out in you, huh? Makes you want to get all wifey.”

      Delia grumbled at her. “Don’t say that. It makes you sound stupid.”

      “That’s not a protest.”

      “I don’t need to protest something so ridiculous. Maybe you should try and act a little less stupid about things.” Delia snorted, turning away from Jojo, her tail flicking with irritation. “Every time that I start to think you might actually have a brain in there, you prove me wrong.”

      “If that’s how you feel about me, I guess that I’ll just keep my Quest to myself,” said Jojo, with a bright, cheerful sort of laugh.”

      Delia spun around. “When did you get a Quest?”

      Jojo laughed. “Oh, no, I wouldn’t want to open my mouth and make you think I’m stupid.”

      “Jojo,” warned Delia, with a low growl.

      I asked, “You really have a Quest?”

      Jojo tilted her head to the side, eyes scrunching up as though she had to debate on whether she would say something to either of us. Then she dropped her hands down from behind her head, telling us, “I got it last night. I don’t really feel like going into it all right now, you know? But it’s a party quest. We need to go on a berry hunt. I think it should be easy, but if we get lucky, we might come across something to fight.”

      There was a blip, and the update hit me.
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        * * *

      

      Quest: Berry Hunt

      Jojo must collect berries for a friend! Join her party?

      Yes / No
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        * * *

      

      I clicked on YES, and it switched to being an active Quest. I could feel the link ripple between us when Delia joined the quest, too, and Jojo gave us both a pleased looking smile. “We need to get serious about our progression. I know that this is just one of those gatherer style quests, but if we play our cards right, I bet we can find a nasty beastie out there.”

      Delia nodded. “You’re probably right. And we can’t afford to skip out on any progress points. With everything going on…”

      She trailed off and I nodded. “Especially not after what happened today. If we’re going to be dealing with an increase in demon sightings, then we need to try and figure out how to actually handle them.”

      Just the thought of how that demon gave me the slip earlier was enough to get my hackles raised up and my lips curling back. Delia reached out and put a hand on my shoulder. I said, “We’ve got to get strong enough to crush those little bastards.”

      Delia said, “Don’t get that worked up.” And then, “You wouldn’t feel like this if you hadn’t ran off on your own. We would have been able to kill it if you two had kept it on the street.”

      “I didn’t want it to go for you while you were healing those guys,” I protested.

      Jojo said, “ That’s why we need to get stronger. She needs to be able to multi-task with her magic, and we need to be able to kill them in less hits.” She tilted her head back, a mischievous grin on her face. “But I’m sure that you two love birds are going to figure that out on your own.”

      “Stop calling us that,” snapped Delia. Her fingers curled against my shoulder, tightening the grip instead of letting go like she might have a month ago.

      “No,” said Jojo, laughing. “But I will get out of your hair. I’ve got people to meet, places to be, fights to win, you know. The whole song and dance. You two can go ahead and fight or make up or fight and then makeup. You know, however floats your boat.”

      Jojo spun around on one foot, nearly prancing out of the room. There was a Notification when she exited the loft and went back to Easy Street. The hair on the back of my neck prickled. I really needed to check those out soon but… Delia’s hand was still on my shoulder, and I figured that we really did have something to work out.

      “She drives me up a wall,” said Delia, grumbling.

      I told her, “Is Jojo really what has you in such a mood?”

      Delia snatched her hand away from my shoulder, spinning to face me and crossing her arms over her chest, just beneath her breasts. “I’m not in any kind of a mood. Now you just sound like you’re trying to copy Jojo. Word of advice, Garrett – don’t.”

      “I’m not copying her,” I said. “But it’s true. You’ve been acting weird since we saw the demon. And it’s not like this is the first time that I’ve been in a fight on my own, so I don’t get it.”

      Delia snapped, “You got hurt!”

      “It was a scratch, literally!” I held up my arm, showing off the spot where the demon had raked its claws over my forearm. “And you fixed that already. It wasn’t a bad hit at all, barely took a chunk out of my HP. You shouldn’t be that worked up over it.”

      “Don’t you think I already know that?” Delia’s ears flattened against her hair. “I know that it wasn’t anything big. And that you’re fine!”

      “Then why has it upset you so much? Come on, Delia, I can’t figure it out.” I paused and then said, “You were acting off earlier, too. Just tell me what’s going on. We have too many enemies right now to be keeping secrets.”

      Delia’s lower lip jutted out. “It isn’t a secret.”

      “It is if you aren’t willing to tell me what’s happening,” I told her. “Just – say it, okay? Let me know where your head is at.”

      We couldn’t be dancing around anything right now. And whatever it was, it had Delia on edge. If we were planning on going out of the city and on a Quest tomorrow, then we’re going to have to be able to work together without any issues. Especially if our goal is to find a few monsters to fight.

      Delia shook her head, pacing around the room for a moment, her tail lashing angrily about. “It doesn’t have anything to do with the Quests or the governor.”

      “That doesn’t matter.” I stepped over to her, reaching out and taking her hand in one of my own. There was a spark when our fingers touched. “What are you thinking?”

      Delia made a frustrated sound in her throat, somewhere between a whine and a growl, and then instead of verbally answering, she surged forward and she kissed me. Her hands landed on my shoulders, and she shoved me backwards, moving with me, trying to keep our mouths together as much as possible as she herded me backwards to the wall.

      My shoulders bumped against it. I settled one hand on her hip and tangled the other in her hair, licking at her lower lip and then, when she opened her mouth, tasting the inside of her lips as well, our tongues gliding together, hot and wet and warm.

      We kissed until we were breathless, and then she pulled back, only to press our foreheads together. “I’m sorry,” she told me, words low. “I’m sorry, Garrett.”

      “What? What are you sorry for?” I asked, confused. “Delia - “

      “This wasn’t supposed to be serious, but you make me feel so safe,” Delia told me. She wouldn’t look me in the eyes, as though she was embarrassed about the admission. “It was just supposed to be fun but… I don’t think that I can keep it light. You just make me feel good. Better. Like I’m a better person than I used to be.”

      “Delia…” Her name slipped out unbidden, more sound than actual syllables. “Do you mean that?”

      She gave a small, jerking sort of nod. “I do. I just… I know what it was supposed to be. I didn’t want to tell you, because I didn’t want to know that you feel differently from me.”

      “I don’t, though. I don’t feel any different.” I slid my hand up, cupping her cheek, my thumb rubbing over the soft skin just beneath one eye. “I know that I want to be around you. And that whatever this is we have right now, I want more of it.”

      “Seeing you hurt, it made me realize that I don’t want anything to happen to you,” Delia told him. “I don’t want to see you worse than that.”

      I kissed her again. “I don’t want to see you hurt, either. We’re just going to need to make sure that we get so strong, nothing bad can happen.”

      This kiss was softer, more passionate than usual. There was heat building up beneath my flesh. No one had ever told me anything like that before. That I made them feel good about themselves, that I made them feel safe.

      It struck me that I enjoyed making Delia feel that way, making her feel whole and alive. And I wanted to make her feel that way even more often. Always, maybe, but especially right now.

      So, we switched.

      I took hold of her hips and rolled her over, pressing her back against the wall. She tilted her head back, baring her throat to me. The ultimate show of trust, and I made sure to take advantage of it, plastering my mouth against her skin, lipping at her flesh, nipping and sucking until there was a burgeoning bruise at the nape of her neck, and she was moving restless beneath me.

      As I kissed and lipped at her, my hands slide down, roaming over her, tugging down the pants that she was wearing, and then making for her panties. I pulled away just long enough that she could kick them the rest of the way off.

      “I want more of you,” I told her, my voice husky with arousal. “Let me make you feel good.”

      It was still a new concept for me, making sure that my partner had the best time of her life. But in this moment, it just seemed to feel worth it. Making her feel good, making her feel safe. Those words dug themselves in my brain, driving me to drop down on to my knees.

      She spread her legs apart wider, and I hooked a hand around one ankle, hauling it up and throwing it over my shoulder. Then I leaned in, mouth pressing against her slit, already wet and dripping for me. At first, I just used my mouth, lips and tongue, and that had her sighing and groaning.

      But then I changed up my pace. I pressed one hand to her hip, helping keep her up and steady, and then I pressed the other between her legs, letting my fingers play with her just as much as I was letting my tongue and my teeth. The pretty little whines that she made doubled, and it made the pressure and heat lace through my own body.

      I was hard in my trousers, cock trapped there, but I didn’t want to rush it. This wasn’t just about me. This was about her. For now, I completely ignored my own need, even as the pressure in my gut built up tighter with each one of her pretty little sounds.

      I took my time working her over, teeth pressed to her clit, nipping at it, tongue in her pussy, fingers following suit.

      I took my time with it, more so than usual. I let her know how much she meant to me through the curl of my tongue, the stroke of my finger. Her nectar gathered on my rapidly reddening lips, and her hands pressed back flat to the wall, fingers curling against it.

      “Ah, ahhh…”Delia sighed out the sounds, her muscles trembling. She rocked her hips forward slightly, pressing that much closer to my face. “Jesus, Garrett. That’s – God, that’s good.”

      My mouth was too busy to answer, presently occupied as it was, but I gave an assenting hum, letting her know that I appreciated the praise… And the hum vibrated against her clit, making her moan even harder.

      One of her hands pulled away from the wall, curling through my hair, a gentle thread of fingers in it. She didn’t hold or guide, though, and I thought that maybe her mind was going the same way; that this was different from the last time that we slept with each other, that it meant something else, that it meant something more.

      Within that something more, there was the need to take this slower. To strip back both of our sharp edges, dragon and wolf, and leave the vulnerable meat left behind. Her touch was as gentle as my own touch, and I was glad for that.

      A part of me had been concerned that she wouldn’t enjoy taking it this slow. That she would want there to be something more to it. But Delia just sighed out in pleasure as I ran my tongue over her slit and then pressed two fingers into her once more, relishing in the heat of it, the warmth, the way that her body tightened and loosened around me.

      And when she was finally ready, her legs trembling with the exertion of standing up, I let her join me on the floor. As she got herself laid out on the ground, I finally removed the offending pieces of clothing, stripping out of my pants and my boxers, cold air ghosting over heated skin and making my breath shudder in my chest.

      “God, you look pretty,” I told her.

      Delia rolled her eyes. “My clothes are off and my legs are spread already, Garrett. You don’t need to focus on the sweet talk now.”

      “Not just sweet talk,” I told her, settling over her again. “You’re lovely. And just – everything that you said before, Delia, I just wanted you to know that I really do feel the same way.”

      She made a soft, whining keen in her throat, more animal than human. “Then show me.”

      And fuck it all, but that was exactly what I wanted to do. I wanted to make sure that she knew exactly how much she meant to me, and how much things had changed on my end, too.

      Maybe some people wouldn’t see the romance in it, fucking in the dining room on the floor, but the late evening sun light was streaming in through the open window, and it turned her in to an ethereal thing, spread out on the ground beneath me, lovely and wanting.

      She reached up with one hand, curling it against the back of my neck, and pulled me in for a searing kiss. I knew that she could take it rough. That she liked it rough, even, hard and wild with abandon.

      But that’s not what I wanted.

      Today, I decided, as I lined my fat cock head up with her wet, stretched pussy, I just wanted to take it nice and slow, and make her feel good as I possibly could. And from the look on her face as I pressed into her, taking it slow, taking it steady, she was happy to let it play out in the same exact way.
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      We met with Jojo at one of the cities gates the next day, our Inventories as stocked up as we could feasibly make them, and our HP fully healed up after a good night’s rest. The tension between myself and Delia had settled down after our talk the night before – though I was honestly still thinking about it a fair bit. I knew that whatever we had couldn’t really be defined the way that I might have chosen in my old world, my first world.

      But I liked it.

      We weren’t dating, but it was close enough for that world to count, though the edges of it were blurred. She said that I made her feel safe, and that was just giving me even more drive to make this quest that we were about to go on count.

      Jojo looked just as excited to get out of here as I was, practically bouncing back and forth where she was standing. “There you are!” Her eyes went bright when she caught sight of us. “I thought that you were going to make me stand around here forever.”

      Delia told her, “It’s only an hour past dawn, you can’t have been out here that long. In fact, I bet you just got here.”

      “I’ll have you know, I’m always up early,” Jojo said. “How else do you think I get my training in before my matches?”

      Delia made a face, as she often did when ever Jojo managed to prove something wrong, and to prove that she was more capable and put together than Delia liked to act. “It doesn’t matter. We’re still not late. We didn’t pick a time.”

      “Yeah, sure, but I figured that being early was implied.” She wiggled her fingers. “I know that you two love birds were probably up late last night making up…”She laughed. “But that doesn’t mean I should have to be left hanging. You can keep more than one person in mind at a time, can’t you Garrett?”

      The innuendo in the words was enough to make my cheeks go just a little bit red. Had I thought about it? Yeah, absolutely. Was I going to bring it up? No way, and certainly not right after what Delia had to tell me last night.

      Luckily, Delia was more than content just going back and forth with Jojo for the moment, and she spat back out, “Maybe you should spend less time thinking about my affairs and more time thinking about your own.”

      “I’m not complaining,” said Jojo, dismissively. “I happen to like thinking about your affairs, thank you. It makes my own fun, well, you know. That much more fun.”

      Delia snorted, her ears flicking with irritation. “You’re a brat.”

      “Oh! Brat! That’s a new one,” said Jojo. “Well, not totally. I’ve been told that I can get bratty before.” That smile made it clear that she was talking about in the bedroom. “But it’s new coming from you. And a whole lot nicer, too. Am I growing on you?”

      “Like a bad wart,” said Delia.

      Jojo smiled; a little bit softer. There was something about the look on her face that held my attention, the shock of static in her eyes. I thought, for a moment, that she must have been serious about what she was saying. Or at least, she was more serious than Delia was giving her credit.

      Thinking about it made something tight and feral coil up at the base of my spine. It was hard not to think of Delia as part of my horde, someone that I needed to take care of and hold close to me, something that I needed to protect.

      But a dragon had more than just one thing in its horde, it collected and gathered and held them all close to its heart.

      I had a newfound love for golden things and shiny new coins, but it seemed as though there was something else I wanted to hold close and tend too.

      Jojo told Delia, “A growth is a growth! Can’t cut me off now, can you?”

      “I’m sure that if I tried hard enough, I could come up with a way to do it,” said Delia.

      I couldn’t help myself, getting involved and adding, “Sure, but you aren’t interested in trying and we both know it.”

      Delia snapped her mouth shut and gave me an unhappy look, ears flicking back into her hair. She folded her arms over her chest and snorted. “I never said that.”

      “You didn’t have to say it,” I told her, curling an arm around her shoulders and pulling her up against my side. The warmth of her body pressed against mine helped settle that feeling of ‘collect, collect, collect’ and made my heart settle a little bit.

      Not to mention that I would never complain about being able to get up close and personal with her. Tilting my head to the side, I briefly pressed my face into her hair and breathed in, relishing in the way that she smelled.

      When I pulled away, I gave her a cheeky smile and told her, “We could just figure it out.”

      Jojo laughed. “Oh, I like whatever mood you’re in today, Garrett. I think that’s going to make our Quest twice as much fun.”

      “Because we’re out here looking to have fun,” said Delia, dryly, but I could tell that she was fast running out of steam with her insults. That was good. It meant that we would have an even easier time while we were out traveling.

      Speaking of which, I figured that it was about time for us to hit the bricks and get the Quest officially started.

      “Okay,” I said. I pulled away from Delia’s shoulders and shoved both hands in to the pockets of my trousers, turning to look at Jojo instead. “Where are we going?”

      Jojo had been given the main Quest, which meant that the original Travel would rest on her hands. She grinned, leaning forward to give me a kiss on the cheek and then give one to Delia, too, though the female wolf snarled and snapped at Jojo in response, and Jojo had to pull backwards laughing and cackling, as though that had been her goal the whole time.

      It probably was, she was just that kind of person.

      Delia rubbed at her cheek with one hand, childishly trying to ‘wipe’ the kiss away. “Just tell us where so we can mark our maps.”

      “Verdant Fields,” said Jojo. “Talk about us lucking out!”

      “I’ve never been there,” I told her. “What’s it like?”

      “It’s pretty,” said Delia. “And a lot of the lower level gathering quests are put out there. It’s got a lot of growth in it still, one of the only places that doesn’t have any kind of a settlement being started up.”

      “There’s a farm,” Jojo corrected. “A new one. But it’s on the other side of the fields from where the berries are supposed to be. We probably won’t have to go out there – which is a shame, really. I’ve heard that the farmer is a real hottie.”

      Delia rolled her eyes. “Focus on something else for a change.”

      “I’m capable of focusing on more than one thing, thanks,” says Jojo, with a cheerful wink. “And right now, I’m at least partially focusing on the rumors I’ve heard about her. Let’s just say that the cow’s cream isn’t the only reason people go for a visit.”

      I can’t help the way that my interest was piqued by that. The corner of my mouth twisted up. “You never know. Maybe the information will be wrong, and we’ll have to stop by to see if this mystery farmer knows where to find them.”

      Jojo teased in a sing song voice, “You want to see her milkers, you want to check out her jugs!” She laughed even harder, and it made her whole face light up in the loveliest of ways. “I don’t blame you! So do I!” She held her hands up in front of her chest, imitating weighing a pair of big tits. “I’ve heard that they’re huge, and that she doesn’t mind making trades for a night’s stay in her barn.”

      Delia cuffed me on the back of the head and then did the same to Jojo. “Let’s just get out of here. The two of you can act like idiots once we make it to Verdant Fields, where I don’t have to stand around and listen to you.”

      I teased, “You like listening to me.”

      “You would like her tits too, if you gave them a chance,” said Jojo. “Margie went out there a few weeks ago. She landed a Quest to pick up some milk for trade somewhere and ended up getting to stay the night. I heard it’s a lot of fun.”

      “And I heard that we’ve got a mass of demon sightings to deal with,” said Delia, “So we don’t have time to be making stops like that.”

      Our Quest updated with the new information about the berries location that Jojo had given us, and I knew that she was right, and we really did have to get going. It was a good thing that the Travel system was so easy; and I liked the fact that we were unlocking a new section of the map. It filled out nicely, the colors shimmering in to focus and the blocky cloud clearing away, leaving behind the black script of the field’s name.

      I was excited. It had been a while since we had gone anywhere new. This, I thought, would end up being a damn good time – even if we weren’t going to be able to check out that farmer this time around.

      Travel led to our new arrival in the Verdant Fields. We found ourselves standing in a field of green. Presently, the grass came up to our shins, but I could see that it was at least waist height towards the east, and towards the west, there were dark green trees blurring the horizon line; some sort of distant forest. Bright sun light bled down on us, the morning sky still painted with shades of pink and gold and orange, and the grass still damp with jewel drops of dew.

      In the distance, I could hear birds singing, and I was amazed to find that Jojo had been telling the truth – it really didn’t look like people had come around and tried stripping it bare. Yet, at least. I had it on good faith that this wouldn’t last forever, especially not as people like the Governor were putting a tighter strangle hold on the amount of supplies that people could get their hands on.

      It would end up driving people out, where they would try to make it on their own. Either they would have to try and start their own settlement, or they would end up as wandering adventurers. And no matter which direction things went in, there was little doubt that they would eye up places like this, apples just ripe for the picking.

      “Welcome to the Verdant Fields,” said Jojo, throwing her arms out to the side as though she, personally, had discovered the place. There was a big grin on her face, and I couldn’t help but mirror it on my own.

      Delia tilted her head back, sniffing the air. “Everything out here smells so clean. God, I can’t remember the last time that I got a Quest for this place.”

      “I was surprised when it came through,” said Jojo, agreeably. “But I’m not complaining.”

      I caught a sound blowing my way on the wind and turned towards it, squinting towards the north. There were a few strange looking creatures there, not kobolds but something else. “What are those?”

      Jojo shrugs. “It doesn't matter. That’s not the way that we’re going anyway. The berries are supposed to be out to the north.” She pointed a thumb over her shoulder. “That way!”

      Delia said, “Then we better start moving, or we’re going to have to end up camping out here.”

      “Or we could stay the night at the farm,” said Jojo, wiggling her eyebrows playfully.

      We both knew that wasn’t going to happen any time soon, but I still nodded at Jojo and told her, “You. I like the way that you think.”

      We started moving to the north, my gaze scanning over the fields that surrounded us. I couldn’t remember the last time that I had been some where this honest to God before. It was like I had just stepped in to, well, into a whole other country. Which made sense. That was how a lot of the map was set up. It didn’t piece together the way that earth did, with set terrains and weather. Each place was its own thing.

      “This place really is pretty,” I said. “I don’t know what I was expecting from this place, but it wasn’t this. Maybe we should come back out here later to gather supplies?”

      “What, you mean in the forest?” Delia asked, her gaze shifting to the long stretch of trees at our side. “I don’t know. What do we need the lumber for?”

      “Expanding the loft again?” I suggested. “I didn’t say that we had to do it right away. Just… I think that I like this part of the map.”

      Jojo looked to the tree line too and then turned around, so she was walking backwards, arms up and folded behind her head. She kicked her legs out extra far with each step that she took, so her foot rocketed up into the air. “That’s not part of the fields.”

      “What are they, then?”

      “It’s like – an addition on the map. You know, you can go to the mountains but when you enter the caves, you’re in the cave and not on the mountain? And then you get that little mini map, that shows you how to get through the caves,” Jojo explained. “So, when you enter there, you won’t actually see the fields on the map anymore, it’s going to be somewhere else.”

      Delia mused, “I think those are the Sonnet Woods. There are sirens in there.”

      I frowned. “Aren’t sirens sea creatures?”

      Delia and Jojo traded amused looks. Then Delia explained, “It’s not like the sirens you would have heard about. These are a type of monster. And sure, there are some that you can find out on the coast, but they live anywhere that there’s a body of water.”

      Jojo pointed out, “Like Lyric Lake, which is in those woods.”

      “Oh. Are they dangerous?” I questioned.

      Delia shook her head. “Not if you aren’t caught off guard. We probably can’t go there right now, though. We would need specialty armor to help deal with the effects of their magic.”

      “And you need a lot of antidotes,” said Jojo. “The plant life in there is nasty. And I mean nasty.”

      Poisonous plant life and magical sirens. God, I knew it would be dangerous, but a part of me wanted to see it anyway. There was a surprising lack of anything interesting happening out here in the fields, even though we had been walking around for a while.

      I couldn’t help but ask, “There isn’t much out here, is there?”

      “In the Verdant Fields? Well, no. It used to be that this was a good starter region,” Jojo explained. “Because the fields are so big, it’s really easy for young or new adventurers to avoid the monsters.”

      “Then why did we get this Quest?” I asked, frowning a little bit. I guessed that I could technically still count as a new adventurer to the greater scheme of the system, but… It just didn’t make sense. Plus, I wasn’t the one who had gotten the Quest.

      Jojo did. And she was nowhere near being a beginner adventurer.

      But she didn’t seem to have an answer, shrugging at me before finally turning around and facing the way that we’re supposed to be going. “No clue. But I guess that we’re going to end up finding out before we’re done here.”

      Delia warned, “We shouldn’t let ourselves get too comfortable, just because there aren’t a lot of battles that we need to avoid. Whatever is going on with these berries, I think that it’s going to take all three of us to handle. And if we let our guard down now, we’ll regret it later.”

      Delia was probably right. Jojo wouldn’t have gotten that Quest if it wasn’t a good match for her and her level. But still, true to form, we didn’t see the monsters again for a while. The pink sky started to clear away, fading into a bright blue. A few soft clouds drifted over the air, but they weren’t any thing that we had to be worried about. There weren’t going to be any storms today, that much was clear.

      Soon, though, a strange sound drifted to us. It was different from what I heard at the start. Instead, it was the sound of claws churning up the ground, of teeth gnashing together. We drifted to a higher patch of grass, crouching down and hiding behind the soft green blades. We moved like that for a bit, until we were able to find the outpost and view it through the grasses.

      Strange, lizard-like canine creatures were moving around the outpost. Some of them walked up on two legs, and these carried rudimentary looking spears, clearly of a higher level than their brethren. Others moved around on hands and feet, their elbows jutting out oddly. They had made a little outpost of sorts; it was a three-sided shack with a roof made from dry, woven grass, clearly from the very field in which we were now hiding.

      The outpost was filled up with woven grass beds, and there were mounds of bones, stripped clean, scattered about. No rotting flesh was sitting about, though, and there weren’t any corpses either.

      “Kobolds,” explained Delia, softly.

      Jojo nodded to the side, near their outpost. “And those are the berries that we need.”

      The Goja Berry bushes were thick, twiggy things. They looked a bit like tumbleweeds, though made from heartier pieces of woods, with only several paper thin and very pale leaves scattered about the sharp looking branches. The berries were a bright golden color, and they grew straight on the wood in thick clusters.

      There were at least twenty Goja Berry bushes growing in that cluster. We were going to need to fight the kobolds before we could collect the berries. Together, we slowly retreated, opting to go deeper into the field of tall grass. Once we were a suitable distance away from the kobold outpost, we stopped and sat down.

      Jojo explained, “Those tall ones are heavy hitters, but they don’t take much damage to bring down. Just don’t let them get their claws in you. The little ones are easy to avoid, but they have killer HP in them.”

      “They’re also big pains in the asses,” Delia said, with a sigh. “There’s nothing worse than having those things snap at your heels while you’re trying to get something done.”

      “There were a lot of them,” I said. “Do they always live in groups like that?”

      “Kobolds are social creatures,” explained Jojo. “They pretty much always live in tribes. We’re going to need to distract them if we want to get at those berry bushes.”

      “A surprise attack?” I questioned, frowning a little bit. The wind blew, making the grass around us rattle. It moved in waves, as though we were sitting in the water. I was surprised by how soft it was, too. No wonder the monsters were using it as bedding.

      I wondered if that was also because there weren’t monsters out here with pelts. My bestiary was still sorely lacking in entries. I didn’t know too much about the monsters of this world, and I didn’t know too much about the world map, either. But so far, we had seen birds, the kobolds – and the creatures that I had seen before at a distance, they had been thin and leggy, with leathery skin.

      Not a single bit of fur to be seen. I would bet that was a common thing out here in the Verdant Fields. It would mean that hunters wouldn’t have much reason to come out here too, if there weren’t any deer or rams to try and catch for food and cloth.

      Delia said, “I think that would make sense. I can split them off, leading some of them out here towards the field. While I’ve got them separated, you two can swing in and take care of the big hitters.”

      “Then we finish stamping out the crawlers,” Jojo said, smacking her fist into her open palm. “And grab up those berries. Didn’t I say that this was going to turn out great? It’s going to be exactly the sort of Quest that we need.”

      “Alright,” I said, though I wasn’t much of a fan where it came to surprise attacks. Stealth wasn’t my strong suit, physically or personality wise. I liked taking monsters on headfirst, one big hit and then a second one. But I knew that my companions were right, and we needed to play the smart game if we didn’t want anyone to end up hurt on this Quest.

      And after the way that last night went, I would rather avoid getting hurt doing something stupid, at least for a little while. That way I don’t have to worry about making her angry so soon after we finally smoothed things out and got on to the same page as each other.

      Delia gave a firm nod. “Then it’s settled. We’ll split them up, and then we’ll crush them out.”
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      Dragons were meant to be hunters.

      They were big, mean, and fast. The sort of carnivore that could take down almost anything; at least, they used to be. And the part of my being that had turned in to one, the thing that let me shift, it was made from those very aspects. It was why I was opposed to Delia getting a cat, and why the moment that we started slinking around to put our plan in to motion, I found myself feeling that much more alive.

      It was like a switch had been flipped. Something inside of me had just turned on, going into a live wire style of mode. I could feel the energy humming under my skin, making me that much more excited for the oncoming battle. I couldn’t wait to sink my teeth in to something, to bring my claws down on to one of these kobold’s back and feel their skin give beneath the sharpened tips.

      Everything about it made me brim with anticipation, until I felt as though I might have been standing there vibrating. Each breath, each step, each creaking creep.

      Stealth wasn’t my thing. I didn’t like it. But I liked the thrill of the hunt that would come afterwards, and so that was what I focused on. Jojo and I split up, each of us moving to a different side of the kobold outpost. We stayed hidden in the tall grasses, watching as the strange lizard dogs moved about. They didn’t seem to treat each other any different, even though the ones who could walk on two legs clearly had more power to them.

      It wasn’t as though they were different monsters, so I guess that made a bit of sense. They were the same thing, just stronger. Delia said that you could find the same affect in a lot of monsters, and sometimes they even had a regional difference. There was a type of giant spider that looked different depending on where in the world you fought it, with different strengths and different skills.

      Some people had devoted their lives to traveling the world and chronicling as many of the monsters that they could. It was a little bit like being a zoologist, I figured, and I wondered if some of the people who had been sucked in to this might actually have been doing that as a career and simply let it carry over.

      Either way, their work was in high demand, some of the most expensive books on the market right now. I doubted that I would be able to get my hands on any of them myself, so I figured that it would be best if I started trying to pay attention to the monsters and make my own observations on these things.

      And we had a fair bit of time for that right now. Delia had the trickiest job of all, luring them into the tall grasses. She had to make sure that she didn’t get them too close to either of us, my hiding spot or Jojo’s. While we waited for her to make her move and strike, I took my time watching the kobolds, and even spent a bit of time sorting through my notifications.

      Most of them had to do with Easy Street and the loft, none of them seeming particularly important. They didn’t feel as though they were glitched in any way, shape, or form either, which filled me with more than a fair bit of relief. I had been a little nervous that things would start going south after that Quest just vanished the other day.

      I checked out the active Quests that I had, pleased to find that they were all right where they were supposed to be. It seemed that only the Quest related to the strange crate had vanished.

      Alright. That was at least going to make it a lot easier to tackle. We’d figure out what was going on with the demons, then we would figure out what was going on with the crate and the options box. And if we figured that out, then we would be able to figure out where my Quest had gone.

      It was just a waiting game.

      A lot of waiting games.

      God, I was already getting impatient. It took everything that I had not to start shifting around restlessly. I waited, watching with bated breath. Finally, there was a single baying howl from the tall grass. It sounded like any other wolf, but I knew that it was Delia letting us know that she was about to make her move.

      Good! I wasn’t sure how much longer I could stand being hidden here!

      I had the same job as Jojo: make sure that only the crawling kobolds went into the tall grass. They were the quickest of the group, and when the second howl came, they went scurrying towards the sound. The grasses rustled as they pressed into it, forcing their way in to the tall grasses. The bigger ones on two legs made to follow, but Jojo and I put a stop to that quickly, shifting our forms and throwing ourselves between them.

      The kobold hissed and spit at us, jerking backwards. The surprise of the attack opened them up, letting us charge forward and make the first move. There was an almost intimate thrill in the way that the reptilian flesh gave beneath my claws. The kobold screeched and flung itself backwards, and the dragon in me roared with pleasure.

      Lightning sparked around Jojo’s frame. We knew that this wasn’t the kind of fight that we wanted to drag out, especially not after the demon had slipped away from us without even giving out a single point towards our next level.

      I snarled, baring my fangs at the kobold. One of the crawlers screamed from inside of the grass, and the ones before us looked towards it. They chirped about a few times, and then the battle seemed to begin in full. One of the kobolds lunged at me, making a broad swing with its rudimentary spear. The tip of it was made from sharpened bone; that would explain why they kept a pile of bones next to their outpost.

      I dodged it, letting myself fall backwards, big wings flapping a few times. I just wanted to see what they were like, having never fought them before. It appeared, the kobolds, at least the ones here, didn’t have much magic in them. They fought with their fangs, their teeth, and, in the case of the walkers, their rudimentary spears.

      It just made the fact that we had been given this Quest that much more baffling. They weren’t a low level. One hit wouldn’t take them down, but they also weren’t anywhere near the challenge that I had been expecting.

      Jojo and I took turns making hits at them for a bit, but then I heard the final howl from Delia within the tall grass, and I told Jojo, “Okay, I’m going to end this.”

      She snapped her whip to the side, pulling the legs out from under one of the kobolds. It snarled, dropping on to hands and feet and charging towards her like a crawling beast. She easily jumped away from the snapping teeth. “Damn. And I was just starting to have fun with it!”

      So was I, but that didn’t matter. A plan was a plan; and ours was for me to finish the kobolds off with a blast of fire, burning them into ash in the process. The heat snapped and crackled as I released it, Jojo making sure to keep well away from my flames.

      The fight should have ended, but it didn’t. Even though the kobold fell to ash and then slowly vanished, leaving behind bits of monster meat to pick up and collect, there was no rush of energy from gaining their points.

      “Delia must not have finished,” said Jojo, frowning. We both turned to look at the tall grass, only to see Delia coming out.

      There was kobold blood on her mouth. She wiped it away with the back of one hand. “What’s taking you so long? Garrett, you were supposed to finish them off once I told you too.”

      “I did,” I protested.

      Jojo said, “yYu must have missed one of the crawlers in the grass.”

      Delia’s ears flattened. “I didn’t miss anything!”

      A rattling pierced through the air. We both fell silent, looking around. I asked, “What is that?”

      It got louder and louder, rattling and clacking together. My gaze was drawn to the pile of bones beside the kobold outpost, and that’s when I realized exactly why Jojo had been given this Quest instead of some start up adventurer. Before our very eyes, the bones began to rise and piece themselves together, slotting in to place and slowly taking on the form of a skeleton kobold.

      It was double the height of a normal kobold and rather than eyes, it had two glowing white lights in its orbital sockets, where the eyes should be. After it pieced itself together, the skeleton kobold’s whole body seemed to shudder before finally fully cementing itself.

      “Shit,” said Delia. “that’s not good.”

      Jojo gave a breathless, surprised laugh. “Okay, I guess this is why we got the Quest.” A sharp grin settled on her face. “I knew that coming out here was going to be a lot of fun.”

      “More like a big pain in the ass,” Delia snapped, but any more complaints were cut off by the skeleton kobold letting out a roar so loud that all its bones shuddered together. The creature gave off an ominous energy, something that sunk into my skin and made the hair on the back of my neck stand up.

      Not with fear, though. It seemed to activate that primal part of my heart, the piece of me that was more dragon than anything else. Without thinking, I roared right back at the skeleton kobold.

      The creatures head snapped towards me, both of those glowing eyes locking on to my form. It took a step forward – and just like that, the battle began anew.

      The skeleton kobold had two big axes in hand. It was one of the biggest things that I had ever seen, and I knew instantly that it was going to be a hard fight. This was the kind of creature that came at you and came at you hard – and the sort that would strike you down in just a few blows. Not even counting the razor-sharp bone teeth, it had those axes.

      The sunlight glinted off the edge of the axes, things that were clearly incredibly sharp. “Don’t let those things hit you,” I told the others. “I’m pretty sure it would be a big dead end for us if they do.”

      “No shit,” said Delia. She bared her teeth, gnashing them together in a snarl. Her ears were pricked forward, and her fangs seemed to flash the same way that the axes did. “We need to make sure that this fight ends fast. Dragging it out isn’t going to end well.”

      There was static energy in the air around Jojo. Her hair was standing up at the ends, and so was it all along the length of her arms. Something bright flashed in her eyes, and the grin that split across her face was the same one that I often saw on her when she was in the Arena. “Let’s get this gold!”

      And before anyone could stop her, she was throwing herself forward, charging straight at the massive skeletal kobold. Delia snapped, “Try making a plan first next time!”

      The wolf shifter charged after Jojo though, and I followed suit.

      Jojo snapped out her whip, wrapping it around the skeleton kobold’s hand and jerking. The bones creaked as it was pulled to the side. A blast of electrical energy traveled through the connection. I hadn’t seen her do that before. Our eyes met and she grinned even wider, knowing what I was thinking.

      With a wrench, the skeleton kobold lost its grip on one of the massive axes. It hit the ground hard enough that it trembled. The blade lodged into the earth, and I barely darted out of the way in time. Delia’s claws flashed, but they didn’t do much damage to the hardened bone of the creature.

      The skeleton kobold jerked its arm to the side, and the whip went taut. Jojo tried to keep her feet on the ground, but the monster was larger than she was, and it sent her sailing into the nearby tall grasses, where she vanished from sight. It was just another reminder that this wasn’t the kind of fight that we could mess around with.

      An idea struck me. Instead of shifting into my dragon form, I raced for the ax. I curled both of my hands around the handle of it and wrenched it hard. The blade was stuck tight. There was a scream. The skeleton kobold had just taken a swing at Delia with his remaining ax. It had missed her, but she hurt her ankle getting away.

      I tightened my grip on the handle of the ax again and started working at channeling my dragon strength into it. If the girls could use some of their shift abilities while they were only partially transformed, then there was nothing to say that I couldn’t do the same thing. And with the rise in demon activity, I needed to figure out every trick that the book had to offer.

      Tightening my grip until my knuckles hurt, I pulled again, the muscles in my arms bunched and tightened. Jojo came running out of the woods, electricity crackling around her fingers, the whip coiled up around one arm.

      Her arrival distracted the skeleton kobold from Delia, who had gotten on to all fours, snarling. I pulled one more time, and the ax blade came out of the ground with a crunch of earth and stone. The ax itself was larger than I was, but for a moment, it seemed like I was the strongest person in the world.

      Spinning around, I shouted. The momentum of the ax made it even easier for me to do a second turn – and then I released the handle, letting it go flying. The blade of the ax pierced straight through the skull of the massive kobold with a stuttering, thunderous crack of splintering bone.

      It gave a roar of pain, skeletal hands reaching up to scrabble at its face. Thick, white fluid was spilling from the crack. The light that made up the skeleton kobolds eyes flickered as it staggered backwards, digging at its skull so hard that it left gouges in its skulls with its talon like fingers.

      The second ax fell from its hand and hit the ground with another thundering bang. It screamed. Jojo jumped up, higher than a human should have been able too, and slammed a kick straight into the skeleton kobolds sternum.

      It was enough to send the massive thing falling backwards, where it hit the ground with a crunch that fractured a few pieces of spine. Which was fine, because the moment that the skeleton kobold hit the ground, the magic that was holding its bones together fell apart, and the monster officially met its end.

      My chest was heaving. The girls turned to look at me. And then Jojo grinned, and she shouted, “Now that’s what I’m talking about, Garret! We kicked that bony beast’s ass!”

      Delia gave a little smile of her own, shaking her head. She stood up on her two feet again but was clearly favoring the one ankle. “Come on. We’ll heal up, get the berries, and then head home. I know we’re going to get some killer points for this one.”

      I said, “Are you two okay?”

      “I want to talk more about your guns,” said Jojo, prancing over to me and putting a hand on my upper arm. She made an appreciative sound as she felt my arm up, and I laughed too.

      “That was cool, right? I can’t believe it was enough to bring that thing down.”

      “Anything dies if you take off the head.”

      “Not true,” says Delia. She’d moved to sit on one of the stumps that the kobold had, her bad leg pulled up so that she could heal the injury in her ankle. The bruising in her skin starts to fade beneath the force of her magic.

      Jojo rolled her eyes. “No one actually has proof that wystons exist.”

      “I wasn’t talking about wystons,” said Delia, sounding smug. “I was talking about stone hydra. If you take off their heads, you’re just going to find yourself dealing with more beasts.” To me, she explained, “They multiply. New bodies form around the heads when they’re cut off.”

      Jojo rolls her eyes. “Semantics.”

      “Truth,” corrects Delia. “Just because you had forgotten about them, that doesn’t mean they aren’t real, or that they don’t count.”

      Jojo says, “They don’t count, because you can only find them in Haldon’s Temple, and no one goes there unless they’re looking to get themselves killed. If we’re talking about normal monsters…”

      “So, are they like bosses?” I asked, moving to join the girls. It was clear that we were going to sit first for a while.

      “We just fought a boss,’ corrected Delia.

      Jojo snorted. “Get a better definition of bosses.’

      “It was,” insisted Delia. “That was the boss for the quest.”

      Jojo turned to me, insisting, “There are bosses…”

      “And that was one of them,” said Delia. “Any high-powered monster that shows up after you crush its lackeys counts as a boss.”

      “So, the stone hydra?” I questioned.

      Jojo shrugged. “They’re… guardians, of a sort. You could consider them challenge bosses. The only way to get to the center of the temple is by killing all the stone hydras. And the more people go in there and fail, chopping off heads, the more stone hydra there are to beat.”

      I frowned. “What’s at the center of the temple? What’s so good that you would risk doing something like that?”

      Delia’s mouth curled up, showing her teeth. She told me, “No one knows. No one’s ever been able to kill all the stone hydra’.”

      “Then why do they keep trying to get in there?” I asked. I didn’t know a whole lot about the temples. Evidently, it was incredibly rare to get a genuine quest that would take you in to one. I had no doubt that was something that the governor had managed to manufacture, the same way that he managed to dig his claws in to the stifled quest system all over the city.

      But I knew that adventurers could go into temples on their own, in search of goods that could be traded elsewhere, or to try and grind up. Though it wasn’t really smiled upon by the governor and his people to do that sort of thing, no doubt because they were trying to keep a grip on how people got their levels, and on who was able to get them.

      It was infuriating, and I think that it probably caused a lot of issues all the way around. Some of the people that went out to grind were probably way less prepared for it.

      Delia explained, “Because people have also figured out that there’s something about the challenges that temples give you. They provide you with better weapons, better armor, accessories that give you better boosts.”

      Jojo pointed out, “ They’re addictive as hell, because they’re fun.”

      Delia shrugged. “Some people really like them. If you’re looking for fame, beating a temple is a great way to do it. Or boost your level, get you better gear, get you out of the city. There are loads of reasons why people do it.”

      “Also, there are different monsters there,” Jojo pointed out.

      Delia nodded. “You can’t find the stone hydra’s anywhere else in the world, at least not that has been discovered so far. I think that’s probably the case with most temples. Some people are just trying to see as much of this place as they can, and that means finding as many of the monsters as they are able to find.”

      “Filling out their books and all that shit,” said Jojo. “I still say that the stone hydras don’t count because it’s a location only kind of thing.”

      Delia pursed her lips. “That doesn’t mean that they don’t exist.”

      “But it does mean they don’t count in what I’m talking about, because we aren’t in one of those temples, and we are probably never going to get the chance to go in one,” Jojo said the last part with almost a pout to her voice.

      I asked, “What, do you want to do that?”

      “I think it would be fun,” said Jojo. “Something new to try and find, something new to see. And you know, some of them have seductresses in them! Seraphims! Naids! Oh, there’s supposed to be one out in the mountains where a succubus lives!”

      “You just want to find something to fuck,” Delia said, dryly.

      “And to fight,” said Jojo, correcting the other woman. She reached out, knocking a hand against my arm. “Garrett understands exactly what I’m talking about.”

      I nodded, and the conversation continued to drift, for the moment, all three of us just sitting there and enjoying each other’s company. It was a good way to learn a little bit more about the world, too, so it wasn’t like I could really turn things down.

      Plus, listening to Jojo describe how hot certain female shaped monsters were supposed to be always counted as a good time. Delia was trying to act like a grump over it, but I could tell from the curve of her ears that she was having a good time too.
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        * * *

      

      We sat there and rested for a while. Because we had killed all the kobolds, and the boss for the quest, we were technically the new owners of the outpost. That meant that we would be able to keep the base for ourselves, as a safe point of sorts. It got our flag marked on the map, and no other monsters would be able to come into the fields or the area right around us and start a fight.

      While the girls rested up, I explored the small little shack that the kobolds had. There wasn’t much of use. I picked up a few pieces of meat and some rudimentary looking tools, tucking them in to my inventory to sell once we got back to the city. There were a few leather satchels that must have been taken from other adventurers at some point, though each one only contained a few pieces of gold.

      I put the satchels in to my inventory too, figuring that I would either sell them later, or find some other use for them. By the time that I finished looking everything over, the girls were ready to hit up the berry bushes. They were odd looking things. For each berry we picked, there was a new update to the quest log.

      It kept track of how many we were collecting as an entire group, which meant that we could spread out through the spiny bushes and collect the berries without having to keep track of them ourselves. There was nothing better than the fact that I didn’t have to worry about writing that kind of thing down anymore. Numbers weren’t really my strong suit, at least not when it came to this kind of thing.

      Unable to resist the temptation, I grabbed one of the berries and popped it into my mouth. The peel on the outside was tough, like a thick blueberry skin, but the inside of it had a flavor like a sugared lemon.

      “Wow. This is good.” I said.

      “They stain your teeth,” warned Jojo.

      Delia, dryly, said, “I think it’s more important to know that if you eat them raw, they serve as a laxative. Maybe don’t have too many more, Garret.”

      I made a face. “No one felt the need to tell me that sooner?”

      Delia rolled her eyes. “Don’t eat random berries!”

      “I thought it might have a status affect,” I protested. “Why else would she want them?”

      “Because she makes jams,” said Delia. “when these berries are COOKED and NOT raw, then they give you a buff.”

      “What kind of buff?”

      “A speed buff.”

      Jojo pointed out, “They’re also good, which helps. You know, somethings out here really are just people living.”

      I reached out, plucking another berry off the bush closest to me. There was a blink, and all the berries from the bush appeared in my inventory with a rustle. That was nifty too, one of those ease of access things that never really got old.

      “Look at how we’re picking berries,” I said, amused. “And then tell me that some things are just normal.”

      “Maybe you should start looking at things different,” said Delia. “This is normal for this world.”

      “Right,” I said. “And it’s also normal for food to heal you and sometimes make you faster. So, I think it's not a far stretch that I thought eating these berries might do something like that.”

      It just made sense.

      Half the time, you ate food and it made you feel different. It affected your status, or it would affect the way you could do things. It would give you a status buff, or cure a status ailment, or heal you to some extent. And it didn’t even need to be cooked; there were plenty of wild berries that could give you those things. It was like the elf root plants that we would be growing soon.

      That gave me an idea. “Did someone bring a shovel?”

      Both girls turned to look at me. Delia’s ears twitched. “What?”

      “If you brought a shovel, then we could bring one of these bushes back, and we could put it in the garden. Start growing them at home,” I explained. “I bet we could get a steady relationship going with Miss Paxley if we did.”

      “You‘re lucky that I keep my inventory mostly full,” said Delia. She flexed her hand, and the shovel appeared from her inventory and in her palm instead. She pressed the metal spade to the ground in front of the bush, and the shovel took it from there.

      The spade sunk into the soil, and in one mighty motion, it pulled the whole bush up. The bush hovered in the air for a moment, and then the soil formed into a tight ball around the mass of roots at the end. The roots were then wrapped up with a burlap cloth that seemed to appear from nowhere.

      It turned in to a Packaged Berry Bush, and then vanished neatly into her inventory. The shovel followed suit a moment after. There was a notification. I pulled it up.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      QUEST

      Grow Garden Grow

      Collect seven plants to put in your garden. 1/7 found!
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        * * *

      

      I frowned. “Did you just get…”

      “A garden quest?” Delia asked. “Yeah. I’d call it a side quest. You know, one of those optional ones.”

      “Why does it say seven?”

      “There must be seven plants in this part of the map that we can collect and bring home,” Delia said thoughtfully.

      Jojo asked, “Does that mean we’re going to make another field trip out here soon?”

      “There’s no way that you want to come out here just to pick up pants.” Delia squint at her. “You’re hoping that we end up going to see the farmer.”

      “Well,” said Jojo. “She probably has a lot of plants. Knowledge of plants. Whatever. We’re still going to make a field trip, right?”

      Delia rolled her eyes, but I laughed and said, “Sure, why not?”

      We kept picking until the goal for our berries was fully marked off, and then we headed back to the city. There was a part of me that was almost disappointed at leaving behind the Verdant Fields. I knew that we would get to go back… And that there was a lot that we needed to do back here in the city… But it had been pretty nice to be out there with all of that green.

      The plants had just been nice to see for a change, and everything just felt… Peaceful, even though there were monsters out and about. The moment that we entered the city again though, that haze of peace seemed to vanish, and we were back in the vaguely depressive air that seemed to cling to everything out here.

      Jojo led the way to Miss Paxley’s shop. Since she was the one who had originally been given the quest, the berries were all transferred into her inventory when we returned to the city. Miss Paxley was a big, tabby cat shifter, with a fluffy tail and a matronly look about her. I bet she would have been a great star for a kid’s book; one of those things where the kittens are always running off, and she must go off to fetch them.

      “I knew that you wouldn’t let me down,” says Miss Paxley. “This is just what I need to get my business back in tip top shape.”

      “It was fun,” Jojo says. While she prattles on with the woman, I eagerly pull up my information.
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      PROFILE

      Name: Garret Stone

      Form: Dragon

      Creature type: Reptilian Endothermic

      Metabolism: Carnivore

      Evolution Level: 3
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        * * *

      

      But I knew that the moment this quest was marked as complete, I would level up. The fight with the kobolds had already given my progress bar a huge boost. Every time I evolved, my physical prowess would increase. Strength, stamina, dexterity – that sort of thing. When I got my new level, I wondered if picking up things like the massive ax that the kobold had been using would become easier?

      I bet that it would. My tongue slid over my sharp teeth, mouth almost salivating at the thought. I could feel this building tension in the pit of my spine, this growing adrenaline rush that was about to pop over and hit me even harder.

      And there it was. The quest was officially cleared, a container of freshly made jam passing into Jojo’s hands, and my progress bar finished ticking up to the next level.

      Level Four.

      I closed my eyes, breathing out hard as the energy rushed over me. I knew that the same must have just happened to Delia and Jojo, too. We were quick to move away from her and settle out our new notifications.

      I pulled up the blinking bar at the bottom of the Evolution Traits menu first.
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      Level 4 Evolution Traits
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      CHOOSE 1
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        * * *

      

      SCALE CLOAK: Scale Cloak will allow you to transform your red scales into a shifting black hue that absorbs light. When activated, this trait increases stealth by 50%. In your human form, the absorptive scales remain microscopic. While your appearance changes little, the Scale Cloak trait will still increase Stealth by 50% in your human form

      

      HEAT ABSORPTION: Heat Absorption will allow you to absorb conductive heat blasts. Any fire-based attack received that would otherwise deal more than 50% of damage to your HP will now restore HP instead. All hits that would otherwise deal less than 50% of damage to your HP will now have their affects cut in half.
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        * * *

      

      The first one had been an option when I leveled up in the governor’s office. And I wanted it… But I also really could see the boon in the new evolution trait. I was certain that some of the demons we were going to face in the coming days would be able to use fire-based spells. This was the sort of ability that I just couldn’t pass up on.

      I only thought about it for a moment longer before clicking Heat Absorption. Just as all the other times, there was no end to the thrill that I felt when I watched the selected trait glow and contract into a button with a flame etched on to it. I knew that if I clicked that button, it would expand and show me the details of that trait when I needed it

      This was just the kind of thing that would never get old. The pride that filled me was enough to make my chest puff up, enough to make me feel more in control of – well, everything really. Things were going the way that we needed them to for a change, and that was the sort of thing that just couldn’t be ignored.

      I loved knowing that I was getting stronger. I loved knowing that I was sinking my claws in to the world and taking control of it. This world had confused me when I first got here. There were still a lot of parts of the mechanisms that I didn’t understand; but there was also something about it that made me feel as though things were exactly the way that they should have been.

      First, we started to make progress with Easy Street, and now we were starting to pull things together on this front, too.

      A new page appeared. My mouth curled up into a smile at the sight of it, even more excited this time around.
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      Level 4 Evolution Spells
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        * * *

      

      TENACIOUS TALONS: When an enemy is within range of your talons, this spell will launch an automated attack at high speed. The talons of all four legs will lash out at once, causing severe slashing damage. This spell ignores 50% of enemy’s worn or natural armor. This spell is only available when in dragon form. Cool down: 5 minutes.

      

      SOOT SCALES: When an enemy attacks you with a fire based attack, your scales will absorb the remaining soot, leaving you temporarily cloaked for thirty seconds. During this cloaked duration, no enemy can see you, and you are able to move seamlessly between your opponents, allowing for an advanced stealth mode. This spell is only available when in dragon form. Cool down: 10 minutes.
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        * * *

      

      I frowned, thinking it over for a moment. I wasn’t really a stealth kind of guy, and I did already get a new upgrade that would use the fire of a demon enemy against them. Plus, I had been thinking about getting that boost to my talons since I first saw the spell. The thought of being able to get that kind of extra damage was just way too much for me to pass up on.

      And I liked the fact that I would get another chance at Soot Scales latter on. Maybe if I ended up finding a lot of monsters with fire-based attacks, I would decide to get it next time. I just wasn’t a stealth kind of guy. I was the sort of guy who liked to handle things face first, with tooth and claw.

      So, I clicked on the spell that I wanted, and navigated back to the home screen, which displayed my basic information. I tapped on Evolution Rank and a progress bar popped into view. Most of the bar was gray, with a little green sliver showing how far I had to go to get to Level Five. It would be a long road from here on out until we were able to get our next level up.

      But I was going to be able to do it. We all were. There was no doubt about it. I already felt more powerful, knowing that I had been given these boosts. I felt more in control and oddly enough, I also felt more like my own self.

      As soon as we were done at the shop, and with our level-ups, we made a bee line back to the condo. We felt like that would be the best place to try and get a handle on our new spells and update everyone on what had just been picked. I wanted to get a better idea of what Delia had gone with specifically; had she picked another healing spell, or had she gone with something more offensive?

      She was such a sexy, interesting thing. I stayed a few steps behind, watching them walk. Her thick gray tail swished through the air, her shapely hips and firm ass shaking with each step and I couldn’t help but let my eyes drift over to take in the curve of Jojo’s ass either, the firmness of it, the way it looked in her tight clothes.

      My tongue ran over my teeth again. Maybe it was just because we had just all gotten a level up, but I couldn’t help the fact that there was this harsh sort of feeling building up in my chest. It was a tightness, a want. A need to take care of my hoard, to look out for them, to add to it.

      My gaze lingered on Jojo’s ass. I was so busy staring at it that I wasn’t paying attention to the condo and did not realize that there was anything wrong until after the wolf shifter ahead of me had already started to growl.

      My gaze snapped up.

      Ahead of us, just outside of the condo, were Oster and Felix, two of the governor’s lackeys. They both seemed to be expecting us.

      “About time,” said Oster. “Thought you could just wait us out?”

      “What are you doing here?” Jojo demanded.

      Felix walked over to us, circling us a few times. I wanted to rake my claws over his face and watch him bleed, but the governor had him protected. They both knew that, too. It made them cocky and full of themselves. They thought that they were on the top of the world, and for a moment, we couldn’t even prove them wrong.

      Finally, Felix stopped in front of me and shoved his hand towards me, palm out, really requesting something. “You need to pay the taxes on your expansion. We sent a letter.”

      “I didn’t get any letters,” I countered, because it was true. “And you know that.”

      “Governor says that he sent letters, plural,” said Felix. He wiggled his fingers. “So how about you stop trying to act like you are above the rules here, and you just do the right thing and pay up like everyone else in this city.”

      Oster added, “We need the gold or else we can’t keep the place safe. You know that.”

      Without thinking, I said, “Maybe some of the governor's gold should go towards repairing the arena. That might be a better use than putting another expansion on his manor.”

      Delia hissed at me, “Garret, knock it off!”

      But Oster just shrugged. “Don’t care where it goes. That’s not our job. Our job is to just make sure that you fork over what you owe.”

      Felix repeated, “We sent a letter.”

      “And I didn’t get one,” I insisted. My mind was racing. If things turned in to a fight, then it would be the end to everything that we were working towards. I just needed to buy a little bit more time. “But if you give me two weeks, I’ll get the money. That’s what it would have allowed me, right?”

      I was just guessing at the time frame. Two weeks, that was the standard extension on electrical bills back in my world, so I thought it might be something similar in this one. Oster and Felix traded looks with each other, and then Oster shrugged.

      Felix raked a hand through his hair, pushing it away from his face and looking very irritated. Finally, he said, “Fine. Two weeks, just to make up for the lack of proper mail delivery.”

      “I’ll be looking into that,” said Oster, as though there was ever a letter sent out in the first place.

      “And we’ll be back soon as the two weeks are up,” said Felix. “You had better have our cash.”

      I could feel the quest pop up, the notification that would contain the amount of gold that we were going to need to complete it, but I didn’t bother checking it right now. I just stood there, watching with narrowed eyes while Oster and Felix stepped around us, finally, and started down the path back into the main bulk of the city.

      I watched them until they were totally out of my sight, and then watched them for a little longer than that, too, just to make sure that – I don’t know. Something. To make sure that they left, I guess, and that they don’t turn around and try to start a fight once we weren’t paying attention.

      As soon as they go, Delia grabbed my arm and demanded, “How are we supposed to come up with enough money to cover the expansion?”

      I shook her arm off. “I don’t know. It’s not like I was planning on having to cough up a bunch of cash just because we added a few more rooms to the place.” I raked a hand through my hair, irate. “Just…”

      I paused, trying to tamp down my anger. It felt like it operated on a match strike system these days. That there was nothing I could do to stop it from flaring up and anything could be used as fuel for the prospective fire. But I knew that the girls were just worried. Even Jojo looked like she was fretting, worrying at her lower lip and bouncing back and forth on to her heels and the balls of her feet.

      They didn’t want to lose the condo. And they didn’t want me to end up as the next victim to the governor's long damn reach. I turned around again, looking back down the road that the two lackeys had just gone down. I knew that there wasn’t anything we could do to convince them to waive the fees.

      Oster and Felix were both wrapped up real tightly under the governor’s thumb. There’s nothing we could do to sway their mind or get them on our side. The only thing that we were going to be able to do was come up with the money.

      And I think that I knew how.

      “Just give me a few days,” I settled on, after a long, stretched out beat. “I think that I have an idea as to how we could get the cash.”

      “We’re going to need more than just a vague idea,” said Delia, doubtfully.

      Jojo told us, “Look, you all deal with whatever you want. If you’ve got people lurking around, then this is the last spot that I want to be hanging out. I’m going to kick it into high gear and get out of here.”

      “You aren’t coming in?” I couldn’t quite manage to keep the disappointment out of my voice.

      Jojo noticed, the corners of her mouth twisting up just a little bit. “Not this time, hot stuff. But once you figure out what kind of miracle trick you want to pull off this time around, you know where to find me.”

      She didn’t wait for any more protests, instead turning and jogging down the path. Rather than take the main road, she chose to vault over an old, worn-down fence at the side, and vanish from sight that way. Delia’s ears were still folded back, and every few moments a low growl would rumble from her throat.

      I curled an arm around her shoulders and pulled her up against me, then pressed a kiss to the side of her temple. “Trust me, Delia. I have an idea. And it’s going to work. I promise you.”

      Grimly, Delia said, “It had better work, otherwise, we are shit out of luck.”
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        * * *

      

      My idea was a good one.

      Easy Street was technically mine, and it was in desperate need of a lot of repairs. So far, we had been working on just focusing on the condo, but the fact was that the whole street needed a lot of upgrades to it. And one of those upgrades was the market. The one that presently existed was under the governor’s thumb. So, we decided to build a new market right here on Easy Street, one with several shops, and a good, strong system.

      It was surprisingly quick to put together, thanks to the way that the world here worked. It let us move things faster, build things more quickly, and even structure the market into colored sections, the same way that we had made colored rooms for the condo. The different colors on the stalls marked what they sold, some of them offering food wares, some of them offering items that would help people on their adventures.

      Jojo was the technical owner of one of the stalls, though it didn’t always need to be tended. The magic woven into the innate system of the world meant that stealing from shops was a physical impossibility. If you tried to walk out of a store with an unpaid for item, then the gold was either instantly deducted from your inventory or, if you didn’t have enough to cover it, the item would simply vanish from your grip and reappear back in the shop.

      I took up a shop too, which I stocked with berries from the bush that we had brought back from the Verdant Fields, and other such natural things. When our garden took to full bloom and we had more growing there, I would add the other plant products into the shop. Of course, word spread quickly, just like I knew it would, and soon other people were looking to move their stalls into our new market, where they would pay a fee to lease their shop, and then get to keep far more of their wares than they would have, were they just staying in the governor’s stores.

      It was an instant success. I knew that people were looking to find more ways to distance themselves from the governor and his archaic, stilted rules. They wanted a way to get some more money for themselves, so they could try to piece things together and make a decent life for themselves here. By the end of the first week, over three fourths of the shops were already leased out.

      I was thrilled. We were getting more income between the market and the condo than I ever would have thought possible. It wasn’t going to be any sort of a problem to get the governor’s money now! And even beyond that, we would be able to spend our gold a lot more freely, which just seemed like the best possible outcome.

      We ended up having more than enough to send to the governor, several days before the deadline, too. That was going to really show the old man up, I thought. It was just one more moment that made my chest puff out with pride. Maybe it was a little strange, but I couldn’t help basking in that feeling.

      It had to be my dragon side showing, because I didn’t used to be the kind of guy to care about this sort of thing.

      I ended up really just getting a kick out of waking through the market and looking everything over. That turned out to be a good thing, because it was how I noticed the traveling merchant. He was tall, with a ridge of horns protruding from the top of his face. I had never seen some one quite like him before, and I had never seen someone in that sort of clothing before, bright blue and purple fabric that hung over him in draped sorts of swathes.

      He had a wagon that he pulled with him. The wagon was filled with armor, the likes of which I had never seen before I either. I hurried over. In a heavily accented voice, the man said, “You have a good eye for wares, sir. I am Wastly, a traveling merchant. I would love to help you find something that will give you aid in battle. All my wares come from far reaches of the world.”

      “I’m looking for something to get my friends,” I told him, without thinking. “One of them’s a healer.”

      Wastly nodded, turning and picking up a set of fine-looking leather bracers from the back of the cart. They had runes carved into them. “These provide a ten percent increase when it comes to mana and can lead it to regenerate at a five second faster rate as well. This is the perfect gift for a healer.”

      I took the leather braces, feeling the leather beneath my fingers, weighing it, testing it. Then I nodded. “Alright. I’ll take these.”

      As was tradition, especially with merchants you didn’t know well, we did the trade for each item individually.

      After that was done, I asked him, “I was also looking to get something for a movement or dexterity boost. For someone else that I know.”

      He drummed his fingers against the underside of his chin for a moment, and then turned to the front of the wagon, where there was a built-in box. He flipped open the lid of the box and pulled out two leather bands, which were clearly meant to wrap around the ankles. “I have these. They bare individual enhancements. One for movement, plus five, and one for dexterity. When worn together, they also help silence your steps.”

      “Would you trade for them?” I questioned.

      “Not for weapons nor armor, those I sell myself and I am picky about. A healing item, perhaps,” he suggested.

      I nodded. “I’ve got this.” I pulled a small tin from my inventory. “I got it from someone who had been traveling along the coast. It’s made from a crushed seaweed.”

      Eye lighting up, the traveling merchant picked up the tin. He opened it and gave it a sniff, and then nodded. “Yes, yes, we can make the trade for this.”

      He handed me both anklets, and took the tin in turn. I had gotten it from one of my tenants, in place of their rent this week. It wasn’t something that I would have done at the start, but the market brought in so much money that it was easy to be a bit more accommodating.

      And sure, I also happened to get a bit of a kick from doing shit that I knew the governor wouldn’t have been willing to do for them. I looked over the traveling merchant’s other wares for a bit, but nothing really caught my eye. I was pleased to have gotten something for the girls, something that seemed like it would be a help, too.

      At the moment, we had managed to find a sort of relative peace, but I knew that wouldn’t last forever. We were going to need to try and pull things together and get ourselves, not just on top of the game, but also ahead of the game.

      And picking up something like this was a damn good way to start. Plus, I liked the idea of getting to give the girls something to wear. It felt a little bit like polishing gems up, like giving an ancient statue a nice polish.

      They were mine, and they were sexy, and now they were also going to be even more safe. What more could have been better than that?

      So, I thanked the man and put the armor in my inventory, before going to seek out the girls so that they could get their gifts now. What could I say? I had always been an impatient guy. It looked like that wasn’t going to be changing anytime soon.
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            SECRETS SHARED THROUGH A MAYBE FRIEND
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        * * *

      

      Finally, it was time to meet up with Felix and give him the money. To my surprise, we met at the very far edge of Easy Street. He was sitting on an old crate that had been left on the side of the road and was smoking a cigarette when I got there. “About time. I don’t appreciate being left out here waiting. Street’s too quiet.”

      “Got a thing about the silence now?” I asked him, tugging the leather pouch from my inventory. It was one that I had taken from the kobold outpost, which I had then repurposed to hold money for trades just like this.

      “I got a thing about not being the only one out on the streets when there are demons breaking into the city left and right,” snapped Felix. He snatched the money out of my hand and started counting it. “And this place is empty. Everyone off at that market of yours.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Please, we all know what you put together. Smart, but you’re pushing it with the governor, He’s losing patience with you, and fast,” said Felix.

      I shook my head. “I’m not talking about that. I’m talking about the demons in the city. What are you talking about?”

      Felix paused in his counting, just long enough to look up at me and squint, like he wasn’t sure if I was pulling his leg or not. When he decided that I really was telling the truth and I wasn’t in on the loop, he admitted, “We’re having a hard time keeping the demons out of the city. There have been a few of these weird glitches, you know? Things where the demons appear instead of items.”

      I thought about the glitch that we had encountered outside of the tropical diner the other day, and gave a little nod, thinking that would be it, but Felix wasn’t done. A dark expression settled over his features, something sharp and ugly, like a storm that was getting ready to brew.

      “And they’ve come in through the skies, too,” said Felix, glancing around right after, like he was expecting someone to pop out and scold him for sharing that sort of information. “Things are getting rough. You had better start trying to keep your head down, and you’d better stick to places that aren’t so empty.”

      “I wouldn’t call Easy Street empty,” I said, frowning a little.

      Felix just shook his head again. “It’s a hot spot for them. Big roads like this, nothing crowded together. Demons can tell that it’s a good place to land.” He stood up, finally shoving the bag of coin into his inventory. “Look, do what you want. Just don’t come crying to me later, saying that I didn’t have the heart to warn you. I did. I warned you, and I warned you early, too.”

      And then he turned, and he hurried off, vanishing out of Easy Street and to another part of the city. But he left behind him an ominous feeling, one that I was having a hard time getting past. The words set in my stomach like weighty sorts of rocks, and there was something lodged in my throat, too, when I tried to swallow.

      “Hey, Felix.” I shouted, meaning to tell him to be careful too, but the decision came too soon. He had already vanished from sight and ear shot. And now that he was gone, and now that I was looking, I could see that Easy Street had changed. Because the carts no longer had to sit in the middle of the road and could now be in the new market, there was what could only be described as a perfect landing strip down the center of the street.

      They would easily be able to land here, in one great big swarm, if they wanted to. I thought about the armor that I had bought for the girls earlier and found myself hoping that it would be enough to give us the boost we would need when – not if – the demons finally broke into the city.

      With nothing else that could be done here, I finally turned and started to head back down the length of Easy Street, towards the new market and the condo beyond. For the moment, the city was peaceful, but now I couldn’t help but wonder how much longer that peace was really going to last.
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            PLANNING FOR A PARTY
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        * * *

      

      By the time that I made it back from paying Felix, Jojo had shown up to the condo and both girls seemed to be waiting eagerly to find out if things went okay. I held up my hands, telling them, “It’s paid.”

      “It’s paid?” Delia asked, surprise creeping into her voice.

      Jojo shook her head. “I really thought that this was going to be a lot harder to get taken care of, you know? Like they would double the price at the last minute or something like that. I can’t believe that it went that smoothly.”

      “It did, he took the money and he left but…”I paused.

      Delia frowned. Her ears flicked back. “But what?”

      “But he said something about how the city is having a hard time dealing with the demons. I think that we need to be ready for something to happen,” I explained.

      Jojo said, “No, do you know what we need to be ready for?”

      “What?”

      “We need to be ready to take a day and celebrate.”

      I stared at her. “We’re celebrating the demons.”

      “Yes,” said Jojo. And then, “Wait, no! Of course we aren’t celebrating the demons! We’re going to celebrate the fact that you have this place! The fact that the condo is yours, and you duped the governor...”

      Delia interrupted, “I would hardly call paying him what he wanted duping the man.”

      Jojo continued, as though the wolf shifter had not said anything at all, “And we’re going to celebrate the fact that you have a whole market that you literally own. Garrett, I don’t think you understand exactly how big of a deal this is. It’s a huge deal. No one but the governor has ever owned something like this.”

      Delia admitted, “She’s right. Having a hand in people’s lives, giving them something better than what they had… Garrett, you’re in the middle of doing something huge.”

      “Am I?” I thought about it for a moment. I supposed that I could see where they were coming from, but I just… I just wasn’t sure that it was really the right time for a celebration.

      Delia reached out, putting one hand on my shoulder and the other on the side of my neck. The tips of her claws scraped over the side of my neck, making the hair along my arms stand up. I loved the fact that she was a treat to other people – but at the end of the day, I was the greater predator here.

      It was my shift that could crush out hers, and there was no way for either of us to forget it.

      “You are,” said Delia.

      Jojo teased, “Being all wifey again. And I’m not saying that I don’t want a show – because damn, I wouldn’t mind one – but I am saying that we should really, really throw a party.”

      Delia leaned in, rubbing her face over the side of my own before pulling away. Her tail brushed over my arm as she turned around, heading up the walk and back into the condo. “Whatever we’re doing, let’s talk about it inside. The bugs are going to start coming out soon, and I don’t want to get caught up dealing with them.”

      Jojo and I followed her inside. The building was soundproof. The moment you stepped outside; the noise of Easy Street vanished. Each room was self-contained; you couldn’t hear anything that happened in them so long as the door was closed.

      I said, “About the demon problem that Felix was talking about.”

      Delia asked, “How do you know he was even telling you the truth? He could have just been giving you a false lead.”

      “A false lead for what? There’s no reason he would have made it up.” I paused. “And he looked really freaked out over it too, you know? He seemed… nervous. I don’t think that he was comfortable being outside this late.”

      “He probably thought that you were going to try and start a fight,” said Delia.

      I shook my head. “That’s not it. He was talking about glitches, like the one that we saw with those shifters outside of the café.”

      They paused. The two girls glanced at me. That got their attention, the same way that it got mine. Jojo suggested, “He could have found out from the shifters. They might have told someone.”

      “I don’t think that they would have,” said Garret. “I think that this issue with the demons is a lot bigger, and a lot more dangerous than we’ve been thinking. And it’s getting worse.”

      Jojo stepped over to me, taking hold of my wrist. Her hand is calloused and warm. “I think that you’re probably right. But you know what else? I also think that we can’t do jack or shit about it right now, so we might as well just take a day off, have a party, and let ourselves celebrate the fact that we’re doing something fucking incredible right now.”

      I twisted my hand so that our fingers were curled together, without thinking about it. My claws scraped over the back of her knuckles, but she didn’t seem to care. “And then?”

      “I don’t know.” Her shoulders bounced up into a shrug. She gave my hand a squeeze, and then let go of it completely, turning and heading for the kitchen area. Over her shoulder, she shouted, “But we aren’t going to figure it out standing here tonight, so let’s just leave it for now.”

      Despite my best efforts, neither of my girls were willing to help me figure out what’s going on with the demons, or what Felix might have been talking about. I think that they’re just exhausted, you know? They’ve been doing this longer than I have, especially Jojo. And we really did get a big win with this kind of thing.

      The market is going great. And I can tell that there’s been a shift even outside of the three of us. The people in the city, at least on Easy Street, seem to be in better spirits. They have more hope. I think that getting their own market, without the heavy taxes and fees that the governor tends to put on things, it’s really given them a boost. Like, not to be full of myself, but it’s shown them that there are ways around the iron fist that the governor keeps wrapped around this city.

      All those rules. The way that he keeps asking for more and more. The way that he keeps slowing down progress, just so he and his folks can get to a better space, no matter the consequences that other people face as a result. Everything that he’s decreed. Everything that he requests.

      There are ways around it. And they aren’t easy or obvious, and some of them are going to be failures, but they do exist. My market was meant to just give me and the girls enough cash to keep the condo and make sure that the extra rooms we added weren’t removed. But somehow, it turned in to a beacon of hope for the people.

      First, just for the people of Easy Street, but it’s like Felix said: word spreads fast in this sort of city, and there weren’t many people who hadn’t heard about the Easy Street Market now. Word spreads, fast, and it had made a difference. And maybe there is a certain amount of merit to the girl’s idea, too. Just because it’s another way to show everyone that the governor doesn’t have to keep control of everything.

      He doesn’t have to approve of everything that people do. They can just make this decision and do it. And it will bolster their opinion with the people, too. I guess that there weren’t too many cons to the situation. Even where the demons were concerned, it wasn’t as though we had a huge game plan put together yet. We really didn’t know what we were getting into.

      The demons were a threat, but they were abstract in the same way that the threat to the Arena’s foundation was abstract. It existed, but I didn’t know what to do about it. And neither did Delia, or Jojo, so… Rather than do nothing, why not just put our focus in to what could be done?

      I still mostly let Jojo put things together. She seemed to enjoy it. In her own words, she had never thrown a real party before, not like this, but she knew what she wanted things to look like. If you asked me, it seemed like the start to the sort of block parties you would see in movies back in my own world. She would show up with party decorations in her inventory – and watching those go up was still a treat.

      Jojo would pull them from her inventory and throw them in the air, and the streamers would put themselves up, the banners would hang themselves. It was the same with the food and the drink, as things just pieced themselves together with the barest direction from her. That was a charming part of this world. I would have been able to get so much shit done back home if it worked in the same touch action system that this one did, with the mechanics that took care of the greater part of the physical work for you.

      My apartment would have looked three times as cool. But soon the loft itself was looking like the set up for a party, and everyone that rents from us is starting to act as though they’re part of it. They share the word about the upcoming get together, and they bring in their own decorations to toss up. It’s not just our section of the condo that’s decorated for the party. Within just a few days, even the halls upstairs have the same decorations thrown up, and before I knew it, it was the day of the party itself.

      Jojo was bouncing with excitement, literally, before the night even had a chance to start. She was snacking on some chocolate covered berries that were set out a few minutes ago. They’re meant for the party, but she’s already gone through almost the whole plate. She popped them into her mouth one at a time, like a bird.

      “Garrett, you’re going to put on something else, right?” Jojo asked, eyeing me up.

      I frowned at her, closing the fridge and shaking my bottle of goju juice at her. “Why would I change? I always wear this sort of thing.”

      “Right,” said Jojo. “You always wear this sort of thing, but we aren’t running around and dealing with kobolds today. We’re having a party. You should try to loosen up some. I want to see you in something sexier.”

      I rolled my eyes. “What, you don’t think the rugged traveler look is sexy?”

      “Oh, sure. You’re always easy on the eyes,’ said Jojo. “But I want you to be even easier on the eyes tonight. Come on, don't you want to humor your girl? Don’t you want to really make this night special?”

      I tucked the juice bottle into my inventory and held my hands up in acquiesce. “Alright, alright! I’ll go get something else on. Picky little brat.”

      “Don’t you know it,’ said Jojo. She winked at me. “But you haven’t seen me being bratty yet. Maybe we’ll change that later.”

      I couldn’t tell if it was just talk with Jojo these days or not, but I waved her off and went to my room to change anyway. I honestly didn’t have a whole lot that was worth wearing to a party. Building up a vast wardrobe was not exactly part of my main priority list after all. But I found a pair of trousers that didn’t look quite so worn in, and I located a shirt that was free of stains and a had a deep V at the front when I didn’t button it up all the way.

      Running my fingers through my hair, I took a glance at myself in the mirror. Was this what Jojo had been hoping for? The same normal me, but in a different shirt? I hoped so. I didn’t want to spend all night playing guessing games and dress up.

      When was the last time that I went to a party back in my own world? It wasn’t really my usual thing. I didn’t have all those people in my friend group. Sometimes I would hit up the bars, but I liked to do casual one night stands instead, or beach nights, hitting up bars, that kind of thing. The raves weren’t my scene, and I lived in the city so we didn’t have block parties the way you would see out in more rural urban areas.

      It sure as Hell wasn’t going to be like anything that I had been to when the whole place was filled up with shifters from various worlds and times. I hoped things didn’t get too out of hand. After all, I’m going to be one of the assholes that gets stuck cleaning the mess up in the morning.

      By the time I get back downstairs, people were already starting to filter in., Some of them I recognized and some of them I didn’t. It’s just further proof that word spread a lot further than we would have expected. Everyone in the city has heard about this party, and the market, and the condo. Everyone has heard about the way we have started to find ways around the governor’s archaic rules.

      And they all want a piece of it for themselves.

      But even more than that, they want a chance to just breathe and relax; they don’t want to worry about the fact that there are weird laws, or mechanics, or demons. This is just a moment for them, a brief respite from their constant questing and adventuring and fighting.

      I didn’t recognize the music. It started out as a record that Jojo picked up from somewhere, but pretty soon people were setting up a live band area, just outside of the front door. It’s the kind of music you would expect to find in a tavern somewhere, jaunty string instruments and wind instruments, a song that a bunch of the local crowd knows. The kind that has a heavy beat to it, so even when you don’t know the lyrics, you can stamp your feet or clap your hands and still be a part of what’s happening.

      Everyone was talking, too, making the world seem to buzz with sound in a way that it didn’t normally. I was keenly aware of the girl’s location at all times; they were important to me in a way that sank into my bones, in a way that probably was neither normal nor acceptable. I cared for them and craved them like a dragon might crave gold in a fairy tale book and having them be so far away from me in the middle of so many people was more than a bit unnerving.

      And God, there were a lot more people here than I had originally been expecting.

      The party was getting bigger and wilder with each passing minute. It started in the condo and spilled out onto Easy Street. And the bigger it got, the more people started to show up. Everyone had invited their friends, and word of mouth is still spreading through the city like a game of telephone. Everyone was talking, everyone was calling their friends.

      There was Bea, standing near the door. She was leaning against the wall and looking happier than I had seen her in a while. Her low-cut tunic was buttoned tight at the front, in a corset manner, and pressed her tits together and up, reveling way more cleavage than girls back in my home world liked to do. I couldn’t help but stare, tracing over the slopes of her tits with my gaze.

      There were other girls who were dressed the same way, wearing skirts that had slits so high up towards their hip you could see their whole legs, you could see the lines of their panties when they moved the right way. It was crazy. One of those good parts about this world, the way that everyone acted about sex and that sort of thing.

      And this party seemed to be a good time to show off a little bit of skin without risking getting stuck up with the claws of a monster that you were not expecting to run into. Most of these clothes, the skimpy ones, gave dexterity or speed boosts to them. They were great for people who liked to fight from a distance, or who used a rogue’s set of moves. Not so good for the heavy hitters, though, which meant they were largely things that people wore around the city.

      And here.

      God, I was not complaining about the fact that people were wearing this sort of thing here. It was a great boost to the party. At some point, someone rolled a keg of ale into the front lobby of the condo. A few other people started to unload bottles of honey mead and sour cherry wine. It wasn’t the sort of drinks that I was used to, but everyone seemed to be of the same mindset: alcohol was alcohol.

      I didn't feel like getting totally wasted, but the honey mead was pretty good. Sweet and yeasty all at once. I mingled through the crowd, chatting at some points but mostly just looking things over. Then a voice caught my attention.

      “Garret!”

      I spun around. It was Fern!

      “Fuck!”

      She flung herself at me, arms looping around my shoulders. “I haven’t seen you in weeks!”

      I wrapped my arms around her waist and hauled her up, spinning her around in a tight hug. I wasn’t drunk, but the honey mead that I had been drinking made me a bit less stifled than usual. No one noticed or even looked our way; out of everyone and everything happening at this place, our little twirl was the least eye catching.

      When I dropped her down, I asked her, “Where have you been? I sent a letter out last week, but I didn’t hear anything back from you.”

      “I joined an adventuring party that went out to the Samas Lake, in the north,’ said Fern, gesturing over her shoulder, and then holding up her arm. “We managed to get a quest in that area, and while we were there, we found a temple!”

      “A party? With who?”

      “Two other women,” said Fern. “A bull shifter and a coyote shifter. The temple was pretty easy to get to, and a bunch of other groups had clearly gone through it already, but we were able to find a few chests that hadn’t been gone through yet. I got this.”

      A thick silver bracelet hooked around Fern’s wrist. It had a matching ring on her middle finger, and thin, dainty chains that ran from the ring to the bracelet. Strange symbols were carved into it. “What’s it do?”

      “For one, it’s just really pretty to look at,” said Fern. “You know me, I love that sort of thing. And for another, it lets me hold my breath longer underwater. I want to go back to the lake later and see if there’s a second entrance underneath, something that takes us to some of the more run-down parts of the ruins. I’m eyeing up a dolphin shifter that I think might be able to help me with it.”

      “Is that safe?”

      “What, the temple? I mean… It’s about as safe as this place is these days. I heard that things have been turning sour around here,” said Fern. “I got back to the city and everyone started telling me about how demons have been getting in lately, and how I need to be careful and stay on my toes, even in here…” Her eyes flashed with mischief. “They were all talking about you, too. Your name was on every one’s tongue so often, I thought you might have gone and opened a brothel or something.”

      “I wouldn’t,” I told her, cheeks flaring red. “Pretty sure those aren’t legal around here, anyway.”

      “So?” Fern asked. “A lot of things that aren’t legal still happen. Have you still not been to the dark roads?”

      The dark roads were a series of catacombs that ran under the east side of the city; they were technically their own area on the map and could only be entered through a locked sewer system. Only certain people were given access to the keys that opened the sewer system. It was where the crooks stayed, or the people who had things going on that the governor didn’t approve of.

      Rather than answer, I challenged, “What are you doing down in the dark roads? I think that’s the better question.”

      Fern laughed, and the sound was just as intoxicating as it had always been. “Visiting the brothel, I thought that I had already made that clear.” She leaned forward, planting a kiss on my cheek. “Look, I’m going to go get something to drink, but you and I need to catch up later, okay? I want to know what brought this…”  She gestured at the condo and probably more specifically at the party. “on.”

      “You could skip the drinking and we could catch up now.” I placed a hand on her side, fingers curling against her skin. My claws tapped against the silky blouse that she was wearing. “I’ve missed you.”

      Fern planted another kiss on my cheek, the other side this time, and said, “We can talk later, because someone brought sour cherry wine, and I really, really want to have a few glasses of it.”

      “A few glasses?”

      “It was a long quest! That lake isn’t anywhere near here, Garret, and I know you haven’t been through a temple yet, but they aren’t all that easy to handle, you know? They’re a lot of hard work, and it means eating a lot of salted fish jerky and watered-down herbal tea,” said Fern., “And now that I’m here, I want sour cherry wine, and I want chocolate covered fruit.”

      Before I could say anything else to try and convince her to stick around for a while, Fern turned away, stepping out of my grip, and making towards where the liquor had been set up. Groaning, I tilted my head back and scowled up towards the ceiling.

      It wasn’t that I minded standing around on my own all that much. I just… Wanted some company, I guessed. And after not having seen Fern since we started working on the condo upgrades, it would have been nice to catch up. Especially knowing that she had been out with a different group. I knew that was unavoidable but something about it still managed to rub me the wrong way.

      I just would rather have her on my team, I guessed. It would have been great to have her around when we went out and dealt with those kobolds. She would have been a great assistance.

      But instead, I found myself just drifting through the party again, mingling some, looking around. I went to go get myself another thing of honey mead about an hour after talking with Fern, walking into the kitchen just in time to see Fern herself climbing up on to the table.

      Her face was rosy from drinking so much and she was laughing. A group of people have gathered around, cheering her on. I frowned a little bit. What was she doing?

      “Okay, okay,” said Fern, “Watch this!”

      And then she grabbed the very hem of that silky blouse, and she pulled it up, and then over her head. The brassier that she was wearing was a simple, soft leather thing, barely large enough to contain her tits. She laughed again and tossed the shirt into the crowd.

      “Fuck!” I said, the word coming out as a heavy rush. I should have gone and gotten her off the table, but like many of the people in the crowd, I was all but hypnotized by the taunt of her tits being free. It didn’t stay as a taunt for long either. Fern reached around and undid the clasp of her bra, fumbling a little in her drunken state, and letting it fall away, too.

      Her tits popped free, lovely to look at, and I was stunned to find that Fern had both of her nipples pierced with little emerald looking studs. I couldn’t help but wonder if that was something that she had done before she got pulled into this world, or if there was some place in the city that would pierce your nipples on the down low.

      In the labyrinth beneath the city, maybe. I couldn’t imagine that being something that the governor had sanctioned. It didn’t seem like the kind of thing.

      Fern slipped her thumbs into the band of her slinky black trousers. “Should I lose these too?”

      She was met with a round of wolf whistles and people calling out to her, cheering her on and urging her to keep stripping. Was it the right thing to do, letting her get totally bare up there? Probably not. But you know, I couldn’t be the perfect hero all the time, and I didn’t think there was really any harm in it.

      I clearly wasn’t the only one who thought it was a good idea,but Delia disagreed. The wolf shifter pushed her way through the group and over to the table, where she reached up and grabbed hold of Fern’s hands, tugging her down.

      “No, no, you’re not doing that,” said Delia.

      Fern whined, “You never let me have any fun,” and then the moment that she was mostly off of the table, she let herself fall against Delia, the wolf shifter having to move quick to support her. There was something about watching Fern’s tits press up against Delia that just did things to me, instant tightness in the pants.

      I licked at my sharp teeth, my gaze locked on to them the whole time that they moved through the crowd, and out of the room. Most people were respectful enough not to do anything more than boo a bit, and the only person who got close to trying to be handsy nearly lost a finger to Delia on the way past.

      Fern made no effort to help. She flung one arm out to the side and called over their shoulders, “Until next time, my sweets! I’ll have to leave the rest to your imagination!” She turned to lean more heavily on Delia, running a hand over Delia’s tits. “But you could get a better look if you want. I know your imagination is pretty much worthless.”

      “How about you don’t take off for weeks, and then show up long enough to get totally wasted,” Delia snapped. “How about that?”

      Fern’s lower lip jutted out. “You don’t have to be mean! And I’m hardly wasted. You want to see me wasted; you should get something stronger in here. They make – they make this ale out of fermented mushrooms. Or maybe it’s more of a wine, I don’t know. But Delia, it’s so strong, you would love it.”

      They vanished out of the kitchen, taking both their conversation and their fine bodies away from my line of vision. I made to follow them but didn’t get far before there was a hand curling around my wrist, and then an arm wrapping around my waist. Next thing I knew, there was an arm around my waist, too, and a firm, lithe body pressing up against my back.

      Jojo’s mouth pressed to the side of my neck, and she said, “You know, we could go have fun elsewhere. Let Fern take care of Delia for a while.”

      “I think it’s going to be the other way around,” I mused.

      Jojo snorted out a breath of air. “I think you’re wrong. Come on, Garrett. Come spend some time with me. You’ve spent the whole party standing around sulking. Don’t you think it would be better if you came and celebrated with me.”

      “I haven’t been sulking!” My protest fell on deaf ears. Jojo nibbled on the side of my neck, and then pulled away, letting go of me save for my wrist. “Just because I wasn’t getting drunk and giving everyone a strip show…”

      “Forget about them for a little bit,” insisted Jojo, her lower lip jutting out into a pout. “Come on, Garrett. Come up and spend the time with me, not them.”

      “Up?” I asked. “Where are we going that’s up?”

      “We’re going to the roof,” said Jojo. “I want to show you something. I think that you’re really going to like it.”

      “Want to show me something, huh?” I glanced at the door for a moment and couldn’t help but wonder if Jojo was right. I mean, it was obvious that they were going to end up losing the rest of their clothing, but was Fern really going to be ‘handling’ Delia?

      God, it was a hot fucking thought. I couldn’t help but roll it around in my head, picturing what they would look like tangled up together. It made something stir in the back of my chest, and I knew that even though Fern wasn’t as close with me as the other two, that she had somehow slipped under my skin, too.

      That’s why I had been so reluctant for her to leave earlier, because I considered her mine the same way that I considered Delia and Jojo to be mine. She was one more lovely addition to my growing hoard. I liked that it was growing. I liked that there were more women that I could wrap my arms around, that I could sink my teeth into, that I could let myself pleasure and love and adore.

      And then my gaze drifted back to Jojo, who was still standing there, staring at me expectantly. And I knew that I wanted her, too, I wanted her all to myself, just the two of us. I jerked my hand free of her grip and instead curled my arms around Jojo, pulling her up against me and catching her in a searing kiss.

      Our lips moved against each other, and then my tongue ran over her lower lip. She made a keen sort of sound, and parted her lips, letting me into her mouth. I could taste the ale on her tongue, but I knew that Jojo was like me; we might have had a bit to drink, but neither of us were even tipsy, let alone actually drunk.

      Her hands ran over the back of my neck and then up through my hair, tangling there. I could feel her tugging at it, and the sharp sparks of pain it produced only made me that much more interested in what was going on. The pants that I was wearing were a bad call, because they’re on the tighter side anyway, and between the sight of my two girls with each other, and then the taste of Jojo, I was already hard in my trousers.

      I pulled her up against me, so that she could feel my length press against her thighs. Jojo moaned into my mouth, opening up wider so that my tongue could slide over her skin in even more spots, over the tops of her teeth and the insides of her cheek.

      When I parted from her, Jojo’s cheeks were dusky with a blush and her eyes were bright with something that almost seemed like a literal glow. It must have been her magic sparking there. I was constantly amazed by her, endeared to her, and pulled into her, she was intoxicating.

      And she was so vastly different from Delia, too.

      I wanted her.

      I wanted her to know what it was like to know me on that level; I wanted to see what those eyes looked like when she came. A low growl drifted from my throat, and it just made Jojo give another breathless laugh. She stepped away from me, my grip on her going tight for a moment before letting go.

      She reached up, running a hand through her hair and then turning her back to me, purposefully shaking her ass as shew walked away. “Come on, Garret. I want to show you something. I already said that, didn’t I?”

      “You did,” I told her, and this time, I didn’t even look over my shoulder at the other girls before following.
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            SOMETHING ELECTRIC WITH JOJO
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        * * *

      

      Jojo led the way through the halls, and towards the stair well. There were other people making good use of it, pressing each other against the walls as they made out, taking advantage of the darkened space to have some drunken fun. A few gawky looking teenagers were curled around a lit-up joint,I was sure that it wasn’t weed in the sense that I knew the plant, but it had to be something that served as this worlds equivalent, from the way that they were passing it around.

      The air carried the scent of smoke with it, not just their herbal joint, but also some one’s tobacco pipe that had been packed full and lit up. Someone laughed as we went past. My gaze flicked to them, but they weren’t looking at us. I didn't realize that the party would go this way, but I wasn’t really complaining. It might have ended up being a much better idea than I had originally thought it was going to be.

      I could see why Jojo wanted to host it so badly now. I thought that this might have been one of the best decisions we had made, and knew that the roof was way too far to go. I couldn’t wait that long to get my mouth on her again, curling my arms around Jojo’s waist from behind, and plastering my mouth to the side of her neck.

      She laughed and tilted her head to the side, offering up even more skin to me. There was something thrilling about that, about Jojo being willing to let me have so much access to the smooth, soft expanse of her throat; of her being willing to let me lavish something with attention that I could have so easily ripped out. I would never hurt her, but my teeth were still sharp, and my jaws were powerful, and the act of this submission was thrilling in ways that only my shift side could really understand.

      I licked and sucked at her neck until bright red spots appeared in my wake, and she finally pulled away from me, insisting, “Come on, Garret. It’s even better up top. You’re going to love this.”

      “We can look at it later,” I told her, trying to convince Jojo to just stay here, pressed up against me.

      But she was crafty, and she easily squirmed out of my grip, rolling her eyes as she started ascending the stairs once more. “I told you, I want to show you something. It’s not down here. It’s on the roof. So, stop dragging your feet and start moving them faster, or you aren’t going to get those lips on me again any time soon.”

      And then to prove her point, she took off at a sprint. It activated something inside of me, the hunting drive that I was so leery having a cat around might trigger. Jojo took off, sprinting up the stairs, darting around people, and I had no choice but to follow her, my body seemingly having a mind of its own.

      I darted around everyone, following in her wake. My whole world seemed to be honed in on Jojo, on the lithe shape of her sexy body, on the way that she moved, the way that she had felt when she was pressed up against me. The way that she tasted. The way that she smelled.

      But she was faster, a big focus on speed, where I had always been focused on my strength. She made it to the door that led to the roof before I did, flinging it open and barging out on to it. I followed right after her, only barely remembering to slam the door shut behind me as I moved. She stopped a few feet away and I all but threw myself at her, grabbing her and pulling her in to a fierce, ravishing sort of kiss. I lavished her with attention, my tongue in her mouth, curling over her skin.

      I licked at every inch of her that I could, and she let me for a moment, but then there was a zap of electricity that had me jerking back, giving Jojo a chance to dart away from me once more. Jojo backed up, and I growled, frustrated, but raked a hand through my hair. I figured that what she wanted to show me was the view.

      Wanting to just get it over with so we could get back to things, I moved to the edge of the roof and looked out over the land. I could see part of the market from there, part of Easy Street. The lights from the rest of the city in the distance. There were more stars here than there were back home, but not nearly as many as a place like the Verdant Fields probably had.

      It was a cool sight, but I was too riled up to properly enjoy it. My attention kept drifting.

      There was a sound behind me. I turned around just in time to see Jojo undoing the front of her shirt and letting it slide off her arms and down on to the floor. Her brows quirked up, mouth twisting into something that could only be described as pure amusement. “Come on, Garret. I told you that I wanted to show you something. You didn’t think that I just meant the view, did you?”

      “With the way you are? I would never be able to guess what you had planned,” I told her, my gaze raking over her body, taking in the scars on her skin, the pertness of her nipples, urged hard from the cold night wind.

      Darkness had fallen while we were inside, the party stretching out long into the night and showing no sign of stopping soon.

      I licked at me teeth. “You have something else to show me?”

      “Maybe,” she said, and then she laughed at her own joke, and she added on, “You know that I do!”

      Without any further prompting, her pants came down too. She wasn’t just not wearing a bra. Jojo wasn’t wearing any panties, either; and that little shimmy of fabric revealed her sex to me, the waxed smooth skin, the crease between her legs. My mouth was watering at the sight of her, and I couldn’t wait any longer. I pressed towards her, my hands settling on her hips.

      I walked her backwards, until she was pressed against the door. That would also ensure that no one else came up here, and it would keep her right here in front of me, right where I wanted her. “You’re fucking gorgeous.”

      She laughed. “I know. Didn’t I tell you that you were going to like what I had to show you? Didn’t I tell you that this was going to be fun for both of us?”

      Rather than answer her, I kissed her again, but I didn’t linger on her mouth for long this time, instead moving to press my mouth to the curve of her jaw, and then to scrape my teeth over her throat. She sighed and tilted her head backwards, giving me even more access to her throat.

      My hands were not idle. One of them stayed on her hip but the other slithered up, grasping at her breast, thumbing the pebbled nipple beneath my pad. Her hands shoved up under the back of my shirt. Insistent, she told me, “Take this off.”

      I didn’t like to take orders, but I didn’t want to be wearing these clothes any longer anyway, so I pulled away from her and started to strip. Unlike Jojo, there was nothing showy in the way that I took my clothes off. My only intention was to get as bare as she was, as quickly as I could manage. Soon, we were both totally nude, pressed up against each other once more.

      She dropped a hand down, curling it around my shaft. “I knew that you were going to be big. Fuck, Garret. You’re a treat all the way around, aren’t you? I mean, you’re something.”

      “I’ll show you a real treat,” I promised her. My voice was breathy, pleasure curling hot under my skin each time her palm passed over the pre-cum dampened head of my cock. And then she looked up at me, and there was a spark of something playful in her eyes, this little light that seemed more related to her magic than anything else.

      “I want to show YOU a treat, actually,” she said, leaning closer. “I want to try something. Come on, you’re going to like it, Garret. I know that it won’t hurt, since you’re a dragon and all.”

      I let out a huff of laughter. “Well, that’s not unnerving at all.”

      “No, no, seriously,” she insisted. “You’re going to, you know, really like this. It’s going to be a lot of fun, and you'll enjoy it. It’s going to feel good, I promise.” Jojo pressed even closer to me. “You trust me, don’t you?”

      Against all odds, I really did trust her. I would let her do just about anything, I thought. “Alright,” I told her, running a hand through her hair, pushing it back from her face, the other one dropped down to her hip. “I trust yo…u!”

      The last word lilted up when there was a sudden jolt of energy passing through her palm and into my cock, my whole body seeming to jerk, and the pleasure snapping straight into my spine.

      “Fuck!” I barked.

      Jojo let out a pleased laugh and did it again, this time zapping me with her electric magic just as she passed her palm over the head of my cock. My whole body seemed to shudder and jerk at the heat of the touch, and I curled forward, grabbing at her and half leaning up against her.

      Each spark of electric magic seemed to work me up that much more, until there was a pressure building up in the pit of my spine, until there was sweat on my palms and the side of my neck. I gave a low groan, burying the sound in the side of Jojo;’s neck.

      I normally liked to be way more in control than this, but there was something about the way that my dragon side clung to this that elevated it into a whole different level. I wanted to lose myself in it; I wanted to just swallow it down, to just let myself be drowned in the way that the electricity made my veins sing.

      Like something had plugged me in and wasn’t about to let go.

      And then her fingers slid down, curling around my balls, fondling them and the electricity had me groaning, tilting my head to the side and scraping my teeth over the side of her throat, my tongue, licking and nipping until there were red marks blooming in my wake.

      And then right when all that pressure built up, right when it really was too much, too hot, too electric, I sunk my teeth in to the side of Jojo’s neck, marking her twice over; with teeth in her skin and with my cum painting the front of her.

      It was like a haze came over me. I wanted more. More of this, more of her, more of everything. Still wound up, I pushed her backwards, on to the ground, and I went down with her. Jojo laughed and told me, “Give me everything that you’ve got, dragon boy!”

      And fuck, but I was ready to do exactly that.”
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            PARTIES ARE NOT EVERYTHING
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        * * *

      

      The day after the party, I felt like, well, I felt like I had just spent the whole night partying. We were all moving towards the main room on the first floor in various states of unrest and distress, with our hair mussed up, our clothes rumpled, and our eyes blood shot from getting way too little sleep.

      Delia said, “That was a night.”

      “Yeah,” said Jojo, far more cheerfully. “It really was! And you know, I think we should do that more often.”

      Groaning, I dropped myself down onto the nearby chair, kicking my legs out in front of me and closing my eyes. “God, no, I don’t think we should do that more often. I think that doing more parties like that would be a death sentence.”

      Delia dropped down next to me, “You know what, I’m going to have to agree with him. It would be a total death sentence to do this more often. I think once was enough.”

      I added, “Plus, what else would we be celebrating?”

      Jojo said, “You don’t technically need to be celebrating anything to have a party. You can just decide that you’re going to have one, and then do it.”

      There was a sound in the closet on the other side of the room. We all sat up, leaning forward and eyeing the closed door of the closet. It slung open, and an unfamiliar man walked out; he was bald, wearing just a pair of dark boxers, with sharpie marker smiling faces drawn all over his chest.

      I said, “Uh, hello?”

      Everyone else from the party had cleared out a while ago, so it seemed to be just bizarre that this guy was still lingering around. The man turned to look at us. His eyes were scrunched up and almost fully closed, and what you could see of them was a pale blue. The man was clearly blind.

      I thought that he must have been a mole shifter of some sort.

      Delia called out, “What are you still doing here?”

      The mole shifter waved a hand in our direction but continued to simply shuffle his way through the house and out towards the open front door. A wave of silence settled over the whole group of us. We all just sat there for a moment, and then Delia burst out into laughter, collapsing sideways against me. The laughter ended up being contagious, and soon all three of us were just sitting there in the living room, howling with laughter, and trying to pretend like the house wasn’t totally trashed.

      Eventually, we were able to calm down, wiping at our eyes and pulling in enough air to stop with all the laughing. The sound was still enough to draw Fern downstairs. She looked like she had only just pulled on one of my shirts, her eyes half closed and her face still looking like she would rather be asleep.

      “And the dead walks,” crows Jojo, giving a round of claps. “I thought that you were going to be up there all night.”

      “Don’t be a jerk,” said Fern, shuffling over and dropping onto the couch. She took up as many of the cushions as possible, her head planted in Delia’s lap, hair flung out everywhere. “I’m tired.”

      Delia said, “That’s because you spent all night drinking.”

      “We could have spent it doing something else,” said Fern, reaching up and drawing the tips of her fingers over Delia’s throat.

      Delia rolled her eyes.

      Jojo quipped, “Aw, were you the only two that didn’t get lucky?”

      Delia perked up a little bit, giving a sniff. “Did you two?”

      Jojo squeaked like a mouse. She turned to me. “Should I not have said that?”

      I shrugged at her. “It’s not a secret. You can tell them about it if you want.”

      Fern reached out, grabbing at the joint of Jojo’s shoulder. “Come on! You must tell us! Is Garret good in bed?”

      “I’ve already answered that,” said Delia, with a roll of her eyes.

      “Right, but now I’m looking to hear what Jojo thinks about it. It’s like, you know, collecting reviews before taking it out for a ride yourself,” said Fern.

      Laughing, I asked, “Oh, are you going to take it out for a ride now, too?”

      “I mean, I’m open to the option,” said Fern.

      Jojo sat up, opening her mouth as though she was really going to say something and give out all of those down and dirty details, but the sudden sound of something screeching split through the air and cut her off.

      All our heads snapped towards the front door, which was still sitting open. We all froze, holding our breaths, wondering if that was just a fluke, if it was just a one-off sound… but then it came again, and again, and then we could hear people screaming.

      There was no way to deny what that was. It was something that we could not even begin to ignore.

      “We all know what that was, right?” I asked, my instincts flaring up at the sound. “And you all heard that? I’m not just, I don't know, tripping on fantasy weed?”

      Delia asked, “Fantasy weed?”

      I argued, “You know what I mean!”

      Fern rolled off the couch and on to her feet, tugging down the shirt that she had borrowed from my dresser. “I heard that. It sounded like a demon. But that’s not possible, right? There’s no way that there can be demons out here.”

      “She hasn’t been around the city lately,” said Delia. “To know what’s been going on.”

      Fern frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      I got up too. “It means that there have been problems with demons lately, and there’s pretty much no way that’s not a demon attack.”

      Suddenly, something seemed to thunder through the air. It sounded like something was being broken, or maybe a building was falling down.

      Jojo added on, “I think it’s probably more than just one demon.” She stood up too, stretching her arms out above her head, rolling her shoulders, and trying to loosen up the muscles in her neck. She flashed me a smile that was all teeth, and I couldn’t help but notice the way that there were still sparks in her eyes, just like there had been the night before. “We’re going to go and check that out, right?”

      “Yes,” I said, with no hesitation at all. “We’re totally going to check that out.”

      The building was trashed from the party, red solo cups and old milk bottles that had been filled up with liquor strewn around the floor. Platters and boxes from the Tropical Cafe were scattered on the floor, too. As we moved through the room, I stopped very briefly to select the Clean Up option in my menu and watched as different piles of trash folded in on themselves, vanishing, and then reappearing in the nearby bins.

      It was a different action to clean up the spilled messes, but I didn’t have the time for that right now. With the trash cleaned up, we at least weren’t going to be attracting ants and animals into the loft while we were out. Fern got to the door first, and she came to such a sudden stop that Jojo literally ran into her back.

      “Whoa,” said Fern.

      Jojo said, “Seriously? What are you doing?” She stepped around Fern, taking up the other section of the door, and then stopping too. “What the hell.”

      Delia shoved at them both, “Move out of the way so we can see what's going on.”

      At Delia’s insistence, Fern and Jojo shuffled the rest of the way out of the loft, allowing for Delia and me to step out as well. It was instantly obvious what they were stopped over, and why they had been so caught off guard by what waited on the other side of the door.

      Easy Street was burning.
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            FIRES SURROUND US AND WE NEED TO KNOW WHY
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        * * *

      

      Thick plumes of smoke spilled up into the sky, staining it with dark shades of inky black and gray, even though it was early enough in the day that the pinks and yellows of dawn should have been visible. The heavy dark shapes of the demons could be seen flying through the sky. I was irrationally reminded of flocks of pigeons in the city back on my home world, because there were just so many of them.

      Their shapes were highlighted by the flames of burning buildings, by the way that the orange and red light was bouncing off their leathery skin, making them seem as though they had not only come out of hell, but that they had brought hell down on to this city with them. The guards that had been protecting the city must have broken completely, and they had just come into the city in a single, giant wave.

      There was a shadow that passed over us, a demon that had flown down close to the loft house but was too busy focused on a different piece of prey to cast us even the slightest bit of attention. It flung itself down on a tabby cat shifter that was trying to run, ripping the poor woman’s throat out in a single bite, and sending hot sprays of blood everywhere.

      The demon wasn’t hungry, it was just looking for as many easy kills as it could possibly get in, and there was pretty much no way for many of these people, still hung over and some of them still drunk or high from the party, to fight back. It seemed like the entire world had started to fall apart in just a handful of minutes, crashing down in a heavy rain of fire and pain.

      There was a second horde of demons, a big flock of them that seemed to be heading towards the city center. Several new quests popped into existence.
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        * * *

      

      QUEST: DEFEND EASY STREET
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        * * *

      

      I clicked it, hoping that it might give me some more information.
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        * * *

      

      Status: Active!

      Reward: 1800 power points
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        * * *

      

      Easy Street is under attack! Defend it and clear out the demons! Zero out of ten demons cleared!
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        * * *

      

      But that wasn’t the only quest that had appeared.
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        * * *

      

      QUEST: FOLLOW THE DEMON HORDE
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        * * *

      

      I clicked on that one, too.
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        * * *

      

      Status: Active!

      Reward: 800 G
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        * * *

      

      The demons are gathering at the center of the city. Investigate why!
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        * * *

      

      “You guys got that too, right?” I asked, breathing out hard.

      Fern said, “We need to take care of Easy Street first. And then we can go after the others.”

      Jojo seemed surprised by that. “What, you aren’t leaving?”

      “Of course, I’m not,” said Fern. “I live here too.” Her gaze flicked to me. “That’s okay, isn’t it? That I’m staying?”

      I nodded at her. “I think that we’re going to need all of the help that we can get.”

      And with that, we were splitting up again, racing out into the city to try and bring down as many of the demons as we could. According to the quest status, there were ten of them loose in Easy Street, and we would need to be taking out all of them before the quest would be marked as finished.

      There were plenty of ways for this to go, but I made sure to stick with Jojo, because I knew that she could be reckless when it came to this sort of thing. Delia and Fern went elsewhere. Every time that one of them was able to kill one of the demons, it registered as an update to the quest. The same for when Jojo and I managed to take one down.

      One.

      Two.

      Three.

      There was so much blood caked to my claws. The air reeked of death and fire. We weren’t the only ones out fighting, but we were doing the bulk of the damage against the demons. A building fell in with a crush of thunder, the fire having taken over it too much.

      Four.

      Five.

      Six.

      My eyes were stinging from the smoke, making them water. I kept having to tilt my head to the side and wipe it off on the sleeve of my shirt, trying to keep my vision from getting too blurry. When I fell, Jojo helped me back up on to my feet, hand firm, and when she got her leg caught in rubble, I was quick to help pull it back out.

      Seven.

      Eight.

      Two more, and we would be able to complete the quest. People were finally clearing out Easy Street, but it was obvious that the demons had taken down a lot of people. There was Mei, dead outside of her store front, there was Jaun, guts ripped out in the middle of the street.

      Wings flapped above us. I spun around, striking out with my claws, but the demon was too fast. It circled around me, avoiding my blow, and slamming into Jojo instead. The two physically rolled across the street but the demon ended up on top, slashing at her with his claws, ripping deep red lines into the front of her chest.

      Jojo screamed, letting out a sharp blast of electricity that was enough to throw the demon off of her. White light arced through the air and the demon hissed, hitting its back and getting right back up. Jojo didn’t get back up.

      She just laid there, blood pooling on the ground around her, and something about the sight of it made a thread in my chest snap. It was like all those instincts that I constantly found myself fighting with were just impossible to ignore now, and with an absolute throat tearing roar, I threw myself at the demon.

      Letting lose with every spell that I had, I threw my full heart in to the fight. I was distantly aware of the fact that the number count had ticked up. Nine. This was the last demon. And I was going to rip it limb from limb.

      Dark demon blood spilled out onto the ground. The number clicked up to a ten, but I kept ripping into it, shredding it, until Jojo grabbed me by the arm and pulled me backwards.

      “It’s dead, it’s dead, and I’m okay,” said Jojo.

      Wrenching my arm away from her, I snarled and then threw my arms around her in a hug, pulling her close. She smelled like blood. As I clung to her, the familiar wave of gaining a new level washed over me.
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        * * *

      

      Level 5 Evolution Spells
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        * * *

      

      I took a deep breath. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “I’m fine,” she said. “Sore, but fine.”

      The wounds really weren't that bad now that I was looking for them. A lot of blood, but nothing that would kill her. Trying to settle the burning fire of rage in my chest, I slammed on the page to check out the spells, just to see if that might help settle me some.
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        * * *

      

      SOOT SCALES: When an enemy attacks you with a fire-based attack, your scales will absorb the remaining soot, leaving you temporarily cloaked for thirty seconds. During this cloaked duration, no enemy can see you, and you are able to move seamlessly between your opponents, allowing for an advanced stealth mode. This spell is only available when in dragon form. Cool down: 10 minutes.

      

      VENOM BURN: Once per fight, you are able to channel a venom into your fangs, delivering a venomous bite. This will dock 10 HP from your enemy every three minutes, for the duration of the fight or until they are able to use an antidote. This spell is only available when in dragon form. Cool down: 24 hours.
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        * * *

      

      I wasn’t thrilled with either spell. The one was too stealth based, and the other had too long of a cool down. I didn’t have the patience to stand and debate on it right now, then, deciding to just go with Venom Burn.

      There was still a flashing bar at the end of the menu. Jojo insisted, “I’m fine. I got a new level too. Just pick out your shit, and then let’s go try and find the others.

      So, I clicked on the menu, pulling up my evolution traits.
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        * * *

      

      Level 5 Evolution Traits
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        * * *

      

      My racing heart was finally starting to settle down a little bit, and I found that it was a little bit easier to breath. I kept one arm wrapped possessively around Jojo, holding her steady and keeping her up against my side, even as I looked over the new evolution traits that I had earned.
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        * * *

      

      CHOOSE 1
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        * * *

      

      SCALE CLOAK: Scale Cloak will allow you to transform your red scales into a shifting black hue that absorbs light. When activated, this trait increases stealth by 50%. In your human form, the absorptive scales remain microscopic. While your appearance changes little, the Scale Cloak trait will still increase Stealth by 50% in your human form

      

      STORM BOOST: Storm Boost allows you to gain a speed increase during bad weather, by letting the stormy gales lift you along. When activated, this trait allows you to have a 15% speed boost. In your human form, this allows you to have a 5% speed boost. Storm Boost allows an easier defense against lightning-based attacks.
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        * * *

      

      This one was easy to pick out, too. There was only one option on the list that wasn’t stealth based, but even aside from that, I couldn’t help but think that Storm Boost would let me work much better with Jojo. We could turn in to a truly killer team – and I wanted anything that would help let me fight better with her, help me protect her so that she didn’t get hurt like this again.

      I picked Storm Boost and felt a little more at ease once that was dealt with. Tilting my head, I pressed my face into Jojo’s messy hair and breathed in deep, letting her scent wash over me. Jojo must have really been feeling the hits because instead of darting off right away, she simply stayed there, leaning against me.

      Eventually, I told her, “We need to find the others. We still have an active quest, and we need to get Delia to look at you.”

      The mention of her injuries seemed to strike a chord, because Jojo jerked backwards, shaking her head. “I’m fine.”

      “She’s going to heal you before we go after the horde,” I insisted. “Anything else would be stupid.”

      With my keen sense of smell and the map letting me easily locate anyone on the street, I was quickly able to locate Delia and Fern. Their clothing and their hands were covered in soot and filth and stains made from demon blood.

      “There you are,” said Fern.

      “Jojo’s hurt,” I told them.

      Jojo insisted, “I’m fine.”

      Delia countered, “I can smell you from over here. Let me fix that up.”

      “I don’t know what’s going on,” said Fern.

      While Delia healed up Jojo, I asked Fern, “Did the two of you level up?”

      “We did,” she said. “I kind of wish it had been done differently, though. I think…” Her gaze swept over the street. “I think that a lot of people ended up dying here today.”

      “I think that you’re right,” I said, agreeably. “And I don’t know what to do about it.”

      “The only thing that we can do about it,” said Delia, having finished with Jojo. “Is go see why the horde is congregating at the center of the city.”

      “And kick their ass,” added Jojo, firmly.”

      My gaze turned towards the city center, where the demons were flying in a circular flock. I nodded. “I can get us there fast. All of you, get on.”

      I shifted into my dragon form, the massive shape making it easy for my three female companions to climb up on to my back. Irrationally, I wanted to keep them there forever, so that they never had a chance at getting hurt; so that there was never a chance that I would end up losing them.

      But that wasn’t an option.

      The best shot that I had at making sure they never got hurt again was to take out these demons, and finish this quest… Once and for all.
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            REACHING THE GOVERNOR’S MANSION
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        * * *

      

      The air was my home. Or at least, it could have been. I thought that it would be easy to stay in the sky forever in my dragon form, especially with my three girls on my back. There was something about keeping them close to me that helped calm all of my frayed nerves and angry instincts. They’re mine. My girls. My friends. My lovers. My treasure. And I want them with me, always.

      But for the moment, solving this issue with the quest was the big importance. I followed a few of the straggling demons, only barely resisting the urge to rip them to shreds because I knew that we needed to figure out what was going on.

      The horde seemed to be gathered above the Governor’s mansion. The quest updated.
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        * * *

      

      QUEST: FOLLOW THE DEMON HORDE
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        * * *

      

      Status: Completed!

      Reward: 800 G
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        * * *

      

      A new quest popped up right after it.
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        * * *

      

      QUEST: CLEAR THE PATH
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        * * *

      

      Status: Active!

      Reward: 900g!
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        * * *

      

      There’s something happening on the roof of the Governor’s mansion. Clear the path and make your way to the top of the building!
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        * * *

      

      All the others must have gotten the same quest too. Delia said, “I guess this is the big deciding factor, huh?”

      “We’ve got to go for it,” said Fern. “You can probably land down there.”

      I didn’t want to land. I didn’t want to do anything that would put my treasures in danger. But I knew that wasn’t an option, no matter how much I wanted it to be.

      I ended up finding somewhere to land just beyond the front courtyard. The demons had taken out most of the Governor’s men. The gore fest was everywhere, people killed, ripped apart. Most of the demons had, again, not been looking for food. They were just looking for a way to cause as much destruction and damage as they possibly could.

      Many of them were prowling around now. It would be too easy to spot me in my dragon form, so I reluctantly changed back into my human form, and we began making our way through the courtyard. We got into the house without any fight, but almost instantly, a demon on the second floor, which had a platform overlooking the foyer and a staircase on either side, caught sight of us.

      With a screech, the demon threw itself off the platform, wings spread as it flew towards us. Before anyone could move, Fern pulled a bow and arrow out of her inventory. She imbued it with a bright, light-based magic and let the arrow fly. It lodged into the demon’s chest and exploded in a burst of what could only be described as star light. The demon fell to the ground with a concave hole in its chest.

      “Holy shit,” said Delia.

      Fern held out the bow for inspection. “Oh, yeah. I got this at the temple, too.”

      The bow was made from a smooth white wood, with silver caps on either tip, and blue engravings of the night sky on the wood. The string was made from gold.

      Jojo said, “That’s pretty hot.”

      I laughed, a little breathless, and said, “She isn’t wrong.”

      Fern grinned. “I know it is.”

      “We need to keep moving,” insisted Delia. “Hot or not…”

      Jojo interrupted to titter, “Do you think Fern’s hot, Delia?”

      Delia ignored her, continuing, “We need to keep moving. If there are this many demons lurking around, then there must be something bad up there on the roof. I don’t want to let it get out of hand because we’ve spent too much time fighting our way through the halls.”

      “I should have gone and picked some of those stealth options,” I realized, eyes going wide.

      Delia eyed me, and Jojo just rolled her eyes. Fern was the one who said, “It’s okay. We balance each other out. You don’t have to worry about taking it slow when you’re packing that much power.”

      “Between the legs?” Jojo quipped, playfully.

      Fern shrugged. “Everywhere.”

      Delia shoved Fern and Jojo between the shoulders, pushing them towards the stairs. “Let’s just get moving. You all can have a fun flirting session when we aren’t trying to avoid being flayed alive.”

      “I don’t see the demons flaying anyone,” said Jojo. She pressed a hand to her own chest, the wounds healed up, but the shirt shredded so that it showed off her cleavage depending on how she moved, how the shirt was sliding.

      Delia demanded, “Oh? What happened to you?”

      “I just had some help scratching an itch,” said Jojo, shrugging off the injury. “And since the itch has been scratched, we don’t need to keep bringing it up.”

      “I’m going to keep bringing it up,” I told her, taking hold of Jojo’s wrist and tugging her towards the stairs. “Probably forever.”

      “You’re all awful,” said Jojo, but we were all smart enough to fall silent after that, making sure that we tried to keep the fighting to a minimum just so we kept our HP up as high as possible… And to make sure that we’re able to prevent each other from getting hurt.

      We started to clear out the mansion, unable to ignore the blatant massacre that had taken place here, the blood soaked into the carpet and spilled onto the hard wood floor. There were red handprints smeared over the walls, and people split into pieces on the ground.

      It was stark and haunting. The scent of death was overwhelming, and made me keep wrinkling my nose up, lips curling to flash off my fangs. There were old oil portraits on the wall, and books sitting on shelves that looked like they must have been older than the whole city.

      When the demons were cleared out, I had no doubt that there would be endless treasures to discover in the mansion. We would have to come back through and see if there was anything worth taking… No matter what the Governor had to say about it.

      Some things were just given after you did a certain amount of work and went through with a quest. Getting to take spoils from the quest location was pretty much a given. Plus, in one of the rooms, we passed by what looked to be the blueprints for the Arena, and it made me think back to the cracks in the ground out there.

      For the moment though, all we could do was focus on getting to the roof. We eventually found the stairs that led up to the top floor, and from there, we found a heavy set of double doors. When we pushed them open, the quest was marked as complete.
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        * * *

      

      QUEST: CLEAR THE PATH
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        * * *

      

      Status: Completed!
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        * * *

      

      I was waiting for the next quest to click on to the screen, but it didn’t happen. We had to step through… And we were expecting to find that it would let us out on to the roof, but instead, it let us out in to a strange room. There was a door marked TOP ACCESS on the side that no doubt went to the roof. Another door seemed to be blocked off with a heavy metal door, and there were demons gathered around it.

      Finally, the quest updated.
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        * * *

      

      QUEST: SAVE THE MAYOR
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        * * *

      

      Status: Active!

      Reward: 2000g, 100 power points
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        * * *

      

      The governor is trapped in his safe room! Defeat the demons and set him free! Maybe after, you can figure out what’s really happening here.
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        * * *

      

      The quest was officially activated. The Governor must have been locked into the safe room. There were three demons that were loitering around there, clearly either trying to find a way in, or trying to wait for the Governor to have to come out.

      “Alright,” said Jojo. “Let’s get this over with!”

      Together, we flung ourselves at the three demons, new magic flying, arrows of star light launching through the air and bursting out chunks of demon flesh. It was a blood bath, but one that turned out in our favor. The power points that we got were not enough to boost us to another level,a bit of a disappointment, but one that we all accepted with no complaints given.

      It was not until the last demon had dropped down on to the floor that the Governor finally opened the door to his safe room and stepped out to join us.

      “What’s going on?” Delia demanded, stepping towards him. “And don’t give us any sort of a spiel. I want to know what all these demons are doing here, and what they’re doing here NOW.”

      The Governor looked tired, and worn, and like he would rather be anywhere but here. He shook his head. “What does it matter? They’re here to kill as many people as possible! We need to get to the roof and finish this. You need to finish this!”

      I was done playing these games and dancing around things like this. I grabbed the governor by the front of his shirt and slammed him backwards, pinning him against the wall. The man tried to struggle and twist away, but there was no option for that. I used the strength that my dragon shift gave me to keep him pinned in place.

      “Don’t even try it!” I growled, the words almost more snarl than anything else. “Don’t even try it! You’re going to tell us why the demons are here, why they’re after this building and not the rest of the town, and you’re going to tell us now!”

      At first, it seemed like the governor would continue to try and wheedle his way out of explaining the situation, but then Fern pointed one of her starry arrows at the governor’s face, and the man cracked like a glass bottle in a china cabinet.

      “Fine, fine, I’ll tell you! Just,let me go,” he tried.

      I told him, “I’ll let you go after you tell us what's going on.”

      Again, the governor thrashed about, but when it was clear that the old man couldn’t break free from my grip, he finally relented, and he said, “Alright, alright! It’s the Demon Lord!”

      Delia asked, “the Demon Lord?”

      “The Demon Lord,” repeated the governor. “He’s here, because he wants to take the city for himself.”

      I could smell that there was something else happening here, something that wasn’t being said to me. I wasn’t about to go into this fight without all the details, so I leaned even harder against his chest, knocking some of the air from his lungs.

      “He's here because…”The Governor made a face, shaking it. Then he finally said, “because he’s my big brother! And he wants to take the city from me.”

      I dropped away from him, taking a step backwards. “Your brother?”

      “I’m his little brother,” said the Governor, turning his eyes to the ground and not facing us. “And he’s here, because he wants to take the city that I’ve worked so hard to build! You can’t let him do that!”

      “How could you keep this from everyone?” Delia demanded.

      Jojo said, “Because he’s a slimy rat bastard, that’s how.”

      I demanded, “Why does he want the city so badly?”

      The governor went quiet.

      Fern pointed her arrow at him again. “Tell me!”

      And then a thought hit me, and I demanded, “What does this have to do with the Arena?”

      The Governor’s head snapped up, turning to look at me with wide eyes. “How do you know about the Arena?” And then, before even giving me a chance to respond, he shook his head and said, “You don’t have any idea what’s going on! You have no idea what is going to happen if he takes this city!”

      “What does it have to do with the Arena?” I demanded again, shoving at him even harder. The governor stumbled backwards, almost hitting the ground, and just barely managing to catch himself on the wall with one hand.

      “He’s here,” said the Governor, turning wide eyes on to the ceiling. “The Demon Lord is here.”

      Delia made a face. “As much as I want to stand here and knock this asshole around until he spills all of his secrets, we can’t let this Demon Lord do… Whatever it is that he’s planning on doing.”

      “I know. You're right,” I told her, turning away from the Governor and looking over at the door that led to the roof access. “Let’s go see what this is all about. We’re going to put an end to this demon menace once… And for all.”
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            FINDING THE SAFEST ROOM IN THE HOUSE
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        * * *

      

      The doors led out on to the roof of the Governor’s manor. The sky above us was black with a cross of smoke from the burning buildings and the shadows cast by the swirl of demons that were forming a storm all their own. It seemed like a real storm might have been brewing behind them, too, all the dark energy from the demons pulling heavy dark clouds in to help blot out the sky above them.

      I wanted to focus on the sky, on the horrifying look of it, but there was something even more stark and horrible that we had to focus on. And that was the presence that the Governor had talked about; the Demon Lord himself.

      He was a massive, terrifying thing; the man was massive, with spiraling ram horns and wings on his back. He seemed to command all the fear that the demons created and magnify it on a whole different level.

      “There you are,” said the Demon Lord. “I was wondering when you and your sort would get here. I thought that this would end up being boring after all.”

      “What are you doing here?” I demanded, stepping forward. “What do you want with this city, you bastard?”

      “I don’t want anything with it,” said the Demon Lord, with a laugh that seemed to rumble like thunder. But my patron god, Azazel… That’s another story completely. “

      The governor had followed us up on to the roof and he took a step forward. “You need to get out of here, brother! I won’t give this city to Azazel!”

      The Demon Lord laughed again. “It isn’t a choice, little brother! Our patron god has spoken, and I am here to do whatever it is that he wants done!”

      “You’re not going to take this city,” said Delia.

      Jojo snapped out her electrified whips. She demanded, “I’m going to kill you, just so you know. This is going to be the last day that you take in a single breath!”

      I demanded, “What do you want with the Arena?”

      The Governor hissed, “Don’t mention that to him!”

      But it had already gotten the Demon Lord’s attention. “Oh, the arena?” He turned to look at his younger brother. “Have you been working on an illicit project, brother? What would Azazel do if he knew that the brother for one of his generals was running his own projects?”

      “Generals?” I faltered for a moment. “I thought that you were a Demon Lord?”

      “I am,” said the creature. “But I’m also nothing more than a general in the great god’s army! And I am the general who is going… To kill… All of you!”

      Without waiting for another motion, the demon lord pulled a massive hammer from the strap on his back, swinging out. In an instant, the quest activated that I had been waiting for.
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        * * *

      

      QUEST: DEFEAT THE DEMON LORD
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        * * *

      

      Status: Active!

      Reward: 3000 g, 2000 power points
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        * * *

      

      And just like that, we were officially in action. We flung ourselves forward, and as we did, I shouted to the girls, “I need you to be support and heal! The governor and I have this bastard!”

      “Dammit,” snarled Delia. “I hate when you pull that!”

      But she trusted me enough that she listened to me, the girls lingering in the back. Fern used her exploding arrows of star light to help fight from a distance, and so did Jojo, with her bolts of electrical magic, and Delia took care of healing from a distance. I moved with everything that I had, taking advantage of every spell that I had ever learned.

      Even though the Governor was an older man, he moved with a lot of speed and power, and his own spells seemed to strike out with a demonic magic that I had never seen another person use. Maybe that was because he was related to a Demon Lord? Maybe it was because he had been taking power points from other people, had been doing who knows what out at the Arena.

      At the moment, I couldn’t do anything to speculate. I had to put every ounce of my power into this fight. My claws bit into the Demon Lord’s skin, raking over his chest, but he grabbed me by the ankle with one hand and physically flung me away from him. I slammed into the ground, hard, pain flaring from a busted rib – but the moment that I hit the ground, Delia was slamming me with a healing spell.

      The bones knitted themselves right back together, letting me roll on to my knees and then lunge back up on to my feet again, turning and launching myself straight back into the battle. The Demon Lord swung out with his hammer, letting out a concussive blast of wind that knocked both myself and the Governor off our feet.

      It sent up dust and bits of stone, too, and we had to focus on trying to clear our eyes away and then find a way to get the fight turned in our favor.

      “I have an idea,” I shouted. “You must trust me! Launch me!”

      “What?” The generator asked.

      “Trust me and launch me,” I insisted, and for once in his life, the Governor listened to someone else. The Demon Lord must have been able to tell what I was planning on doing, because he geared up to strike out with his hammer again, aiming at his younger brother. I took the risk, though, and I ran at the Governor anyway.

      I used him as a launching board, throwing myself into the air just in time. The blunt force of the hammer slammed straight into the Governor, slamming him backwards with a strangled, smothered scream and a crunch of bone, and I landed on the thick handle of the hammer and ran up it, fast as I could.

      The hammer made to swing again, the Demon Lord bellowing, “Get off of there!”

      I ignored him, sort of. When it got too dangerous, I managed to fling myself off of the hammer handle and threw myself at the Demon Lord. I grabbed on to his face with my claws and sunk my fangs in to his neck, using my Venom Bite to infect the man with a deadly poison.

      He tried to pull me off, but I didn’t let go, scrabbling at his face with my claws, talons splitting open his face. I didn’t know how long the poison was going to take to affect him, or how much damage we had already done.

      My claws sunk into the meaty flesh of his eyes, and the Demon Lord wailed, finally managing to knock me off of him. I hit the ground and rolled back on to my feet, just as Fern let loose an arrow. It landed on his shoulder, exploding with a spray of meaty flesh, and knocking the Demon Lord down on to one knee.

      I took the shot for what it was, throwing myself at him, and aiming for his throat. My claws split through the soft tissue of his neck, spilling blood from it and splitting open his airways. The Demon Lord let out a choking, wet sounding gag, and he fell on to his side.

      “Did you do it?” Jojo asked, hesitantly.

      Delia rushed over to the governor’s side, trying to heal him. “I can’t get my magic to work on him! It’s just sliding right off~!”

      We hurried over and could practically see the magic take a physical form, sliding off of the man’s body like droplets of rain. He gagged, gasping, and saying, “Don’t trust him.”

      “Don’t trust who?” I demanded, dropping down on to one knee.

      The Governor reached out, grabbing on to the front of my shirt. “Don’t trust…” He hacked, spraying blood from his mouth, all over his own chin and the both of us. “The man in the arena.”

      Before I could even try and figure out what that was supposed to mean, the Governor vanished in a puff of smoke. We jerked backwards, startled by the response. That meant that he really was at least part demon, didn’t it?

      We turned to look over our shoulders, just in time to see the body of the Demon Lord vanish in the same spiral of smoke – although it was admittedly a lot bigger plume of darkness. Only, where the Governor had vanished and nothing had been left behind, this time, the core of the Demon Lord was laying on the ground.

      We carefully made our way over to it, looking at the demon core. It gave off a dark sort of light and was different than the other core that we had seen before. I bent down. “Should I pick it up?”

      “We don't know what that does,” said Fern. “Whatever it is, it’s not what the governor told everyone would happen.”

      I nodded. “Right. But what do you think will happen?”

      “It’s big,” said Delia.

      I knew that this could be a big risk, but there was so much going on, I wasn't sure that we could risk losing out on… whatever this was going to be. I picked it up. The core was pulsing in my hand, a steady, dark sort of thing. It was like holding on to the heart of a living being.

      Jojo said, “What are you thinking, Garret?”

      “I think that we should see what really happens when you eat something like this,” I told him. “And I think that we need to figure out how we’re going to handle… Whatever that Azazel thing is.”

      “And the man in the Arena?” Delia offered.

      Fern said, “I must have missed so much while I was out on that quest. What’s going on with the Arena?”

      “I’ll fill you in later,” I told her. “Right now… Right now, we need to handle this. I’m going to do it.”

      Delia asked, “What if it kills you?”

      I met her gaze, serious and smoldering, heat on my expression. “What if it doesn’t? What if it gives me the power, we need to save… Everything?”

      It was the kind of chance that we couldn’t risk missing out on. So, with everyone watching me, I took the demon core, and I ate it. Instantly, a wash of energy slammed into me, so hard that it knocked the air from my lungs and sent me straight back on to the ground. It was like every muscle in my body had just been pulled so tight, they were threatening to bust into pieces.

      It wasn’t painful though. It was just a sharp, burning sort of pleasure. It was like pressure, but not in a way that hurt. My vision didn’t blank out and it didn’t go black. But for a moment, everything around me was so crystal clear, I could see the scales of the demons that were retreating from the cloud above us, scattering and going elsewhere now that their Demon Lord had been killed.

      And then just as quickly as it had come on, all of it was gone, and my three girls had crowded around me, concern etched and twisted in to their expressions.

      Delia pulled me in to her arms, demanding, “What’s going on? Tell me what you’re feeling right now?”

      “I’m okay,” I told her, but the words came out a bit like a hoarse sort of rasp. I turned my head to the side and gave a few coughs, clearing my throat, and then, sounding better, said it again, “Things are okay. I don’t know what it did, but I think that I’m going to be just fine.”

      I wasn’t totally convinced by that. It was just a wild sort of guess, something that I could only imagine would be the truth. I wanted to make sure that no one was hurt, and I didn’t want them to worry about me, either, so I pulled myself, reluctantly, out of Delia’s arms and got back up on to my feet.

      The tension had already cleared out of my muscles and made me feel a little bit better. I kept a hand curled around Delia’s upper arm, using it to steady myself. The pressure was gone. It made me feel both better and worse.

      I didn’t know what was going to happen. I didn’t know how things were going to pan out, or what things were going to go down. I just wanted to know that this was the best choice I could have made.

      Was it a mistake? Was it a bad decision?

      I supposed that it could have been, but my choice had already been made, and for the moment, I was just going to have to hope that this choice was not going to come back and bite me in the ass afterwards.

      With any luck, this… Would end up working out the way that I had been wanting it too.

      With any luck, it would help us, and not hinder us.
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            A NEW GOVERNOR IN THE CITY
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        * * *

      

      As the ruckus began to clear, people began to gather outside of the Governor’s house. By the time that we made our way outside, a great crowd had formed around us. And I wasn’t sure how it happened, or why, or what they wanted, but the people of the city insisted that they were going to need a new Governor, and they insisted that since I was the one to ‘save’ them, then they were going to elect me as the new leader of the city.

      I didn’t really want that – but my girls insisted that I accept, and before the city was even done simmering from the fires, while the smoke was still heavy in the air, they were throwing a huge inauguration party for me. It wasn’t fancy and there were no decorations, but they seemed to think that the best thing for the city was to have me officially be leading them, and to do it as quickly as possible.

      And I supposed that even though I didn’t really like the idea of having all this pressure on my shoulders, it might end up being really useful in the long run. And I didn’t have a say in it anyway, so – I decided to just embrace it as much as I possibly could.

      While the party was going, a tall, broad-shouldered man with a barrel chest, and a lithe looking woman with pure silver hair worn in a side shave approached me.

      The man introduced himself, “I’m Barry, Captain of the Guards. This is my partner, Sergeant Tyra.”

      “Oh,” I took his hand first, shaking it, and then took Tyra’s hand, and I shook it too. “It’s good to meet you. I’m surprised. I don’t think that I’ve ever seen either of you in this city before.”

      “We work in the shadows,” admitted Tyra. “The Governor didn’t make too much use out of us, either.”

      Barry cleared his throat, “But we can’t complain about that too much. I’m not sure that I would have wanted to do what the Governor bid.”

      “I’m sure that we’re going to be seeing a lot of each other,” I told him. Whatever they wanted from me, I knew that I would end up giving it my all. And being on good terms with the city militia was going to be the best way to do it.

      We only spoke for a little bit, before someone else called me over to see them. Delia was already talking to the man, a raggedy looking crow shifter. “There he is!” The crow shifter hurried over to me, grabbing my hand in both of his and giving it a few hard shakes. “I was looking for you, Governor. We need to talk, we do, we do.”

      Delia rolled her eyes. “This is Alvin. He had a deal of some sort with the last Governor, and he wanted to talk to you about making the same thing.”

      “I have the money for it,” said Alvin. “I can pay you just as much as I paid him, and all you need to do is look the other way on a few things in regards to my shop.”

      “Are you trying to bribe me?” I asked, with a bit of a laugh.

      He told me, “It’s not a bribe if you don’t call it that. It’s more of a deal, a business arrangement, if you want to call it that.”

      “I think that I’m going to call it a bribe,” I told him, still laughing and trying to be a little dismissive of it all. “And I’m going to have to pass on it.”

      He grabbed on to my hand again with both of his, his fingers knobby and twisted like they had been broken one time too many. “No, no, you must understand, this is important. And it can be beneficial to the both of us.”

      Delia told him, “The governor said no. You should respect that.”

      Alvin shot her a nasty look. “This conversation doesn’t involve you.”

      Delia bared her teeth, her upper lip curling up to show off all those sharp fangs. “Watch how you talk to me, crow, or you’re going to end up as my lunch.”

      I could tell that this would get out of hand quickly if I didn’t intervene in some way or another. For a moment, I thought about just telling the man off again, but then that same pulsing energy from the demon core seemed to surge up in my chest.

      I could tell that it was magic of some sort, and nothing that I had used before. There was a brief moment where I debated continuing not using it, but then I decided that the best thing to do was not let Delia rip into this man’s throat, and since she was snarling and growling and all of that, I went for it.

      I let all that magic out of me, and it pushed it in to Alvin’s head. Without meaning too, I realized that I was trying to readjust his thoughts,and as though his entire brain was nothing more than a game board for me to play with and a stack of cards for me to shuffle.

      I told him, “You’re going to leave, now, and you’re never going to come back here again. You’re never going to talk to me again.” My words had a sort of vibration to them, like a tight wire that had just been tugged and let loose again. “And you’re never going to try and bribe me again.”

      “Okay,” said the man, no hesitation in it, no pause, just this steady sort of acceptance. “I won’t speak to you again.”

      He let go of my hand and then turned, movements stiff, and vanished into the crowd. As it settled on to us what had just happened, Delia turned to me, her eyes widened with surprise, and she asked, “How did you just do that?”

      “I don’t know,” I told her. The power of the demon core was gone already, used up in just a few moments like that. “But I think that it’s something we’re going to need to learn more about.”

      Delia let out a sound that was almost like a scoff. “Yeah, Garret. I think we are going to need to figure out how you just…”She cut herself off, dropping her words down to a whisper, and hissing out, “hypnotized some one!”

      She was right. That was exactly what had just happened. It was just that this wasn’t the right moment to figure it out. I was going to have to just play it by ear and see how things turned out.
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            BACK AT EASY STREET BUT IT SURE AIN’T EASY
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        * * *

      

      The party didn’t end just because the inauguration had been finished. When I got back to Easy Street, I found that there was a party there too. No one wanted to deal with the damages that the demons had wrought on to the community, so once the fires had been put out, they had all decided to just start celebrating their survival. And together, they had put a party together, something that was bigger than the one we had held at the loft.

      God, it felt like that had happened so many days ago, I could hardly believe that just the night before, we had all been drinking at the loft. We spent about an hour looking over Easy Street and the market, checking out the loft, too, to see where the damages were and what had to be done. Jojo and Fern went home to check out their own houses, leaving just myself and Delia to handle the loft.

      Which was understandable, considering that they weren’t even sure if they were going to have a home to come back to.

      The loft had not escaped damages, though it had not suffered as badly as some of the other areas on Easy Street, or in the center of the city. Still, Delia and I were glad to find that our room was at least in one piece, and we were able to collapse into it.

      Delia said, “We’re going to need to do a lot of work on the loft, and on the Mansion, too. That place is wrecked.”

      “Yeah. Things aren’t going to get easier any time soon,” I realized. “They’re going to just… shit, they’re going to keep getting harder.”

      “This is about what the Demon Lord said?” Delia asked, moving to tuck up against me, curling our legs together, pulling up against each other.

      “And about what the Governor said. I don’t know what’s going on with the Arena, but I think that it must be involved with the Demon Realm,” I told her.

      “Did eating that core hurt?” She asked, a hint of hesitation in her voice. “Did it make you feel sick?”

      “It didn’t hurt, it just felt very odd,” I told her. “I think it was a good thing though. Whatever happened with Alvin, that was…”

      “That was crazy,” said Delia. “It was crazy. There’s nothing else to say about it. I’ve never seen anyone be able to control someone else’s thoughts like that.”

      “Never?” I asked, a little surprised by that. “Not even with magic?”

      Delia shook her head. “Not even with magic. I’ve never seen it before, Garret. I don’t think that we should tell anyone else about it right now.”

      “We need to tell Jojo and Fern,” I said, firmly. I curled one arm around her waist, settling a hand between her shoulder blades. “They already know that I ate the demon core, anyway.”

      She didn’t seem totally happy about that, but I knew it was the right way to go about things. It wasn’t good to keep secrets from the girls that I considered part of my hoad, part of my treasure groups.

      “Alright,” she said, after a moment, as though she had to think about it. “We can tell Jojo and Fern, but no one else.”

      “No one else,” I agreed. “Do you think that Alvin is going to be able to tell what happened?”

      Delia admitted, “I honestly have no idea. We’re going to have to try and keep an eye out for him, though. I don’t want him to realize that something happened and then spread word about it. I’ll start asking around, see what else I can figure out about him.”

      “Thanks, Delia,” I told her, pressing a kiss to her forehead.

      She snorted out through her nose, a content sort of canine sound, and pressed even closer to me. Her lips pressed to the curve of my throat, and her ears perked up, just a little bit, enough to show how happy she was.

      I was glad for that. I liked seeing her happy.

      We were silent for a moment, and then Delia said, “We need to think about something else, now that you’re the Governor.”

      “I think that there's a hell of a lot that we’re going to need to deal with,” I told her, with a huff of laughter.

      Delia said, “We need to start planning out what we’re going to do with the market.”

      “The market?”

      “You’re in charge of that,” said Delia. “And after an attack like this, there are going to be a lot of people who need food and supplies, and things like that. We need to make sure that they’re able to access it, and they don’t just… I don’t know, starve or something.”

      “You’re right,” I told her. “I’ll think about it, I promise. We’re going to figure all of this out. Just… Let me get a night of sleep first, okay?”

      “Right,” said Delia, sounding neither pleased nor unhappy with that kind of an answer. “Tomorrow.”

      I could tell that she wanted to discuss it now, and she might even have been right. The demon realm was trying to build up power for something. They had more generals and lords and kings than we thought, even just a few days ago. And there was something going on with the Arena, too, which could be detrimental to the whole city.

      Especially to Jojo, considering how often she was there.

      The demon core had done something to me. Half the city was in ruins and countless shifters had been killed. Everywhere I looked, there was something that needed to be done. There were walls that had been knocked down, and people who were out scavenging for the remains that the demons had left when they were killed.

      Demon talons and demon fangs were expensive, so people were trying to be the first ones to locate the site for dead demons. Jojo and Fern had already stated that after they checked out their own homes a bit more, they would be heading out to collect everything that they could on that front from the manner. Some of the demon fangs and demon claws could even be used to help enhance weapons and armor, which would no doubt help us in the coming days.

      After all, just because the Demon Lord was dead, that did not really mean we were out of the woods. A whole demon god that we had to deal with, and the demon realm gathering power for something that was clearly going to be a pain in the ass to deal with. I couldn’t help but worry about all of it. It was like there was a storm brewing in my head, this constant sort of pounding that made me feel like I was about to spin straight out of control.

      I felt myself getting more and more frustrated as I sat there and thought about it, struggling to figure out what I was going to do now that, well, now that I had to do something about it. The party outside seemed almost like a mockery, because so many people had ended up dead, so much had ended up destroyed, and so many threats were still existing. I wondered, though, how many people were even aware of that?

      Was there a chance that I hadn’t been the only one to get that quest? I pulled up my menu, checking to see if the Arena quest had been updated. It wasn’t, but I found that I had several other quests that would need to be dealt with sooner rather than later.
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      QUEST: REPAIR THE LOFT

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      QUEST: FIND THE MAN IN THE ARENA
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      QUEST: MANOR HOUSE MYSTERY
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        * * *

      

      QUEST: DEMONIC GOD AZAZEL
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        * * *

      

      Each one seemed to be more exhausting than the last. I knew that putting them off wasn’t a good idea, but I couldn’t handle any of those big ones right now. I decided to click on the quest that seemed like it would take the least amount of effort and activated it.
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      QUEST: MANOR HOUSE MYSTERY
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        * * *

      

      The Governor was clearly hiding something in his massive manor house. Explore every room within the building and locate the five important clues to the man’s demonic heritage.

      Reward: ? ? ? ?
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        * * *

      

      I’ve never seen a quest that didn’t have a set reward. A frown curled across my face, and I tried to figure out what that might have meant. What could it mean to not actually be told what I would be getting? Did it mean that there was going to be nothing given out? Was it going to be just another quest, or something else?

      I didn’t know, and I had already figured out that it was way too difficult to do anything like that today. I regretted clicking on that quest, though I went ahead and officially accepted it, just to feel like I had gotten something done. But the strangeness of not having a set reward made me even more certain that I did not want to check out any of those other quests right now.

      It would give me a chance to just breath out and relax, to just, let things fester for a bit.

      And yeah, sure, so festering was not what you normally wanted to have happen but just this one time, I thought that it would be okay to let things sit for a little while.

      There was so much that needed to be taken care of, so much that needed to be handled. And at the end of the day, it seemed like all of that was going to fall on me to solve. And that was fine. I could do it. I was smart, strong, and had some great girls to help me through it.

      But before I could even consider doing anything with it, I needed to take a single night and just, rest. Sleep. Relax.

      It was all too much. I didn’t even want to tell Delia about the weird quest that I had just accepted, I decided that I would have to do it tomorrow instead. It wasn’t like either of us were going to jump to our feet right then and rush to the governor’s manor to check for those five little secrets of his. Waiting to talk to her about it tomorrow would be just fine, I was sure of it.

      So even though we should have kept talking, I closed my eyes instead, and I went to sleep.
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            THINGS START TO SETTLE
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        * * *

      

      Early morning sun light washed down over the market. It was strange to look at. People had started to do repairs already and, thanks to the functions of this world, it was a lot easier to fix up houses and rebuild the streets than it might have been in my own home world. The fact of the matter was that no one had to physically rebuild the charred buildings, and that a lot of people had even started to work together and help each other out.

      There was something about that which seemed like a novelty. People had gone out to the map to collect wood from the forests and glades, and other people had gone through the ruins to collect bricks, bringing them back and setting them up in the middle of the market street, so that everyone could try and get what they needed to fix their homes.

      All around me were boards and bricks sliding through the air on their own, patching up the houses, and broken windows being replaced with new glass without a single strike of the hammer.

      I moved through the market, seeking out a stand that I knew would want the ware tucked into my inventory. With the Governor gone and the role being pushed on to my shoulders, I had free range over the manor house. I didn’t know what I was going to do with it long term, but for the moment, I had been trying to find the useless novelty items sitting around that I wanted to off load.

      There was a traveling merchant at the center of the city, who would buy items from the people here, and then take them to other locations on the map and sell them there. It’s the perfect way to get some quick gold, and with all the repairs that need to be done to the loft, and the manor house too, the quick gold is important.

      It took me a bit to find the man. He was sitting on the ground in the middle of the road, wearing a black jump suit that was covered in strips of bright rainbow fabric, flung out in all directions like feathers. He wore matching kohl around his eyes, topped with bright yellow and red eye shadow.

      The best guess was that he was a toucan shifter. He liked to dress up and throw himself around, a bright little thing that most people laughed at. He used the humor to get better deals, catching people off guard and joking them straight in to selling their items for cheap.

      But he knew that I didn’t buy any of that, and the fact that I was the Governor now probably gave me a bit more of a boost.

      “Well, well, well,” said the merchant, Baylin, getting to his feet. “If it isn’t the Governor himself! Fancy new title, same old clothes. You know, you might want to look into that. I could give you a lift when it comes to your clothing.” He grabbed on to some of the colorful feathers attached to his jump suit pulling them out to the side and letting them flutter right back down. “A little flash of something bright, that’s what you need.”

      “I’m sure that a fashion change up isn’t on my to do list any time soon,” I told him, rolling my eyes. “I wanted to sell something to you, Baylin.”

      Baylin clapped his hands together, twice, and then gripped at them. “Oh, that’s even better. Someone like you, I’m sure there’s going to be a great deal in the making already. Is it some of those plants that I’ve been hearing about?”

      I gave a sad shake of my head. “Those got ruined in the demon attack. We still have seeds, but they aren’t going to be ready to sell any time soon.” I paused, tilting my head to the side. “Are you going to be interested in those?”

      “I can sell anything and everything,” said Baylin. “Especially if they have a use like a healing herb. You should know that already, governor.”

      “Just call me Garret,” I insisted.

      Baylin put a hand to his chest in mock shock. “I could never be so insulting!”

      I rolled my eyes and reached into my inventory, pulling out a small bauble that I had picked up from the Governor’s mansion. It was a small glass orb, solid and not hollow, with a simple golden circlet around the bottom of it.

      I had already checked with the girls to make sure that it wasn’t useful, and far as we could tell, it wasn’t magic in any sense of the word. But the toucan shifter’s eyes lit up like I had just handed him a gilded crystal, and he snatched the bauble up, holding it in both hands and turning it around, showing it off to the sun.

      The bright light caught on the orb, sending it in to a fractal sort of rainbow. “I want this.”

      “I guessed that” I told him, with a laugh. “I thought that you might when I found it. I wanted to know what…”

      “Two thousand,” said Baylin. It was so not like the toucan shifter that I was certain we had missed something with that orb, but it was too late to try and fix it now. I was half certain that the man just happened to like the fact that it was so shiny and, well, if it was something else – that was a missed cause.

      “Sold,” I said, with a nod of my head. “I’m down for that deal.”

      We finished the deal, with him giving me the gold. The moment that it hit my palm, it blinked out of sight and vanished into my wallet, the same way transactions always went. It was one of the better deals that I had made in a while, and I was wondering if it might be a good idea to start rooting through the manor house in full, trying to find more little baubles like that.

      After dealing with the toucan shifter, I went back to one of the shops that had been picked out for my girls to run. There was no one around now which I thought was odd.

      Or maybe it wasn’t that odd. It wasn’t like we had any plants to be selling now, and we had been wanting to use this shop to sell all those herbs from our garden. I was a bit put out by the fact that there wasn’t anyone around to talk with and chat with but… you know, in the long run, maybe that was a good thing.

      It was going to give me a chance to sit down and, well, it wasn’t going to give me a chance to relax, but it was going to give me a chance to think about the future. I transferred half of the gold in my wallet into the register, on the off chance that we were able to get some sort of a sale later.

      Then I dropped down into the chair behind the counter, and I started to try and really think things over. God, so much had been happening lately, and it had all happened so fast too! I was pulled into a higher standing without being giving a choice…

      And then that thing with the demon core. It felt like something had shifted inside of me, like I had been pulled on to a different plane of existence. It wasn’t a constant. I wasn’t turning into a monster, I was pretty sure. But I know that sometimes, I was able to feel something pounding in my chest, like a second heart inside of me.

      It was a thump, thump, thump in me. And there was an itch in the back of my mind, too. I could remember what it felt like to control that man’s mind, to turn his thoughts around and make him leave. And it was this constant sort of knowing.

      What if that happened by accident, in the future? What if I was able to do something even more dangerous?

      I thought that… It was something I needed to put a lot of effort in to trying to figure out. And this moment of silence in the shop was a perfect time for doing exactly that.
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            THOUGHTS DISRUPTED AND A FUTURE FOUND
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        * * *

      

      There was a thump as the door swung open, enough to make me jump. My knee knocked into the side of the desk and I spit out a swear, one hand snapping down to clutch at it. Delia started laughing, turning around and closing the door behind her, then locking it.

      “Sorry,” she said, not sounding sorry at all. “Didn’t mean to scare you.”

      “I was sleeping,” I lied. It was more like I had just sat there and totally zoned out but whatever, it was close enough to being the same thing.

      Delia didn’t seem convinced. She moved to close the shutters after locking the door, and my brows pinched down a little bit.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      She said, “Take a wild guess, Garret.” and then when I just sat there and stared at her, she rolled her eyes, ears twitching in amusement. “I was really worried about you. When we had to split up yesterday, and then when you ate that demon core and fell. I thought that I might have lost you.”

      “I didn’t really get hurt,” I told her. “I mean, it’s probably…”

      “Not interested,” said Delia, with a dismissive flick of her tail at me. She closed the last window, blotting out most of the sun and making sure that we wouldn’t be interrupted, and then she turned to face me, planting one hand on her cocked-out hip. “I’m not interested in any of your excuses, you know? I’m just – I was just worried. I’m just saying that.”

      “I was worried about you too,” I told her. “I didn’t know where you and Fern were, and I just – I thought something might have happened. I mean, I knew it hadn’t. I could tell that you were all killing demons left and right, like some wild things. But…”

      “But…” said Delia, not like she was asking for more of a question, but like she was agreeing with me. Her shoes clacked against the floor. She stepped over to me, around the end of the desk, and then sat down in my lap, straddling me.

      I laughed, my hands instantly moving to settle on her hips. My fingers rubbed over her sides, the ridge of her skirt top. “Hey.”

      “Hey,” she said, back. “What are you doing?”

      “What are you doing?” I countered, but a smile was finally coming to my face. All that tension bled away in the face of my girl.

      “Showing you how worried I was,” said Delia, leaning forward and catching me in a kiss. She curled an arm around my shoulders, fingers against the back of my neck, in the very bottom threads of my hair. Her mouth pressed to mine, a slow and steady thing at first, soft and sensual, and then something else, starker, heavier.

      There was a tongue in my mouth, and I moaned, opening it up for her and letting her all but devour me. It went from chaste to wet and messy in a matter of moments, teeth in my lips, tongue in my cheek. And I was quick to return it, letting her devour my passion, trying to show her exactly how much I cared for her.

      That it had gone from loving her body to wanting to be around her, constantly, wanting to touch her, to hold her, to protect her. That double beat was resounding inside of my chest, the second heart racing right alongside of my own, but the only thing that I could focus on was the fact that she was here, she was in front of me, she was with me.

      I wanted to taste her. I wanted to hold her. I wanted something with Delia that I had never had with anyone else before. My hands slid up, bunching her shirt up, so that I could press my palms against her side, feeling the warmth of her skin.

      “You’re so fucking pretty,” I told her. “God, I want to sink my teeth in to you. Want to taste you.”

      Delia let out a pleased sounding laugh, telling me, “Then you should go ahead and taste me. I want to feel you. Want to feel you in me. I want this.”

      And I wanted her too, so I figured this was the best thing to do. Everything was changing around us, from the city to the loft, from my role to the threat that we were going to have to be facing. But in this moment, the only thing that mattered was the fact that we were together for the moment.

      With any luck, it would be that way for a long time to come.

      

      
        
        The End… ?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Hey there! My name is Victor Briggs. I am an avid LitRPG, Gamelit, Cultivation, and Harem Lit reader. Since I’ve had so much fun reading other books in these genres, I decided to give writing a shot myself.

      

      Note on Future Projects: I am currently wrapping up a new harem lit book in a new series. This was part of why Dragon Shift 2 was delayed. I’m very excited about it, though, and I hope all of you love the next world I’ve created.

      

      Feel free to friend me on my Facebook Profile. It is very new and very bleak. Any advice or criticism is welcome.

      Thank you all for trying out Dragon Shift Volume 2! Took me much longer than anticipated but really hope you all enjoy!
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